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Editor’s Remarks

I am honoured to address you for the first time as Editor of the Canadian Journal 
of Program Evaluation (CJPE). As a former Book Review Editor and Associate 
Editor of the journal, I am tackling my new responsibilities with a solid sense 
of all that has been accomplished thus far and great enthusiasm for what is to 
come next. I want to thank Robert Schwartz for his leadership during his 7-year 
tenure; his influence and impact on the Journal’s quality and reach will be felt 
for years to come. I have the privilege of being accompanied on this journey by a 
skilled and dedicated editorial team made up of Emily Taylor, Astrid Brousselle, Jill 
Chouinard, and Jane Whynot, four women with considerable combined experi-
ence in evaluation, academia, government, and consulting. Two student volun-
teers have recently joined our team: Hélène Lévesque and Michelle Naimi. Their 
contributions are already much appreciated. We are grateful for the support and 
advice of our continuing and new Editorial Board members who have all made a 
3-year commitment to the CJPE starting this year. Thank you!

Like all transitions, this is a period of opportunity, change, and growth for 
the Journal. As evaluators, we are assessing our administrative processes to see 
where we can make improvements, and we are looking at our own theory of 
change to determine how we can best meet the needs of CES members as well as 
the academic and evaluation communities. We will continue to work diligently 
with authors and reviewers to ensure that CJPE maintains its high level of quality. 
I encourage you to submit your articles, practice notes, and book reviews to share 
your work and insights with your fellow evaluators.

I am pleased to present this special issue on spending reviews, guest edited by 
Jim McDavid, Astrid Brousselle, Robert Shepherd, and David Zussman. Our spe-
cial issues are planned several years in advance; when Jim asked me to contribute 
an article to this particular issue in 2016, I had no idea that I would be introducing 
it as Editor. The articles included in this issue reflect varied viewpoints, experi-
ences, and practices related to international, federal, and provincial spending 
reviews. Written by senior government officials, academics, and practitioners, 
they provide a comprehensive view of pan-governmental reallocation exercises, 
highlighting their particular effects and impacts. Upon reading these papers, you 
may conclude that evaluation has played different roles in spending reviews and 
that it could contribute significantly more to organizational or government-wide 
decision making. I challenge you, as an evaluator, a researcher, or a student, to 
consider how best to support organizations in applying evaluation knowledge to 
improve programs and make critical decisions.

Isabelle Bourgeois
Editor-in-Chief

© 2018   Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation / La Revue canadienne d’évaluation de programme
32.3 (Special Issue / Numéro spécial), v  doi: 10.3138/cjpe.32.3.v
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Je suis honorée de vous adresser la parole pour la première fois comme rédactrice en 
chef de la Revue canadienne d’évaluation de programme (RCÉP). Je fais partie de  
l’équipe de la RCEP depuis plusieurs années; j’y ai déjà joué le rôle de rédactrice 
des comptes-rendus ainsi que celui de rédactrice associée. J’entreprends mes nou-
velles tâches bien consciente des réalisations passées et remplie d’enthousiasme 
vis-à-vis de l’avenir. Je veux remercier Robert Schwartz pour son leadership des 
sept dernières années; son influence sur la qualité et la portée de la Revue se 
fera sentir encore des années durant. J’ai le privilège d’être accompagnée d’une 
équipe de rédaction hautement compétente et engagée, composée d’Emily Taylor, 
d’Astrid Brousselle, de Jill Chouinard et de Jane Whynot, quatre femmes ayant une 
grande expérience combinée dans les domaines de l’évaluation, de l’enseignement, 
du gouvernement et de l’expertise-conseil. Deux étudiantes bénévoles se sont 
récemment jointes à notre équipe, soit Hélène Lévesque et Michelle Naimi. Elles 
ont déjà fait des contributions d’une grande valeur. Nous sommes reconnaissantes 
de l’appui et des conseils des membres de notre conseil de rédaction, actuels ou 
nouveaux, qui se sont tous engagés cette année à contribuer à la Revue pour les 
trois prochaines années. Merci!

Cette période de transition en est aussi une empreinte de possibilités, de 
changement et de croissance pour la Revue. À titre d’évaluateurs et d’évaluatrices, 
nous examinons nos processus administratifs pour cerner les secteurs à améliorer 
et nous appliquons notre propre théorie du changement pour déterminer la façon 
dont nous pouvons le mieux répondre aux besoins des membres de la SCÉ de 
même que des membres des communautés universitaires et de l’évaluation. Nous 
continuerons à travailler assidument avec les auteurs et pairs évaluateurs pour 
veiller à conserver la haute qualité de la RCÉP. Je vous encourage à soumettre vos 
articles, vos notes sur la pratique et vos comptes-rendus pour faire part de votre 
travail et de vos réflexions à vos collègues.

Je suis heureuse de vous présenter le présent numéro spécial sur les revues 
des dépenses, avec l’apport de la rédactrice et des rédacteurs invités Jim McDavid, 
Astrid Brousselle, Robert Shepherd et David Zussman. Nos numéros spéciaux 
sont prévus plusieurs années à l’avance; lorsque Jim m’a demandé de rédiger un 
article pour ce numéro en 2016, j’étais loin de me douter que je vous le présente-
rais à titre de rédactrice en chef. Les articles présentés dans ce numéro reflètent 
des points de vue, des expériences et des pratiques variées en matière de revues 
des dépenses internationales, fédérales et provinciales. Rédigés par des hauts 
fonctionnaires, des chercheurs universitaires et des praticiens, ils offrent une vue 
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exhaustive des exercices de réaffectation de fonds pangouvernementaux, soulig-
nant leurs effets particuliers. À la lecture de ces articles, vous arriverez peut-être 
à la conclusion que l’évaluation joue des rôles divers dans les revues des dépenses 
et qu’elle pourrait avoir un impact considérable sur la prise de décision au sein 
d’une organisation ou du gouvernement. Je vous mets au défi, comme évaluateur/
évaluatrice, chercheur/e ou étudiant/e, de vous pencher sur la question de ce 
qui constitue la meilleure façon d’appuyer les organisations dans l’application de 
principes d’évaluation pour l’amélioration de programmes et la prise de décisions 
importantes.

Isabelle Bourgeois
Rédactrice en chef





Linking Evaluation and Spending Reviews: 
Challenges and Prospects

Jim McDavid and Astrid Brousselle
University of Victoria

Robert P. Shepherd
Carleton University

David Zussman
University of Ottawa

The global financial crisis in 2008 was a significant watershed for governments 
everywhere. Diminished prospects for growth coupled with continuing demands 
for government interventions and chronic constraints on resources, prompted 
in part by the widespread adoption of variants of neo-liberalism (constrain 
resources to limit spending and shrink governments), have created fiscal envi-
ronments where rationing expenditures among programs and policies is chronic 
and even acute.

One response to these situations is to systematically assess government 
expenditures, in effect, looking for savings by conducting broad-based spend-
ing reviews. The OECD has advocated for conducting spending reviews (OECD, 
2011). Spending reviews can be used to address several objectives, including to 
tackle deficits and debt, to reallocate funds for better policy prioritization and effi-
cacy, and to create fiscal space for new initiatives (Hawkesworth & Klepsvik, 2013; 
IMF, 2015; Moynihan & Beazley, 2016; OECD, 2011, 2016). In times of significant 
fiscal restraint, other possible objectives of spending reviews can be symbolic or 
justificatory. For example, they can be used as a communications tool, to support 
or bolster government legitimacy, to bring about line ministry fiscal discipline, or 
to publicly justify difficult budget decisions.

Our special issue of the Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation explores 
ways that evaluation can be linked to systematic, evidence-based assessments of 
government expenditures. We include articles that offer international, national 
(Canadian), and provincial (Quebec) perspectives. In this introduction, we sum-
marize key themes in the articles offered by our contributors and, where appropri-
ate, knit them together.

In the synthesis that follows the six articles in this volume, we reflect on key 
themes and offer an overall assessment of the prospects for linking evaluation and 
spending reviews.

Marc Robinson’s article, “The Role of Evaluation in Spending Review” offers 
us an international overview that explores the current and prospective links 
between evaluations and spending review. He defines key terms, including what 
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spending review is: “. . . a process for systematically scrutinizing baseline expendi-
ture to identify and implement savings measures.” Baseline expenditures are exist-
ing expenditures, so spending review is aimed at assessing what is currently being 
spent with a view to finding ways of reducing/reallocating. Reducing expenditures 
can occur via strategic cuts (doing less) or efficiency cuts (improving productivity 
and operating efficiency). Typically, governments make budget decisions that are 
intended to do both.

Robinson suggests six possible criteria for constructing the terms of reference 
for spending review: relevance, duplication, effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and 
market failure (the question of whether the private sector or other entities could 
provide particular programs). Among those, effectiveness is a key criterion, since 
it speaks to a core question in most program evaluations: Did the program or 
policy achieve (or contribute to) its intended results?

A significant point he makes is that the international financial crisis of 2008 
has altered the fiscal picture for governments, globally. Demands for expenditures 
continue and arguably will grow as the impacts of climate change are factored into 
government programs and expenditures. But public resources are scarce, and this 
trend has accelerated since 2008. This pressure, with some exceptions, does not 
appear to be alleviated by deficit spending—that is a norm that is traceable to new 
public management and, more broadly, neo-liberalism internationally.

Robinson sees evaluation as a prospective contributor to the rational in-
formation bases that comprise the foundation for spending review. At the same 
time, he acknowledges that the record of actual uses of evaluation-related lines 
of information in spending review processes internationally is very limited. In 
our volume, this gap between expectations for evaluation and what has actually 
been accomplished is an important theme. Broadly, the gap between promise and 
performance is one that extends to all evaluation-related endeavours, including 
performance measurement (McDavid & Huse, 2012).

Robinson suggests six possible factors (some of which are closely related) 
that explain this gap between what evaluation could do for spending review and 
what has actually happened. Among those reasons are themes that are picked up 
in other articles in our volume: evaluations are focused on program improvement, 
are intended to help managers, and tend to make positive program improvement 
recommendations (Mayne’s article, among others, picks these themes up); evalu-
ation functions in countries tend to be decentralized to spending departments 
(Shepherd, Mayne, Dobell and Zussman, and Bourgeois and Whynot all mention 
this issue); judgments about program effectiveness are rarely “yes” and “no” and 
are based on fallible lines of evidence (Dobell and Zussman, among other con-
tributors, make this point); and the tendency for evaluation terms of reference to 
not give a lot of weight to questions focused on budget savings (Mayne, Shepherd, 
and Dobell and Zussman all comment on the effects of the decentralized insti-
tutional home for the Canadian federal evaluation function [evaluation units 
report to their respective deputy ministers] on its potential for delivering strategic 
evaluation-related information).
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John Mayne’s article, “Linking Evaluation to Expenditure Reviews: Neither 
Realistic nor a Good Idea,” argues (picking up on a theme in Robinson’s article) 
that not only have evaluations not contributed to spending reviews (Mayne calls 
them expenditure reviews), but, in the current federal government of Canada 
evaluation function, they should not. In Mayne’s view, the existing program evalu-
ation function in the federal government is generally well-positioned to contrib-
ute through periodic formative evaluations of programs to the ongoing program 
management–related dialogue in departments and agencies among program 
managers, evaluators, and even departmental executives (to whom evaluators re-
port). The federal program evaluation function has persisted for over 40 years and 
although it has taken some significant knocks, as Mayne and other contributors 
to this volume acknowledge, it continues to be an important part of the analytical 
capacity of departments and agencies.

Mayne reprises some of the history of federal program evaluation, pointing 
out that in 1981 there was a clearly stated expectation that evaluations would “. . . 
produce credible, timely, useful, and objective findings on programs appropriate 
for resource allocation, program improvement and accountability” (Mayne, quot-
ing the Treasury Board Secretariat’s [1981, p. 3] Guide on the Evaluation Function). 
Evaluation would be both formative and summative and would be able to cover a 
wide range of expectations for the function.

As Mayne and others in this volume note, this range of expectations has not 
been fulfilled. Dobell and Zussman point out that evaluation’s contributions to 
spending reviews in Canada starting with the 1984–1986 Nielsen task force have 
been desultory. But, unlike some other commentators, Mayne is clear that having 
the existing decentralized evaluation function is an asset—not for all the purposes 
adduced in 1981, but for formative assessments of programs with a view to im-
proving their effectiveness and cost-effectiveness.

If evaluation is going to make a contribution to expenditure reviews, Mayne, 
like Robinson and Shepherd in this volume, suggests that a different evaluation 
function needs to be created that would be housed in a central agency (he sug-
gests Treasury Board). This is not a new idea (Dobell and Zussman reference 
publications and reports that speak to creating an evaluator general for the federal 
government) to mirror the mandate of the auditor general and address the cur-
rent asymmetry between evaluation and audit functions, wherein audit is both a 
decentralized (internal audit units) and a centralized function, whereas evaluation 
is not.

The article by Isabelle Bourgeois and Jane Whynot, “Strategic Evaluation 
Utilization in the Canadian Federal Government,” is the first in our volume that 
examines evaluation use empirically in Canadian federal departments and con-
nects uses with strategic decision-making. They have done a comparative case-
study analysis that focuses on all program evaluation reports completed between 
2010 and 2013 in two federal departments. Their two lines of evidence are a 
content analysis of the program evaluation reports and qualitative interviews with 
program managers and evaluators in both departments.



300  McDavid, Brousselle, Shepherd, and Zussman

© 2018  CJPE 32.3, 297–304 doi: 10.3138/cjpe.43176

They acknowledge the importance of the literature on evaluation use—
using evaluations is an enduring theme in both the scholarship and practice in 
the evaluation field—and point out that—aside from the now standard typology 
of four uses: instrumental (contributing to program-related decisions); concep-
tual (contributing the background knowledge of stakeholders with respect to a 
program or set of programs); symbolic (rationalizing program or policy-related 
decisions by pointing, post hoc, to particular evaluation findings or even the fact 
that an evaluation has been done); and process (the fact that an evaluation is being 
done influences program or even organizational behaviours)—there are strategic 
uses. They define strategic uses this way, “we refer to the application of evaluation 
results to broader, organizational-level decisions, which often include budgetary 
considerations.” Such uses could intersect with any of the other four types of 
uses—what distinguishes them is the focus on organizational-level influences of 
evaluation products and processes.

What they find from assessing the evaluation reports and from their in-
terviews is that there are no evident strategic uses of the program evaluations 
produced between 2010 and 2013 in those two departments. The significance of 
this finding is that, during that time, there was a program review in 2010 (one of 
a series mandated annually by Treasury Board starting in 2007) and the Deficit 
Reduction Action Plan in 2012 (mandated by the Conservative government to 
identify four billion dollars in savings by 2015). Their findings suggest that those 
review processes did not make use of the stock of available program evaluations.

Unlike Robinson and Mayne in this volume, Bourgeois and Whynot suggest 
that it might be possible to work within the existing institutional structure for the 
evaluation function to get more purchase for strategic-level uses of program eval-
uations. They recommend focusing on portfolios of programs as the main unit of 
analysis to create more opportunities to compare performance (this has been done 
selectively since the 2009 Evaluation Policy was implemented); refocusing the core 
evaluation questions away from the mandatory “relevance and performance” set 
(these reappear in the directive that accompanies the 2016 Treasury Board Policy 
on Results) to better reflect the concerns of senior departmental decision-makers; 
and making the timing of evaluations more flexible to better reflect the informa-
tion needs of decision-makers (this is possible given the risk-based approach to 
evaluation planning that is part of the 2016 Policy on Results).

Robert Shepherd’s article, “ Expenditure Reviews and the Federal Experi-
ence: Program Evaluation and Its Contribution to Assurance Provision,” offers us 
a comprehensive public administrative overview of what he calls the assurance-
related policies, instruments to implement those policies, and the roles that evalu-
ation plays in each of five different forms of federal government–based assurance: 
policy and program coherence, internal program performance, government per-
formance, systems improvement, and public accountability. At the same time that 
he is pointing to the different roles that evaluation has played or is expected to play 
across a wide range of purposes for assurance and a wide array of stakeholders, he 
is suggesting that federal evaluation has not lived up to its expectations.
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In different words, evaluation, with its rich history of seeking relevance in 
a changing governmental and policy environment, has been saddled with ex-
pectations that are arguably incompatible. In his own assessment of the federal 
evaluation function (Shepherd, 2012), he pointed out that, given the (then) 2009 
Evaluation Policy and its premium on accountability-related uses of program 
evaluations, the function was not delivering for key stakeholders. His observa-
tion then was that time was running out to align the evaluation function with 
government assurance-related expectations. Mayne, of course, would argue that 
the capacity of the function to resist these changing expectations while continuing 
to deliver formative evaluations that make a difference to program managers and 
other internal stakeholders is a sign of its enduring relevance.

Although Shepherd suggests (Table 1 in his article) that expenditure reviews 
intersect with “internal program performance” as a form of assurance, the focus 
of expenditure reviews on cross-program and cross-government assessments and 
comparisons does not sit comfortably with the existing program evaluation policy 
(in the 2016 Policy on Results, as Shepherd points out, there is no substantive 
mention of program effectiveness in the policy). Instead program evaluation is 
relegated to the accompanying directive, where the language is similar (relevance 
and performance) to that included in the 2009 Evaluation Policy.

What is to be done? Shepherd suggests two options. One is similar to what 
Mayne and Robinson have suggested—create and resource a central agency evalu-
ation unit, the purpose of which would be to conduct expenditure review–related 
evaluations. That unit would, in effect, be expected to design and execute sum-
mative evaluations that are intended to meet the decision-making needs of stake-
holders involved in budget-related reviews.

The second option is to create separate evaluation units within federal de-
partments and give those units a mandate to conduct expenditure evaluations. 
Recalling the Bourgeois and Whynot article, these units would be focused on 
meeting the needs for strategic decision-making fora. If we look at this option for 
a moment, Shepherd suggests that building trust around the mission and opera-
tions of these units would be critical—in part because they would continue to 
rely on program managers and perhaps even their formative evaluation–focused 
colleagues for information. In effect, he appears to be signalling a need to reorient 
the evaluation-related cultures of departments and agencies.

Rod Dobell and David Zussman, “Sunshine, Scrutiny, and Spending Review 
in Canada, Trudeau to Trudeau: From Program Evaluation and Policy to Com-
mitment and Results,” offer us an article that brackets the 50-plus years of Cana-
dian federal evaluation policy and practice but goes well beyond that to include 
contemporary issues, such as freedom of information policy and its impacts on all 
the analytical (evidence-based) work that supports federal government decision-
making. As well they include observations related to deliverology, as a current 
evaluation-related initiative of the Liberal government, and assess the prospects 
for program evaluation (and the evaluation function) generally, and, specifically, 
to make contributions to future expenditure reviews.
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In 1981, Dobell and Zussman published an article in Canadian Public Ad-
ministration, “An Evaluation System for Government: If Politics Is Theatre Then 
Evaluation Is (Mostly) Art” (Dobell & Zussman, 1981). That article pointed out 
that the (then) new program evaluation function, even at that time, was not meet-
ing expectations. Mayne points out that in hindsight the expectations were not 
achievable given the institutional base of the program evaluation function.

A theme in their 1981 article that is taken up and expanded in their current 
article (this is their bottom line—without it other current and prospective ana-
lytical efforts will ultimately fail to make much of a difference) is the importance 
of “sunshine and scrutiny,”  openness that requires access to information and the 
willingness of government (to modernize freedom of information legislation) to 
make available what is required to support competent evaluations and any other 
analytical work that assesses programs, policies, and operations. This theme is 
reflected among US evaluators—in 2008, Eleanor Chelimsky, (then) president of 
the American Evaluation Association, included these observations in her plenary 
address:

But we’re now seeing a metastasis of secrecy, far beyond intelligence and the military, 
into unrelated domains like environmental impacts, or hospital error rates, or drug 
side effects, or student test scores, where no national security interest can possibly be 
invoked. And we’re seeing extensive reclassification of materials that had already been 
declassified. This is a critical issue both for evaluation and for government, because it 
precludes the examination of all the facts, it inserts involuntary advocacy for agency 
programs and policies into “independent evaluations,” it makes a sham of executive 
accountability to the legislature, and it drastically distorts the public’s knowledge of 
what the government is doing. (p. 408)

Another theme in their earlier article that resonates in our current collection 
is the reality that program evaluations are not summative. Instead they are forma-
tive and, although they have uses in program adjustments within departments and 
agencies, they are not strategic, nor do they address questions that would be asked 
as cabinet decision-makers choose among programs and policies.

What are the prospects for program evaluations? Dobell and Zussman do 
not see evaluations having a role in spending review in the future. They even sug-
gest (speculatively) that there may be a point where evaluations (similar to the 
way that medical diagnosis is going, for example) could be assisted with, if not 
conducted by, AIs.

Finally, in assessing deliverology, as promulgated by Sir Michael Barber and 
now the centrepiece of the 2016 federal Policy on Results, Dobell and Zussman are 
prepared to give this initiative more time. They point out that accompanying this 
focus on results is a focus on improving program and policy effectiveness via be-
havioural psychology and behavioural economics—several nudge units have been 
established to conduct experiments and quasi-experiments to improve delivery 
effectiveness. Whether these can deliver remains to be seen. There will be a point 
where this initiative should be evaluated.
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Marie-Pier Marchand and Astrid Brousselle, “Regards sur l’expérience de la 
Commission de révision permanente des programmes au Québec,” contribute 
an article that focuses on Quebec and, more specifically, the recent experience, 
between 2014 and 2016, with the Commission de révision permanente des pro-
grammes (Commission for Permanent Program Review—CRPP) and the process 
undertaken by the Liberal government in Quebec to find ways to cut programs 
sufficient to balance the budget by 2015. Their article describes how this review 
commission was created and how it operated over its 2-year lifespan.

Quebec is one Canadian province that has recently implemented a govern-
ment-wide evaluation function (as of 2013). The function is decentralized to 
administrative departments, and there is a general requirement to comply with 
Treasury Board evaluation policies including preparing a multi-year evaluation 
plan. As evaluation reports are completed, they are forwarded to Treasury Board.

Included among the lines of evidence/information sources used by the CRPP 
were completed program evaluations. It is not clear how those evaluations were 
used—it proved to be impossible to interview persons connected with the com-
mission to get a better sense of how it operated, how it gathered information, even 
what sources of information were taken into account in assessing policy options 
and program cuts. Given the concerns expressed by Dobell and Zussman around 
access to information and the secrecy culture of governments more generally, this 
is noteworthy.

Marchand and Brousselle examined the reports that the commission pro-
duced, including their recommendations, to determine whether and to what ex-
tent the recommendations were reflected in subsequent budgets. The comparisons 
indicated very little correspondence between commission recommendations and 
the 2015 and 2016 budgets. The overall fiscal target was achieved (the Quebec 
government has balanced the budget in the last 2 years) but there is no direct (or 
even indirect) line from evaluations to budget decisions.

Looking ahead, the commission, before it was disbanded, recommended that 
the government create a permanent evaluation function that would be focused 
on conducting summative evaluations with a view to being able to recommend 
program revisions, including program cuts (presumably for those programs found 
wanting in some analytical sense). What is not clear at this time is whether this 
function will be centralized, or instead be layered onto the existing decentralized 
evaluation units—in effect repurposing them.
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The Role of Evaluation in Spending Review
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Abstract: The role of spending review is to identify savings options that enable 
governments either to find fiscal space for priority new spending or to cut aggregate 
spending. Spending review has been extensively used by governments around  
the world in the wake of the global financial crisis in 2008, and many governments 
are now seeking to institutionalize spending review as a permanent part of the budget 
preparation process. The effectiveness of spending review is critically dependent 
upon the quality of its information base—that is, of the expenditure analysis and 
performance indicators that can assist in the search for savings options. Evaluation 
is an essential part of this information base. However, ensuring that the potential of 
evaluation to inform spending review is realized will require considerable reflection 
on the design, selection, and conduct of evaluations.

Keywords: baseline expenditure, budget preparation process, fiscal space, 
information base, savings options

Résume  : L’objectif des exercices de révision budgétaire est d’identifier des moyens 
d’économiser afin que les gouvernements puissent soit trouver une disponibilité fiscale 
pour de nouvelles dépenses, soit réduire les dépenses globales. À cause de l’utilisation 
mondiale accrue d’exercices de révision budgétaire qui a suivi la crise financière 
de 2008, de nombreux gouvernements cherchent à institutionnaliser ces exercices 
de façon permanente dans le processus de préparation des budgets. L’efficacité des 
révisions budgétaires repose de façon critique sur la qualité de l’information – c’est-
à-dire l’analyse des dépenses et les indicateurs de performance qui peuvent aider à 
trouver des sources potentielles d’économie. L’évaluation est une source importante 
d’information. Toutefois, pour que les évaluations informent les exercices de révision 
budgétaire nous devons d’abord réfléchir sur la façon dont les évaluations sont conçues, 
orientées et réalisées.

Mots clés : dépenses, processus de préparation du budget, espace budgétaire, base 
de données, options d’épargne

What Is Spending Review?
Spending review is a process for systematically scrutinizing baseline expenditure to 
identify and implement savings measures (Robinson, 2013). Savings measures are 

Corresponding author: Marc Robinson, Bosquets de Paudille 16, Chardonne, Switzerland; 
marc@pfmresults.com

© 2018   Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation / La Revue canadienne d’évaluation de programme
32.3 (Special Issue / Numéro special), 305–315  doi: 10.3138/cjpe.43177

mailto:marc@pfmresults.com


306  Robinson

© 2018  CJPE 32.3, 305–315 doi: 10.3138/cjpe.43177

specific actions, such as terminating a program or streamlining a business process, 
that government can take to reduce baseline expenditure. Baseline expenditure 
means expenditure on existing programs and projects, at levels required by pre-
vailing policies or laws. It does not include any expenditure on new initiatives (or 
on the deliberate expansion of existing programs). The appraisal of new spending 
proposals is therefore not spending review. Spending review focuses on baseline ex-
penditure, because in most countries the budget preparation process focuses almost 
exclusively on the consideration of new spending proposals and fails to seriously 
look at the justification for the continued funding of baseline expenditure. Spend-
ing review is therefore an instrument for attacking budgetary incrementalism—that 
is, the tendency for baseline funding to be unthinkingly renewed in each budget.

A spending review may be tasked to identify one or both of two types of 
savings measures: strategic savings and efficiency savings. Strategic savings are ex-
penditure reductions achieved by cutting back services (outputs) delivered to the 
community—in other words, by scaling back or terminating programs. Strategic 
savings might, for example, target programs that are ineffective or low priority. 
Efficiency savings, by contrast, are expenditure reductions that are achieved by 
changing the way in which outputs are produced so as to deliver the same quantity 
and quality at lower cost.1 Today, the majority of countries with spending review 
systems use it to make both strategic and efficiency savings.

To identify savings options, spending reviews typically apply several review 
criteria. The main review criteria are relevance, duplication, effectiveness, and 
efficiency. In reviewing some programs, equity and market failure are pertinent 
additional criteria.

The Objectives of Spending Review
One of the main reason governments use spending review is to reduce, or re-
strain the growth of, aggregate expenditure. In the wake of the global financial 

Table 1. Review Criteria Employed during Spending Review to Identify 
Savings Options

Relevance Is the program trying to achieve an outcome for society that is 
important?

Duplication Is there duplication with another program or agency in govern-
ment, or with the private sector?

Effectiveness Is the program achieving its intended outcome, and, if not, can it 
be fixed so that it does so?

Efficiency Could the service or process be produced at lower cost, without 
compromising quality?

Equity Is the distribution of the service or transfer payment between 
different categories of recipient equitable?

Market failure Is government doing something that could be left to the private 
sector or community organizations to do?
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crisis, certain governments considered that they needed to implement large fiscal 
consolidations, with large cuts in aggregate expenditure (Robinson, 2015). These 
governments found spending review to be an invaluable tool to achieve these 
cuts. They used the savings realized through spending review entirely or largely 
to reduce the budget deficit rather than to finance new spending priorities. The 
United Kingdom and Ireland (Boyle, 2011) are particularly good examples of gov-
ernments that made use of spending review to achieve major fiscal consolidations.

Governments have found that, faced with the need to make large reductions 
in expenditure, it is far better to do this in a targeted way through spending review 
than to rely upon crude across-the-board cuts. Across-the-board cuts not only 
fail to discriminate between high-priority and low-priority spending, but they 
are often implemented by spending ministries in a way which adversely affects ef-
fectiveness (e.g., always cutting capital expenditure and the most flexible elements 
of operating expenditure, such as supplies and training).

Spending review is also used by governments to increase the fiscal space available 
for high-priority new spending initiatives. In most countries, it is quite difficult to 
find funds for new spending while keeping aggregate government expenditure and 
the budget balance at reasonable levels. The weight of baseline expenditure require-
ments inherited from the past tends to continually increase, while revenue growth is 
in most countries slower these days than it was in the boom years before the global 
financial crisis. Under these circumstances, making savings by cutting back ineffec-
tive or low-priority programs, or by improving efficiency, can substantially increase 
governments’ freedom of movement in responding to new spending pressures. By 
facilitating the reallocation of money from baseline expenditure to new priorities, 
spending review improves the overall prioritization of government expenditure. Re-
sources are allocated more to where they are needed and less to where they happen 
to have been allocated in past years. Overall value for money increases.

Spending review should not, thus, be regarded only as an instrument for fis-
cal consolidation—that is, as an axe wielded by austerity-obsessed governments. 
In the longer run, spending review is better viewed primarily as a means of in-
creasing fiscal space and improving expenditure prioritization. This is why many 
governments are seeking to institutionalize spending review as a routine ongoing 
process rather than as an exercise to be carried out only in crisis conditions.

Spending Review Design Features
Prior to the global financial crisis, only a handful of countries (e.g., Denmark and 
the Netherlands [van Nispen, 2016]) had operated spending review systems on 
a continuing basis. Some countries (including Canada in the 1990s [Good, 2008; 
Bourgon, 2009]) had in the past used spending review as a one-off tool, but had 
abandoned it.

Since the global financial crisis, spending review has become a much more 
important tool of government budgeting. In the tighter fiscal context facing 
governments since that time, there has been a rapid increase in the number of 
countries making systematic use of spending review, reflecting the prevailing 
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tighter budgetary circumstances facing governments. One distinctive feature of 
spending review today is that it is generally designed as an ongoing, rather than 
one-off, process. This means that spending review is conceived of as a process to 
be undertaken on a regular basis into the indefinite future. “Regular” may mean 
annual, or it may mean at multi-year intervals (e.g., every 3 or 4 years).

Another closely related feature of contemporary spending review is that, in 
most countries, it is intended to be an integral part of the budget preparation 
process. This means that spending review processes are in general deliberately 
designed as mechanisms to feed savings options to the government for considera-
tion and decision in an upcoming budget—that is, as part of the overall process of 
deciding how much budget funding each spending ministry will receive. Integra-
tion of spending review into the budget preparation process has implications for 
the frequency of spending review. It means that in countries with fixed multi-year 
budgeting systems—such as the UK, which essentially prepares every 3 years a 
budget for the 3 coming years—it makes no sense to conduct spending review as 
an annual process. On the other hand, countries with annual budgeting or with 
rolling multi-year budgets2 may choose either to carry out some spending review 
every year or to undertake it on a multi-year schedule.

The contemporary conception of spending review as an ongoing process 
integrated into budget preparation contrasts with the approach taken in the 
past by several governments (e.g., during the 1980s) that set up ad hoc spend-
ing reviews (e.g., carried out by independent commissions) which were quite 
separate from the budget process. The integration of spending review into the 
budget preparation process has the important consequence that the process of 
developing, presenting, and deciding to adopt savings options must fit into the 
tight time constraints of the preparation of the budget. As discussed below, this 
has implications for the role of evaluation in spending review. There has been a 
tendency over recent decades for the budget calendar—the sequence of steps and 
dates that comprise the budget preparation process—to become longer. Today, the 
time from the commencement of the budget preparation process through to the 
finalization of the draft budget for presentation to the parliament may take up to 9 
months. However, most of the decisions about savings options to be incorporated 
in the budget will need to have been taken several months before the end point 
of this process.

There are important differences between nations in the design and scope of 
the spending review process (Robinson, 2013, 2015), not all of which are relevant 
to the issue of the role of evaluation. One difference that is, however, of some con-
sequence for the role of evaluation is that between selective and comprehensive 
spending reviews. A selective spending review is a spending review that is limited 
to several predefined review topics. For example, the government might decide 
that in the coming year the spending review process will look for savings options 
from review topics such as (a) social assistance benefits to families, (b) informa-
tion and communications technology acquisition and management, and (c) waste 
management services. Denmark and the Netherlands (van Nispen & de Jong, 
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2017)3 are examples of countries that use the selective spending review approach, 
choosing anything up to 20 review topics in each round of spending review.

A comprehensive spending review, on the other hand, is a spending review 
process that is not limited to any predefined list of review topics. In a comprehen-
sive spending review, the ministry of finance and spending ministries are asked 
to undertake an unconstrained search for the best savings options. This does not 
mean that in a comprehensive spending review all programs and business pro-
cesses are reviewed—that would be impossible. Countries that have undertaken 
comprehensive spending reviews include the UK and Ireland.

Evaluation and the Information Base of  
Spending Review
The information base of spending review refers to information, such as perfor-
mance indicators and expenditure analysis, that is available to those carrying 
out the spending review process and that is potentially of assistance to them in 
applying the review criteria to identify savings options. A range of different types 
of expenditure analysis may form part of the spending review information base. 
For example, economic analysis is particularly useful when applying the market 
failure criterion. Evaluation is, however, of particular importance. It is perhaps 
not useful in this article to concern ourselves too much with the distinction be-
tween evaluation and other types of expenditure analysis (other than to say that 
it is perhaps not terribly useful to use the term evaluation to cover every form 
of expenditure analysis). It is sufficient, rather, to say that, in the senses that the 
term evaluation is most commonly used, it is potentially of greatest relevance in 
applying the effectiveness criterion in the search for strategic savings options. 
If, however, the term evaluation is also used to refer to efficiency analysis, then 
evaluation is clearly also an important part of the information base in the search 
for efficiency savings.

Evaluations do not per se constitute spending reviews.4 Spending reviews 
happen only when working groups undertake the task of identifying explicit 
savings options. This is something that evaluations do not necessarily (nor even 
typically) do.

Particularly in the immediate aftermath of the global financial crisis, most 
spending reviews carried out by OECD governments were of the “quick and dirty” 
variety, with little use of evaluation or other systematic forms of expenditure 
analysis. Many ministries of finance, as leaders of the spending review process, 
felt that this was unsatisfactory and decided that strengthening the information 
base of spending review was an important priority if spending review was to be 
institutionalized as an ongoing process linked to budget preparation. A key aspect 
of this, in their view, is the strengthening of evaluation and the more systematic 
linking of evaluation to spending review.

If evaluation is potentially of considerable value in strengthening spending 
review, a number of key questions must be addressed before that potential value 
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can be realized in practice. One is the question of the procedural link, if any, 
between the spending review process and the conduct of evaluations. Should 
evaluations be integrated into spending review as part of a single process, so that, 
for example, a spending review of a specific program should (where appropri-
ate) include evaluation of the program? Or should evaluation instead be a sepa-
rate process, carried out before, and independently of, spending review? Should 
spending review simply opportunistically make use of pre-existing evaluations? 
Or should evaluations sometimes be specifically commissioned to serve as part 
of the information base for subsequent spending review?

Evaluation and the Program Effectiveness Criterion
Applying the effectiveness criterion to the search for savings options means iden-
tifying programs that are either completely ineffective (i.e., they fail totally to 
achieve their intended outcomes) or which are not cost-effective (i.e., they achieve 
their intended outcomes to some extent, but their cost is excessive relative to the 
outcomes achieved). Evaluation is potentially of great relevance in establishing 
the effectiveness of programs. As is well known, effectiveness cannot in general 
be assessed by reference to outcome indicators alone, even when the best possible 
outcome indicators have been developed. The majority of outcome indicators fail 
to (fully) distinguish between the true impact of government programs and the 
impact of external factors.5

In principle, the type of evaluation that can be of greatest assistance in apply-
ing the efficiency criterion in spending review is impact evaluation. Good impact 
analysis can be of particular assistance in helping to distinguish the effectiveness 
of the program from the impact of external factors. It might, for example, apply 
multivariable regression analysis to time series data for this purpose. Nevertheless, 
impact evaluation alone cannot usually be expected to tell decision makers which 
programs should be cut or wound back. While it is sometimes the case that an im-
pact evaluation will indicate that a program is completely ineffective—that is, that 
it appears to achieve no outcomes at all—this is usually not the case. In most cases, 
impact evaluations find that programs achieve their intended outcomes to some 
extent. The key question then becomes that of cost-effectiveness. The outcomes 
achieved need then to be assessed against the cost of the program. Comparing 
benefits with costs is not something that evaluation itself usually does. The main 
formal technique for doing this is, of course, benefit–cost analysis. However, in 
practice, judgements of whether outcomes are sufficient to justify cost are usually 
made informally rather than by deploying benefit–cost analysis—both because 
the conclusions reached by benefit–cost analysis are often not very robust and 
because benefit–cost analysis is often an expensive and time-consuming process.

Notwithstanding the potentially considerable value of impact evaluations 
as part of the information base for spending review, there is a major practical 
constraint on their use. This is the time that it normally takes to conduct a proper 
impact evaluation—which is typically at least a couple of years. This makes it 
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impossible to initiate an impact evaluation and use its results to help identify 
savings options all within the time frame of the budget preparation process. This 
means that impact evaluations must necessarily be carried out prior the budget 
preparation cycle in which they are used as an input to a spending review. This 
can happen in one of two ways. The first is that a program might be identified as 
the subject of a spending review in a future budget preparation cycle (e.g., in 2 or 
3 years’ time), and an evaluation initiated now with a deadline tailored appropri-
ately. When this approach is taken, it is relatively easy to design the evaluation to 
meet the needs of spending review.

The other approach is to have an across-the-board evaluation policy, which 
requires that all programs (or all major programs) be subject to periodic evalua-
tions. Such across-the-board evaluation policies have, of course, existed at various 
stages in several countries (including Canada, Australia, and Chile). Evaluations 
carried out pursuant to an across-the-board evaluation policy are usually intended 
to have multiple purposes and are unlikely to be designed specifically to serve the 
needs of spending review. This raises the question—discussed further below—of 
the extent to which evaluations are designed to provide useful information for 
spending review.

The difficulty of carrying out impact evaluations quickly is one of the factors 
that have led to recent emphasis among evaluators on the role of rapid evalua-
tions. Rapid evaluations may use several different methodologies, but program 
logic analysis (sometimes also known as theory-based evaluation [World Bank, 
2004, p. 10]) can be considered to be one of its core methodologies. Program 
logic analysis looks at the manner in which a particular program or project 
is supposed to achieve its intended outcome and asks whether, in the light of 
relevant theory and experience, it is likely that it will achieve those outcomes. 
The starting point of program logic analysis is the explicit description of the 
relevant program’s program logic (a.k.a. intervention logic)—that is, the causal 
links by which program outputs are expected to generate intermediate program 
outcomes and, through that, higher-level outcomes. Once the program logic 
is made explicit, the plausibility of the presumed links between outputs and 
outcomes, and between intermediate outcomes and higher-level outcomes, is 
assessed by reference to relevant theory and existing lines of evidence. Program 
logic analysis is, in a sense, one of the most standard tools of government ana-
lysts, and it is open to debate whether it deserves to be labelled evaluation. What 
is perhaps distinctive about it as an instrument of rapid evaluation is probably 
not so much the methodology itself as the degree of rigor and formality with 
which it is applied.

Unlike impact evaluations, rapid evaluations—including rigorous program 
logic analysis—can, where appropriate, be carried out as an integral part of the 
spending review process. This does not, however, mean that they should be a man-
datory part of all strategic spending review. If, for example, a program is regarded 
as questionable primarily on the grounds of relevance, it may be quite pointless 
to carry out any type of evaluation of its effectiveness.
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Evaluation and Efficiency Savings
Identifying options for efficiency savings also requires both better performance 
indicators and the right type of analysis. By definition, efficiency improves when 
cost per unit of output (service) falls, holding the quality of output constant. 
Output unit cost indicators are therefore often useful in identifying potential 
efficiency savings. Time series analysis and benchmarking (i.e., cross-sectional 
comparisons) of unit costs can be particularly revealing. There are, however, sev-
eral potential problems with relying exclusively on unit cost indicators. One is that 
factors other than efficiency can—and often do—impact on output unit costs. For 
example, benchmarking may show that the unit costs of providing primary health 
services are significantly higher in rural areas than in cities, but this may simply 
be because geography and lower population density make it inherently costlier 
to deliver services outside cities.6 In this case, higher unit costs do not imply that 
there is an opportunity for efficiency savings.

For this and other reasons, efficiency analysis—which we will take here to 
be another form of evaluation, even if it is often carried out by analysts who do 
not label themselves as evaluators—often plays an essential role in identifying 
potential efficiency savings. Methodologically, efficiency analysis can take several 
forms. Business process analysis—which aims to identify ways of streamlining the 
service delivery process—is one. Another approach is cost factor analysis, which 
involves taking unit cost indicators and adjusting them for the impact of cost 
disability factors (e.g., the higher cost of primary health service delivery in rural 
areas with lower concentrations of population).

It is more difficult to generalize about the time necessary to undertake ef-
ficiency analysis than it is to generalize about time necessary to undertake, say, 
impact evaluations. In many cases, it is perfectly feasible to carry out efficiency 
reviews of some specific business processes or programs within the time frame 
of the budget preparation process. Even wide-ranging major efficiency reviews—
such as the 2003–2004 Gershon review, carried out in the UK (Gershon, 2004)—
have sometimes been conducted within time frames which, even if longer than 
that of a single budget preparation cycle, have been quite short. On the other 
hand, in the case of some business processes, it is wise to spend more time on the 
review process.

This means that efficiency analysis may in some cases be carried out as an 
integral part of the spending review process, but that in some cases it should be car-
ried out over a longer time frame in preparation for a future spending review cycle.

The Relevance of Evaluation for Spending Review
It is clear that, in principle, evaluation should be a key part of the information base 
of spending review. In particular, it should assist reviewers greatly in applying the 
effectiveness and efficiency criteria to the search for savings options. In practice, 
however, the contribution of evaluation to spending review has not, at least up to 
recently, realized this potential. Interviews conducted with senior budget officials 
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in OECD countries in early 2013 (Robinson, 2013) found that, without exception, 
they considered that evaluations had made little contribution to the spending 
review process in their countries. Strikingly, this view was shared both by officials 
from countries where there were strong evaluation systems (e.g., Canada) and by 
those from countries where evaluation practice was weaker (e.g., France).

The reasons for this failure to connect evaluation and spending review (and, 
more generally, evaluation and budgeting) have been explored in detail elsewhere 
(Robinson, 2014). In summary, key factors appear to include

•	 the tendency of much evaluation to be focused on management/policy 
improvement;

•	 the desire of evaluators to be seen as helpful to managers, and conse-
quently to avoid framing evaluation reports in a way that may be seen as 
too harsh or critical;

•	 the practice in some countries of allowing evaluations to be primarily 
controlled by the ministries that are being evaluated, at the risk of their 
independence;

•	 the tendency, as a result of some or all of the above factors, to focus pri-
marily on making “positive” management/policy improvement recom-
mendations;

•	 the difficulty of making definitive judgements—for example, about pro-
gram effectiveness—in the context of imperfect information/high infor-
mation costs, and the unwillingness in some cases of evaluators to use 
their “best judgement”; and

•	 the tendency for the choice of evaluation topics not to give much weight 
to the potential for budgetary savings.

Despite concerns about limited usefulness of evaluations to date, ministries of 
finance in many OECD countries were at the time of the 2013 interviews keen to 
strengthen the role of evaluation as a tool for budget decision-making. Most felt 
that, in the absence of a strong information base, spending review had been far 
too “seat of the pants” and needed to be made more rigorous. The extent to which 
action has been taken to strengthen the information base of spending review since 
that time is an important research topic.

An important associated issue is that of administrative responsibility for eval-
uations that are intended to support budget decision-making, including spending 
review. It is probably not realistic to expect that evaluations can be all things to 
all clients. It may therefore be entirely appropriate to maintain evaluation systems 
that are primarily focused on management/policy improvement and that are as far 
as possible decentralized in the management, while at the same time endowing 
ministries of finance with an evaluation service capable of carrying out evalua-
tions the explicit objective of which is to assess value-for-money and to provide 
advice for those who need to decide whether to cut (or increase) the budgets of 
specific programs or agencies.
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That evaluation has the potential to make a much bigger contribution to 
spending review does not, it should be stressed, mean that the identification of sav-
ing options in the spending review depends exclusively on evaluation. For example, 
the identification of programs that do not pass the “relevance” test does not require 
evaluation, and relevance is often a question of political philosophy. Decisions on 
savings measures are ultimately political, and not merely technical. However, better 
technical analysis to identify savings measures—including through evaluation—
can help political leaders considerably in making more and better-targeted savings.

Concluding Observations
It is important for the future of spending review to develop a better information 
base to assist reviewers to identify appropriate savings options. Evaluation, how-
ever defined, is a crucial part of that information base. However, experience shows 
that merely undertaking more evaluations will not ensure their use in spending 
reviews. For evaluation to deliver its potential benefits for spending review, it is 
important that the selection of review topics, and the design of the evaluations 
themselves, reflect the needs of budget decision makers. If it is unrealistic to think 
that all evaluations should serve in equal measure the needs of all potential clients, 
this may mean that there is a need to create an evaluation stream that is specifically 
dedicated to meeting the needs of budget decision makers.

The relevance of all of this depends, ultimately, on the success of government 
and ministries of finance in institutionalizing spending review as an ongoing part 
of the budget preparation process. The case for doing so is impeccable, and there 
is a strong feeling in many countries that this should happen. At the same time, 
however, enthusiasm for spending review has waxed and waned in the past, and 
the jury remains out on whether this time will be truly different. If it is, then it will 
be essential to ensure that evaluation makes the maximum possible contribution 
to the spending review process.

Notes
1	 Efficiency savings pertain to what economists refer to as productive efficiency, and not 

to other efficiency concepts such as allocative efficiency.
2	 This means that the budget is formulated in, say, a 3-year time horizon, but is updated 

each year.
3	 Although the government described the spending review carried out in 2010 in the 

Netherlands as a “comprehensive” review, this merely meant that a large number of 
predefined review topics were considered. It was therefore a selective, rather than com-
prehensive, review, as these terms are used in this paper.

4	 This view of the relationship between evaluation and spending review differs from that 
put forward by, for example, Vandierendonck (2014).

5	 Equally well known is the fact that, for certain types of outcomes, no outcome measure-
ment metric exists (e.g., to measure the degree of national security).

6	 Another important problem is that measuring output unit cost is also often technically 
challenging. Hence, relying on performance indicators alone to assess the scope for 
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efficiency savings has its limitations. In practice, it may be more effective to do a costing 
exercise selectively (i.e., only for services being reviewed) rather than develop across-
the-board efficiency measures for all services.
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Linking Evaluation to Expenditure Reviews:  
Neither Realistic nor a Good Idea

John Mayne
Ottawa, Ontario

Abstract: It is frequently assumed and not contested that evaluation should play 
a significant role in budgeting and, more specifically, in expenditure reviews. This 
article argues otherwise: that evaluation is neither fit nor designed to play such a role. 
Rather, if there is a desire by budget officials for credible evidence on the performance 
of interventions, then they need to invest in a different form of evaluation, namely, 
expenditure evaluations, separate and distinct from ministry-based evaluation.

Keywords: evaluation challenges, expenditure evaluation, expenditure reviews

Résume : On tient souvent pour acquis que l’évaluation devrait jouer un rôle important 
dans les décisions et les exercices de révision budgétaire. Ce rôle est rarement contesté 
et est souvent perçu comme l’un des objectifs de l’évaluation. Dans cet article, nous 
faisons l’argument inverse : l’évaluation n’est ni adaptée ni conçue pour jouer un tel 
rôle. S’il y a un besoin d’intégrer aux décisions budgétaires de l’information crédible 
sur la performance des interventions, alors nous devrons investir dans une autre 
forme d’évaluation, soit l’évaluation des dépenses, une fonction qui devra être séparée 
et distincte de l’évaluation institutionnalisée dans les Ministères.

Mots clés : défis de l’évaluation, évaluation des dépenses, revue des dépenses

This special issue is addressing the possibilities and challenges of evaluation 
playing a significant role in expenditure reviews undertaken by central units such 
as ministries of finance or budget offices, focused on reducing or reallocating 
government expenditures. By expenditure reviews I mean to include both ongoing 
program review as well as one-shot reviews of expenditures, both of which 
occurr in the Canadian federal government (Dumaine, 2012) and elsewhere 
(Robinson, 2013).

Robinson (2014) argues that for expenditure reviews to use evidence from 
evaluation effectively, both such reviews and evaluation need restructuring. I 
agree. The focus here is on the evaluation side of the equation rather than on ex-
penditure reviews per se, which are discussed elsewhere in this special issue. And, 
further, my focus will be mostly on evaluation generally, rather than on a program 
evaluation function in a particular government. Robinson (2014) discusses the 
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shortcomings of government-wide evaluation systems in expenditure reviews. 
Shepherd (2018) discusses the specific case of Canada.

The issue then is whether and, if so, how evaluation could support expendi-
ture reviews. And the evidence from the past 30–40 years is not encouraging. His-
tory suggests evaluation has not played a significant role in expenditure reviews, 
either in Canada or elsewhere (Dumaine, 2012; Robinson, 2014). This history is 
often conveniently forgotten; the belief still seems to be that we just need better 
evaluations, better forms of expenditure review, and better processes for linking 
evaluation into expenditure management. I think that belief is mistaken; there are 
more fundamental problems.

First I discuss the promise of evaluation playing a significant role in expendi-
ture reviews, why it seems reasonable to expect evaluation to be able to contribute 
to expenditure reviews. This is followed by a discussion of the reality, outlining 
why such a role is not only not practical but seriously flawed conceptually. The 
article concludes with an exploration of the implications and with suggestions for 
linking a revised form of evaluation with expenditure reviews.

The Expectation
The idea to link evaluation and expenditure reviews, and resource allocation more 
generally, is seemingly simple and one that has been around as long as has evalu-
ation. Evaluation aims to assess the performance and worth of programs—that is, 
whether programs are working or not—and hence should be of significant use in 
determining expenditure allocations. Programs that are shown to be not working, 
that are ineffective, should be terminated or cut back.

In 1981, the government of Canada made it clear that

[the purpose of program evaluation] should be to periodically produce credible, 
timely, useful and objective findings on programs appropriate for resource allocation, 
program improvement and accountability. (Treasury Board Secretariat, 1981, p. 3)

The simple and apparently convincing logic behind this belief continues till 
today; many governments continue to expect evaluation to be able to play such 
multi-purpose roles. Robinson (2014) in his review of connecting evaluation to 
budgeting, while arguing the need for more relevant evaluation, notes that “it is 
unambiguously clear at the theoretical level that evaluation is essential to perfor-
mance budgeting” (p. 23). In my view, it is not unambiguously clear at all.

I had a role in articulating the above 1981 stated purposes for evaluation in 
the government of Canada. At the time it seemed reasonable, logical, and quite 
doable. However, this belief was not based on any concrete evidence of evaluation 
actually playing such a role in expenditure management. It just seemed obvious 
and not contested in the literature. In hindsight, we were naive, promising much 
too much for evaluation to deliver. We were not basing decisions on what evalu-
ation aims to deliver: evidence.
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The Reality
As noted, there has not been a lot of evidence of evaluation playing much of a role 
in expenditure reviews—quite the contrary. If that is the experienced evidence, 
what is the explanation? Robinson has discussed some of the explanations, which 
I summarize:

•	 Evaluations produced by evaluation units within ministries tend to be 
process evaluations and focus on operational issues, not producing the 
kind of information useful for budgeting. (2014, p. 23)

•	 Even when managed by central government units, such as in Chile (2014, 
p. 25), the evaluations tend not to focus on issues pertinent to expendi-
ture reviews.

•	 Timing is usually a problem. Evaluation assessing the impact of interven-
tions take time and often experience delays, making it difficult for find-
ings to be available when needed for expenditure reviews (2013, p. 27). 
And when they are available, of necessity they may be several years old.

•	 The quality of evaluations is often suspect by budget officials (2014, p. 23).

And the solutions suggested focus on making the evaluations more credible 
and relevant for expenditure reviews, and on making expenditure reviews more 
focused on performance information. In essence, the suggestions are to improve 
demand and enhance the supply to meet that demand.

The points made in these assessments of evaluation and expenditure reviews 
are largely valid. However, in my view, they do not go far enough. The problem 
is more fundamental; the idea of linking evaluation to expenditure reviews is 
conceptually flawed.

What does not seem to have been seriously considered is

•	 that evaluations often try to serve several masters,
•	 what the “performance” of a program typically entails,
•	 the type of information evaluation produces, and
•	 the type of performance information budget officials appear to want.

The Clients for Evaluation
The government of Canada’s 1981 purpose statement quoted above suggests three 
purposes to be served: resource allocation, program improvement, and account-
ability. Evaluations done solely for a program or within a ministry might try to 
serve these various ends, albeit with difficulty. But if those three purposes are as-
sociated with three different parties—namely, budget officials, program managers, 
and Parliament respectively—then a whole different issue presents itself. Indeed, 
a single evaluation or even an evaluation function cannot serve well these three 
quite different clients. If they try to do so, the likely result is that all three clients 
will be unhappy with what is delivered (Mayne, Divorski, & Lemaire, 1999; 
Robinson, 2018).
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In the Canadian federal system, the clients for the evaluations are the deputy 
heads of the ministries. The reality is that it is they for whom the evaluators work, 
and it is they who, with the senior management team, decide the resources, scope, 
focus, and timing of evaluations. To imagine that these evaluations can also serve 
budget officials and perhaps Parliament is quite unrealistic. Evaluations can real-
istically only well serve in a credible manner one client at a time.

What Program Performance Entails
Public sector programs are interventions in the social and economic lives of peo-
ple and businesses, attempting to change behaviours. As such, there is often con-
siderable uncertainty involved in exactly how, or indeed if, they will work. They 
are often dealing with complex phenomena, with many interrelated components, 
involving a variety of private and public actors. Some aspects of a program may 
be working fine, others not so, and the various components are connected. This 
makes thinking about and, of course, evaluating performance a challenge.

Performance in the form of effectiveness is usually taken to mean the program is 
meeting its objectives. But, as I argue elsewhere (Mayne, in press), just what “meeting 
objectives” means is not at all clear. There are often several factors contributing to 
bring about objectives (results) in addition to the program itself. So what does ef-
fectiveness really mean is such cases? In practice, the program may be contributing 
to the objectives along with other causal factors. And in so doing it may be playing a 
significant role or a more modest role. But, on its own, it is unlikely to be causing the 
observed results. So, what does “meeting its objectives” mean in practice?

All this is to say that even ignoring measurement and attribution issues—
which can be very significant—the concept of performance of a program is often 
not straightforward, and findings on performance need to be thoughtfully in-
terpreted. It is also the case, I would argue, that most public sector programs are 
a mixed bag in terms of performance, rarely completely effective or completely 
ineffective. As a result, the performance of programs is most often much more 
nuanced than a simple yes–no rating.

What Evaluation Delivers
Evaluation assesses the performance of a program. But given the nature of pro-
grams and their context, and the complexity of what performance entails, the 
assessments are rarely simple findings that the program is or is not performing. 
Good evaluation tells a performance story, about what is working, for whom, and 
why, and what is not working and why. And the findings are usually caveated, not 
providing 100% proof on many issues, and hence may be contested.

A key reason for this is the challenge of assessing causality, of demonstrating a 
link between what the program is doing and any observed results. This assessment 
is essential, since observed effects may be the result of other non-program actions, 
such things as other programs, markets, or trends in social-economic factors. If 
such is the case, then the program is likely not performing very well, even if the ex-
pected results from the program are being realized. Evaluation tries to sort out these 
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uncertainties and complexities, and to provide useful insights on how and why the 
program is performing, but often it often leads to nuanced and caveated findings.

All this complexity means that evaluations take expertise, time, and re-
sources. They can credibly deliver an assessment of performance, but not simple, 
black or white findings.

The Purpose of Evaluations
Evaluations are undertaken for different purposes. The 1981 quote above from the 
Canadian government noted three typical purposes:

•	 for resource allocation, such as expenditure reviews,
•	 for program improvement and learning, and
•	 for accountability.

There is debate in the evaluation literature on the extent to which a single evalua-
tion or evaluation function can indeed meet these different purposes (Hutchings, 
2014; Regeer, de Wildt-Liesveld, van Mierlo, & Bunders, 2016). I have argued that 
meeting accountability and learning aims in a single evaluation is not practical 
(Mayne, 2007, 2015). While there are calls for evaluations to address both ac-
countability and learning (Aucoin, 2000; Guijt, 2010; Hutchings, 2014), in practice 
an accountability focus tends to push out learning (Guijt, 2010; Perrin, 2015; 
Regeer et al., 2016). Hence the call by some in Canada for an “evaluator general” to 
complement the auditor general and deliver accountability reports to Parliament 
(D’Aloisio et al., 2007). Similarly, I would argue, and as noted earlier, that seeing 
a single evaluation meeting all three purposes is unrealistic.

What Budget Officials Want
Robinson (2014) suggests questions that budget officials want answers to. In 
particular,

Which existing programs (or components of programs) should be terminated because 
they are ineffective or not sufficiently effective to justify their cost? (p. 11)

Note that this is not simply a question of identifying ineffective programs, but 
also of establishing whether any such programs can realistically be fixed. It makes 
no sense to cut the funding of an ineffective program or service if it could be 
made effective at reasonable cost by modifying policy design or implementation 
strategy.

But, in many cases, I would argue that this question is not that meaningful. 
As noted, few programs will be shown to be ineffective in the yes–no sense the 
question is looking for (Robinson, 2018). And justifying performance in relation 
to the costs of the program (even using simple expenditure as “cost”) is again a 
quite complicated question with significant subjective values being used. Indeed, 
as Robinson (2018) argues, usually such cost-effectiveness assessments are not 
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done by evaluators (I do not see evaluators having any special skills in costing) 
and in practice are usually made informally.

This is all to say that while budget officials may indeed want to have nice 
and neat evidence-based answers about the worth of a program,1 in practice such 
questions are not that meaningful or forthcoming. There often is not a bottom line 
rate of return. As we saw above, the performance of many programs is a much 
more complex and nuanced concept. Budget officials need to accept this and 
learn to thoughtfully interpret the kind of information they do get from evalua-
tion activity.

So Where Are We and What Can Be Done?
The fact, then, is that evaluation operates in the real world of uncertainty and 
complexities, leading to findings on the performance of programs that inherently 
must be nuanced and caveated to accurately tell the performance story. This kind 
of information can still inform resourcing decisions but doesn’t lead to mecha-
nistic implications about funding. Evidence-based decision-making is unrealistic; 
aiming for evidence-informed decision-making is the most one can hope for. A 
program may be weakly performing because it was inadequately resourced. A 
well performing program may be so because the problem it aimed to address no 
longer is a problem.

On a more positive note, it seems to me that there are ways to better link 
“evaluation” with expenditure reviews, which I discuss below. These build on sug-
gestions by Robinson (2014) and others.

Using the Decentralized Evaluation Function
Much evaluation in governments is decentralized to spending ministries where 
it plays a very useful role serving senior management in adjusting programs to 
make them most effective and more cost-effective. It can also provide input into 
resource reallocation at the ministry level and help ministries account for their 
use of public funds. These are valuable and traditional roles for evaluation. When 
a program is found to be not performing very well, this usually triggers changes 
to fix the program. What an internal evaluation function cannot do very well is 
seriously question the existence of its own organization’s programs. Given where 
the evaluation is located, it is unrealistic to expect otherwise. As Robinson (2014) 
notes, “the notion that a single government-wide evaluation system can serve 
both of these purposes [budgeting vs. management and policy] effectively should 
be reconsidered” (p. 6). This is indeed what I and my co-authors argued 18 years 
ago (Mayne et al., 1999). Different evaluation purposes require different types of 
evaluations positioned in different locations within a jurisdiction.

From all the evidence, experience over the last 30–40 years, and logic, I would 
argue that government evaluation systems decentralized to ministries—such as in 
the Canadian federal government—should not be expected to significantly con-
tribute to central expenditure reviews. Such an expectation is not only unrealistic 
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and wishful thinking, but trying to push decentralized evaluation in that direc-
tion undermines what it does well: credibly serve ministries in regularly assess-
ing its programs so they can be adjusted as needed—including sometimes their 
resources being used elsewhere in the ministry.

I am not suggesting that such evaluation should be off-limits to expenditure 
reviews. They should, after all, be publically available. Rather, there is a need to 
be modest as to what useful information for budget decisions is likely to be found 
in such evaluations, recognizing the timing problems, the complexity of program 
performance, and the scope of ministry evaluations. Some evaluations may in-
deed raise red flags that the expenditure review needs to pursue, or raise obvious 
questions about what the ministry has done about observed weak performance. 
And, of course, they might be used to help justify expenditure review decisions 
already made—the symbolic use of evaluation (Patton, 2008).

Build a Central Evaluation Capability
One obvious logical suggestion is to build a central agency evaluation capacity, 
focused on expenditure management. Robinson (2014) argues this case:

To ensure that evaluation meets the needs of budgeting, it is therefore necessary that 
the Ministry of Finance (possibly in association with other relevant central agencies 
and with relevant input from the political leadership) control and manage a targeted 
schedule of evaluations of baseline expenditure that is specifically designed to support 
budget preparation. . . .

The timing of the budgetary evaluation cycle must also be synchronized with the 
budget preparation process. This means that:

o	 Evaluation reports must be supplied to the ministry of finance at right time of 
the year (early in the budget preparation process) to be fully taken into account 
in the budget.

o	 Evaluations must be carried out quickly, so they do not lose pertinence. . . . Dif-
ferent time limits should be set for different types of evaluation. For example, a 
rapid evaluation (of which the core element is a program logic analysis) can be 
carried out within, say, 4 months. A longer time limit—perhaps 18 months—
needs to be set for outcome evaluations. The timeframe for process evaluations 
comes between these.

o	 The budgetary evaluation cycle must reflect the timing of the budget preparation 
process—annual or multi-annual. In most countries this means that evaluation 
results can be fed into the budget preparation process every year. In countries 
where ministry budgets are set for several years (for example, the United King-
dom), evaluation results will serve as inputs to budgeting at the relevant time 
interval (e.g., every three years). (p. 35)

A central evaluation unit undertaking selective and strategic evaluations on 
an ongoing basis seems an obvious and necessary step toward making better use 
of evaluation thinking and approaches. One obvious advantage is that such central 
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evaluations could focus on horizontal programming themes and government 
policies across ministries.

Develop a New Form of Evaluation
The idea of using what Robinson calls program logic analysis in the form of rapid 
evaluation is promising. This is essentially a form of theory of change analysis 
(Mayne, 2017) where considerable insight on a program can often be gained as-
sessing the viability of the theory of change of a program and using existing data.

But I would go further and argue that such centrally managed expenditure 
evaluations be seen as a different form of evaluation, one that has not received 
much attention in the literature. They could involve a number of elements:

•	 In many cases, a short time frame, focused exclusively on expenditure-
related issues. 

•	 The client would be the budget officials and the evaluations would not 
be aimed at trying to improve programs, although that could indeed be 
an outcome through subsequent actions taken by a ministry.

•	 Undertaking rationale analysis to confirm alignment with current gov-
ernment priorities.

•	 Making use of prior evaluations, such as from ministries, and of related 
studies to the extent feasible, looking, for example, for situations where 
previously identified program shortcomings have not been addressed.

•	 Carrying out theory of change analysis, akin to program logic analysis. In 
particular, given the time frames, it would often assess the likelihood that 
a program is contributing in a meaningful manner to desired outcomes, 
rather than trying to confirm the causal links.

•	 Using theory-based approaches (Treasury Board Secretariat, 2012) to 
conclude on causality, rather than using more traditional experimental 
approaches.

•	 Where expenditure reviews can be planned to inform future budget 
decisions, such as in the UK, the longer time frame could be used to 
undertake more in-depth evaluations of government programming areas 
and issues.

•	 Producing relevant information to inform upcoming budget decisions, 
and hence require budget officials knowledgeable and competent in 
using the kinds of caveated findings the expenditure evaluations would 
deliver.

These expenditure evaluations could be complemented with efficiency studies, 
done as a separate exercise.

Expenditure evaluations would, of course, require resources, resources over 
and above those spent on regular evaluation in ministries. If budget officials and 
ultimately politicians want to have better information and evidence on how well 
their programs are doing, they need to be willing to invest resources to get it. One 
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would expect expenditure evaluations to show their worth. One would also hope 
that such resources would not be taken from existing evaluation efforts.

Some experimenting with this new form of evaluation would be necessary, to 
see what can be produced and used by budget officials, and what kind of principles 
would support such evaluations. They would, for instance, unlikely be participa-
tory in nature or gather extensive amounts of new data. Hopefully, if this approach 
were adopted, a literature on practice would slowly grow.

Undertaking these evaluations could be challenging. As Robinson suggests, 
they would probably be carried out by external consultants managed by the budg-
et officials. But they would need access to data and information in the ministries, 
and have some level of co-operation with officials and evaluators in the spending 
ministries. While ministries might be apprehensive and try to play games on 
data and access, they might, on the other hand, see advantages to be reasonably 
co-operative, so as to be able to influence, at least to some extent, the expenditure 
evaluations. The central evaluation unit would need access to data and documen-
tation such as is available to state audit offices.

Concluding Remarks
The experience of trying to link regular evaluation with expenditure management 
is not great. The explanations for why this is so are many and well documented. 
I have added to the explanation, suggesting regular evaluation for the most part 
doesn’t produce the kind of information that helps much in budget decisions. We 
should draw the obvious conclusion: it can’t be done. Furthermore, it shouldn’t 
be done—one tries to do so at the expense of what regular evaluation does well, 
namely, serve ministries.

This article has discussed the reasons for this conclusion:

•	 Evaluation cannot serve multiple masters. Evaluations in ministries 
serves ministries well and needs to continue to do so. Confounding those 
evaluations with the interests of budget officials weakens them and will 
not serve budget officials well.

•	 Evaluation does not produce neat simple answers about the performance 
of most programs; program performance is a much more complex concept. 
Budget officials looking for findings from evaluation that show a program 
is or is not effective are being unrealistic and perhaps disingenuous.

•	 Evaluations require time and resources to deliver credible findings on 
the performance of programs, time often not available in expenditure 
reviews.

To have evaluation serve expenditure reviews well, I argue the need for a new form 
of evaluation: expenditure evaluation. Expenditure evaluation would be aimed 
solely at providing useful information for budgeting decisions and be managed 
by budget officials.
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Note
1	 Some budget officials may, of course, just want evidence that justifies their budget-

ing decisions, with evaluation just playing a symbolic role. Robinson’s interviews, in 
2013, of budget officials in several countries did indicate, however, an interest in solid 
evidence-based information of programs (Robinson, 2018).
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Introduction
In recent years, the government of Canada has implemented various exercises 
meant to reduce and manage its expenditures (i.e., Strategic Reviews, conducted 
in 2007–2010, and the Deficit Reduction Action Plan, conducted in 2012). Such 
measures aim to “reallocate funding from low-priority, low-performing pro-
grams to higher priorities” (Government of Canada, 2012). These initiatives have 
contributed, over time, to a complex reallocation system that relies on infor-
mation from several different sources, including periodic program evaluations.  
This confers a different role to the evaluation function, which has traditionally 
been focused on providing managers with recommendations related to the im-
provement of program design and delivery. However, the Policy on Evaluation 
(Government of Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2009), which highlights 
expectations and requirements related to the conduct and dissemination of evalu-
ation in the federal government, clearly states that evaluation must also contribute 
to high-level, strategic decision-making.1 The information contained in federal 
program evaluation reports is meant to be used at three levels: first, for strategic 
uses (including budgetary reallocation within and between departments); second, 
to improve program design and delivery; and third, to report on organizational 
accountability. Although evaluation utilization has been an important area of 
research since the 1980s, few studies have focused on how evaluation findings 
are actually used by Canadian government organizations, especially for funding 
reallocations (Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2013). Given the poten-
tial of the program evaluation function to inform decision-making at the highest 
levels of government, and the considerable resources invested in evaluation (in 
2012–2013, 459 full-time equivalents were dedicated to evaluation activities in the 
federal government, and expenditures related to evaluation totalled $56.2 million; 
Government of Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2015), this study sought to 
investigate the nature and extent to which program evaluation findings are cur-
rently used in government organizations.

Literature Review and Research Problem
Program evaluation has been a core function of the Canadian federal govern-
ment for over 40 years. Even though the contributions of evaluation to improve-
ments in program design and delivery have long been acknowledged (e.g., see 
Patton, 2008), questions remain regarding its ability to inform strategic and 
budgetary decisions (Dumaine, 2012; McDavid & Huse, 2012). The impor-
tance of evidence gathered through evaluation, performance measurement, 
and other means in budgeting exercises, forecasting, and spending reviews is 
recognized internationally. Shand (1996) specifies that government budgeting 
efforts require “macro” objectives of fiscal consolidation, while also seeking to 
improve “micro” performance at the program level. To this end, he states that 
“many [OECD] countries have . . . taken steps to formalize requirements for 
program evaluation usually as part of reforms to the budgetary process” (p. 62). 
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Indeed, in the absence of effectiveness and efficiency information pertaining to 
specific policies or programs, senior decision makers find it difficult to justify 
spending cuts or changes in government priorities (Grizzle, 1987). However, 
decision-making is a complex undertaking, especially within the context of 
budget planning or spending reviews. Several factors and types of evidence 
mix with experience, stakeholder input, ideas, ideologies, and institutional 
structures; this means that evaluation is one component of the overall decision-
making process, and its relative positioning against other sources of informa-
tion has not been constant over time in the federal government (Aucoin, 2005; 
Heinrich, 2007). In an analysis of evaluation utilization within a policymaking 
context, Weiss (1988) specifies that evaluation is one piece of the political 
game, where decision makers are required to consider many different voices 
and positions. In many cases, evaluation may not even be foremost in decision 
makers’ minds, but can influence them indirectly: “The major use of social sci-
ence research is not the application of specific data to specific decisions. Rather, 
government decision makers tend to use research indirectly, as a source of ideas, 
information, and orientations to the world. Although the process is not easily 
discernable, over time it may have profound effects on policy” (Weiss, 1979). 
Contandriopoulos and Brousselle (2012) refer to “collective systems” situated 
at the organizational or policy level, which act as knowledge exchange mecha-
nisms and include, among others, sense-making, coalition building, and persua-
sion and rhetoric. Evaluation, according to these authors, is one component of 
such systems, and evidence gathered as part of evaluations must be embedded 
within specific “action proposals” or policy options.

In their account of the role of program evaluation in government decision-
making, Dobell and Zussman (1981) highlight three reasons why evaluations 
are not often considered by decision makers: first, evaluation as a function and 
a practice is not always clearly understood by senior managers and program 
staff—their expectations are sometimes misaligned with what evaluators are able 
to contribute. Second, the authors cite tacit resistance to evaluation on the part of 
program managers. More recent research on organizational evaluation capacity 
building confirms that organization-wide evaluation literacy tends to promote 
evaluation utilization (e.g., see Bourgeois & Cousins, 2013; Cousins & Bourgeois, 
2014; Newcomer, 2007). Third, and most interestingly in our current context,  
“. . . the attempt to establish comprehensive evaluation systems, or even compre-
hensive evaluation studies, to serve cabinet and Parliament, failed to consider 
the true nature and information needs of the user” (Dobell & Zussman, 1981, 
p. 407). This is still relevant today and bears further examination, especially given 
the 2016 release of the Policy on Results. Dobell and Zussman clearly delineate 
the informational needs of program managers (such as program implementation 
issues, output production, early outcomes) from those of organizational decision 
makers (such as program impact, relevance, alignment with other programs and 
policies, value for money). This distinction is key to understanding evaluation use 
for budgetary decision-making.
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From these analyses, it is possible to surmise that the Canadian evaluation 
function has not traditionally been positioned to influence budgetary decision-
making and policy setting. Other countries, such as the Netherlands, have 
observed similar issues and have attempted to devise an evaluation system to miti-
gate the problem. Schoch and den Broeder (2013) describe the Dutch evaluation 
system, where evaluation is meant to support decision-making through different 
mechanisms: ex ante evaluations that take the shape of social cost–benefit analyses 
for projected programs, ex post policy reviews that focus on the effectiveness and 
efficiencies of policy suites, and spending reviews, which are conducted by the 
Ministry of Finance and focus on reallocation of financial resources. The latter 
include the findings of the ex ante and ex post studies conducted by the ministries 
themselves. Although the Dutch evaluation system takes into account the different 
types of users and evaluation uses, the authors specify that ex ante and ex post 
evaluations often do not contribute meaningfully to spending reviews, as may be 
the case in Canada. Based on these and the other papers reviewed here, we as-
sume that evaluation results do not often find their way into either organizational 
budgetary decision-making or government-wide spending reviews in the federal 
government, or are cast aside in favour of other factors (e.g., political, social, 
anecdotal information). However, aside from audits of the evaluation function 
and internal work done by the Treasury Board Secretariat (such as the Evaluation 
of the 2009 Policy on Evaluation or the Annual Health of the Evaluation Function 
reports), very little external empirical research has been conducted on program 
evaluation utilization in the federal government; therefore, aside from anecdotal 
reports, we don’t yet know if and how evaluation is actually used to make high-
level, budgetary decisions. Furthermore, even though studies of evaluation uti-
lization in other jurisdictions abound in the evaluation research literature, most 
of these studies focus on the perspectives of the evaluators (i.e., how evaluators 
perceive use by others) rather than on the perspectives of evaluation users (e.g., 
Fleischer & Christie, 2009). Our study therefore sought to address both of these 
issues and contribute empirical data on evaluation use, obtained from both evalu-
ators and evaluation users.

Conceptual Framework
This study essentially focuses on the conditions or factors that support the uti-
lization of program evaluation in organizations. This research domain is called 
organizational evaluation capacity, or EC, and has gained considerable attention 
in the last decade (Cousins, Goh, Elliott, & Bourgeois, 2014). EC has been linked 
to organizational learning and improvement, and is thought to be essential to 
sustainable evaluation utilization (Alkin & Taut, 2002; Torres & Preskill, 1999; 
Preskill & Boyle, 2008). The concept of EC, therefore, constitutes an important ele-
ment of our study’s theoretical base. Even though several theoretical and practical 
frameworks have been developed to describe the various components of organi-
zational evaluation capacity, we elected to apply our own framework (Bourgeois 
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& Cousins, 2013) as the conceptual backdrop to our work; this framework was 
developed through an empirical study conducted with four federal government 
organizations and thus reflects the language, practices, and structures for evalu-
ation found in these organizations, while other models of EC apply to other 
types of organizations. The framework, shown in its entirety by Bourgeois and 
Cousins (2013), essentially identifies six dimensions of EC: three of these dimen-
sions illustrate an organization’s capacity to do evaluation (Human Resources, 
Organizational Resources, and Evaluation Planning and Activities), while the 
other three dimensions focus on an organization’s capacity to use evaluation 
(Evaluation Literacy, Organizational Decision-Making, and Learning Benefits. 
The three dimensions that are of particular conceptual interest for the present 
study are those related to organizational capacity to use evaluation: 1) Evalua-
tion Literacy refers to the broad knowledge of evaluation across the organization; 
2) Organizational Decision-Making focuses on the instrumental and conceptual 
application of evaluation findings in broader processes, such as program devel-
opment or budget reallocation exercises; and 3) Learning Benefits focuses on 
applying knowledge derived from evaluations into everyday activities and organi-
zational learning (including instrumental and process uses). It should be noted 
that most of the research conducted in the area of evaluation capacity focuses 
on evaluation’s supply side (capacity to do evaluation), and little attention has 
been paid to its demand side (capacity to use evaluation): for example, models 
developed by Preskill and Boyle (2008) and Labin, Duffy, Meyers, Wandersman, 
and Lesesne (2012), as well as others, mainly identify practices and behaviours 
associated with organizational capacity to do evaluation rather than use (Bour-
geois, 2016). This study, therefore, offers a unique perspective focused primarily 
on organizational capacity to use evaluation, and how this capacity effectively 
translates into concrete utilization.

In addition to the central concept of organizational evaluation capacity, the 
concept of evaluation utilization has been examined extensively in the literature 
(e.g., Cousins & Leithwood, 1993; K. Johnson et al., 2009) and, although we do 
not wish here to enumerate all possible uses of evaluation, this concept provides 
key insights for our study. As we have stated elsewhere (Bourgeois & Naré, 2015), 
there are four main types of evaluation use recognized in the majority of texts 
on the subject: instrumental, which refers to the direct application of evaluation 
recommendations; conceptual, which occurs when an evaluation influences 
stakeholders’ understanding and attitudes about a program; symbolic, which 
occurs when individuals use evaluation information for political self-interest 
(R. B. Johnson, 1998); and process use, which is observed when behavioural and 
cognitive changes occur in evaluation participants by virtue of their proximity to 
the evaluation process (Alkin & Taut, 2002; Amo & Cousins, 2007; R. B. Johnson, 
1998; Leviton, 2003; Patton, 2008). Although these four broad types of evalua-
tion utilization are helpful in providing context for how evaluation findings can 
be integrated into various types of decisions, they do not highlight specifically 
the mechanisms by which evaluation contributes to high-level organizational 
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decision-making. Rather, all of these uses could apply to policymaking or deci-
sions on budgeting and program allocations. Instrumental use, for instance, ap-
plies to both direct program improvements and budget reallocations—the scope 
and depth of evaluation findings, however, will vary accordingly. The same 
principle could be applied for the other three types of uses, as well as the often-
cited evaluation influence term coined by Kirkhart (2000), which refers to an 
indirect application of evaluation akin to conceptual use. Therefore, while this 
typology is helpful in understanding how evaluation findings can be applied, 
we feel that a different conceptual lens is needed here, that of strategic use of 
evaluation. By strategic use, we refer to the application of evaluation results to 
broader, organizational-level decisions, which often include budgetary consid-
erations. Our definition of strategic use therefore encompasses spending reviews 
but does not include individual program improvement. The previous Policy on 
Evaluation (Government of Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2009) indirectly 
refers to strategic use by stating that deputy heads must apply the findings of 
program evaluations, but tends to focus on individual programs (rather than 
policy suites). Strategic use therefore seeks to relate to Weiss’s conceptualization 
of evaluation use (Weiss, 1979), which focuses on the needs of policymakers and 
organizational leaders.

Research Questions
Based on the EC framework described above, as well as the four types of uses 
outlined previously, the specific research questions that guided this study are the 
following: 1) Have program evaluation findings produced between 2010 and 2013 
been used in the context of federal budgetary reallocation exercise (also called 
spending reviews)? 2) If so, how were the findings used? 3) Are program evalua-
tion findings routinely applied to ongoing program design and delivery improve-
ments? 4) What organizational systems and structures exist to support the use of 
program evaluation results?

Methodology
The methodology for this study consisted of an exploratory case study conducted 
in two federal organizations.2 These organizations were selected on the basis 
of prior research experiences with our team; both had participated in other 
studies on evaluation capacity building (ECB) and were identified as having 
an intermediate-level evaluation capacity across most dimensions on the Or-
ganizational Evaluation Capacity Self-Assessment Instrument (Bourgeois, Toews, 
Whynot, & Lamarche, 2013).

The study was conducted in two phases. The first was a content analysis un-
dertaken of all published evaluation reports by both organizations between 2010 
and 2013. This specific period was selected for two reasons: first, to allow sufficient 
time to have passed since the publication of each report to detect instances of 
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use for decision-making and reallocation at an organizational level; and second, 
because this period coincided with two federal spending reviews, the 2010 Stra-
tegic Review exercise and the 2012 Deficit Reduction Action Plan. Through these 
initiatives, federal departments and agencies were specifically asked to consider 
the findings of evaluations, as well as other sources of information, to reduce 
program spending and allocate resources where they were most likely to foster 
organizational outcomes. Therefore, we felt that the organizations studied would 
be most likely to show evidence of evaluation use in this time period, due to these 
additional reallocation initiatives. Seventeen reports were analyzed, representing 
23 programs. The content analysis focused on whether the published reports 
reflected accepted evaluation practices in the Canadian federal government (i.e., 
quality and credibility are essential components of use), and whether they pro-
duced actionable recommendations. The qualitative data obtained in these reports 
were analyzed using both Microsoft Excel and NVivo. The detailed methods and 
findings of this first phase of the study are reported in Bourgeois and Naré (2015). 
The following section on findings highlights key results of the content analysis, to 
set the stage for the second phase of the study, reported here.

Based on the preliminary findings obtained through the report review, we 
organized semi-structured interviews with both the evaluation managers respon-
sible for the 17 reports analyzed previously, as well as with program personnel 
(i.e., program managers and staff) who were the primary contacts for each of 
the evaluations. The interviews were meant to explore the evaluation lifecycle 
and highlight the ways in which each evaluation had contributed to higher-level 
decision-making in their respective organizations. We obtained a contact list 
through the evaluation directorate of each organization and proceeded to invite 
the potential interviewees through both email and telephone outreach. Individual 
consent forms were provided to each contact, and these outlined the project, 
inherent risks, and procedures. Out of 7 potential evaluators, 6 chose to partici-
pate in the study (the remaining evaluator is no longer with the organization and 
elected not to participate). Out of 17 potential program personnel, 6 also chose 
to participate in the study. Reasons cited for not participating include retirement, 
transition to the private sector, and transition within government. Three potential 
participants did not respond to multiple emails and phone calls.

Two interview guides were developed: one for evaluation managers, and one for 
program personnel. There was significant overlap between the two interview guides, 
to enable a level of comparison between the two groups. The interview guides were 
largely based on the EC and evaluation utilization conceptual frameworks and, as 
stated previously, generally followed the evaluation lifecycle. The interviews were 
meant to help us gather information about how the evaluations were conducted 
and who was involved at each step (planning, data collection, reporting). Specific 
questions were included on how the evaluation findings were used and at what stage 
of the evaluation they had been made available to stakeholders. Other questions 
focused on the involvement of senior decision makers throughout the evaluation 
process, as well as the overall evaluation capacity of each organization.
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Each interview was recorded and transcribed by a team member. A research 
assistant then organized the interview data in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet ac-
cording to interviewee type (evaluator or program personnel) and question. Two 
team members were then charged with the analysis of the interview data by group 
(evaluators vs. program personnel) and by interview question. Once this first 
analytical phase was completed, the two analysts compared their summaries by 
question and by group—the themes identified through this first round of analysis 
were highly similar in both cases. The analysts then interpreted these findings 
together in light of the conceptual framework highlighted above, to produce the 
final study findings.

The most important limitation of this phase of the study was the low number 
of respondents on the program side. Clearly, our study would have benefitted 
greatly from the views of other program managers and staff. For this reason, we 
chose to combine the interview results from both organizations in our analysis, 
rather than treat them separately—we felt that combining the views of all program 
personnel interviewed provided a more thorough perspective of evaluation use 
than disaggregated data by organization. The one downside to this, however, is 
that we may have gotten a slightly different picture of use in one organization ver-
sus the other if we had kept the interview data separate. In addition, several pro-
gram managers and staff were responsible for more than one program evaluated 
during our target period; therefore, some of their comments were more general 
in nature, and applied to all of the evaluations in which they had been involved, 
rather than the specific evaluations that occurred during our study’s time frame. 
The other significant limitation is the exclusion of senior managers from the inter-
view process. This was a deliberate choice on our part, based on our assumption 
that program staff and managers would be best positioned to know if and how 
the evaluation reports were used as part of spending reviews. Interviewees were 
indeed able to address this issue; however, we also wonder whether senior execu-
tives may have shed some light on the spending review processes undertaken and 
the general role of evaluation within these processes.

Findings
The content analysis conducted as part of this first phase enabled us to detect some 
common themes among the reports studied. Overall, the reports provide a clear 
overview of the evaluation questions and methods used to produce findings, as 
well as recommendations meant to confirm program renewal and improve design 
and delivery (but not reallocation). These are the key components of instrumental 
utilization: first, the evaluations are shown to be credible sources of information, 
based on the descriptions provided of the methods used and their limitations; 
in all cases, triangulation of data sources and methods provides support for the 
findings, as does the integration of key stakeholders to the evaluation process 
(e.g., program staff, program clients). In general, these reports provide useful 
information—the high rate of agreement found in the management responses 
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suggests that the recommendations are considered relevant and appropriate by 
program managers, and their implementation will lead directly to instrumental 
use (Bourgeois & Naré, 2015). Of course, the reports only tell part of the utiliza-
tion story. The way in which results were shared with program managers and 
what happened once each evaluation was completed were explored through the 
semi-structured interviews. Our interview findings are presented in detail in the 
remainder of this section, organized by theme/research question.

Involvement in Evaluation
Respondents were asked to comment on their own involvement in the evaluation 
project to gauge whether key stakeholders were able to influence the evaluation 
design. All of the evaluations were conducted in part by external consultants (as 
reported in Bourgeois & Naré, 2015). In a few cases, the internal evaluators were 
also responsible for some lines of evidence (e.g., analysis of program administra-
tive data). The main role of evaluators, therefore, was to oversee the evaluation 
project and liaise with the program representatives. In many cases, evaluation 
planning was done internally, before hiring external evaluators, and involved 
extensive consultations with key stakeholders. However, program representatives 
expressed some dissatisfaction with the nature of some of the evaluation questions 
retained. This issue is related to the application of the core issues required by the 
Policy on Evaluation (Government of Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2009) 
and is addressed in more detail in a later section.

Evaluation advisory committees (EACs) were constituted for each study 
and generally included program managers and some staff, internal evaluators, 
the director of evaluation, and sometimes, higher-level managers (i.e., directors 
general). The role of the EAC is to provide advice and context to frame the evalu-
ators’ work, as well as to provide feedback on various deliverables (for instance, 
evaluation questions, evaluation framework, recommendations). Beyond their 
role on the EAC, program respondents also played a more involved role in the 
evaluations (often by sitting on an operational evaluation working group), and 
most had previously been exposed to evaluation. This required them to provide 
extensive feedback on the evaluation questions and the recommendations; both 
of these components often required nuancing and rewording to better reflect the 
program context but generally did not involve significant modifications.

Ongoing Sharing of Results
One way to foster utilization of evaluation findings is by sharing them through-
out the evaluation lifecycle, rather than waiting until the production of the final 
report. Both sets of stakeholders agreed that some findings were provided to 
the EAC during the evaluation; however, in most cases these were presented as 
preliminary results once all data were collected. This was thought to provide a 
more balanced view of the program and the evaluation findings to stakehold-
ers, even if it meant waiting until all data were analyzed. The evaluation results 
were mainly presented in meetings; evaluators felt that emails or other written 
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communications may compete with other priorities and therefore wouldn’t be the 
best vehicle for preliminary findings, which often require contextualization and 
discussion. In some cases the data collection instruments and technical reports 
were also shared with a broader group of stakeholders. One key limitation identi-
fied by program personnel regarding the sharing of results is that they did not have 
dedicated time to reflect upon the emerging results and act on them.

Generally, emerging findings did not result in substantive actions taken by 
program personnel. According to these respondents, issues requiring a significant 
response or program change are identified well before an evaluation takes place 
and are dealt with accordingly. Most of the evaluations conducted in the time 
period selected did not reveal surprising findings that required immediate atten-
tion, but they did provide a mechanism through which program personnel could 
validate certain data or anecdotal impressions on the program.

Once the recommendations were drafted, however, they were often imple-
mented before the approval and publication of the final evaluation report. In one 
case, the program was changed significantly during the evaluation, but according 
to the evaluator responsible for the study, this was mostly due to political fac-
tors. In another case, significant issues were raised regarding the availability and 
quality of performance measurement information, and changes were made to the 
program before the evaluation was completed.

Credibility of Evaluation Process and Findings
Overall, the evaluation process and findings were thought to be credible. The two 
organizations studied have a long history of evaluation and a stable complement 
of evaluation personnel. Program staff and managers understand the challenges 
faced by evaluators (in terms of scope, mandate, methods, data, etc.) and also un-
derstand the limitations of evaluation. They expressed confidence in the expertise 
of the internal evaluators to develop sound evaluation plans and to oversee the 
work of consultants. However, some respondents expressed some doubts as to the 
expertise of some consultants, as well as their experience in evaluating programs 
in the policy areas covered by both organizations. In some instances, the program 
personnel questioned the interpretation of some of the findings.

Timeliness of Evaluation Reports
Interview questions regarding the timeliness of evaluation reports obtained dif-
ferent responses from evaluators and program personnel. Evaluators stated that, 
in general, evaluation findings could be considered timely given the program 
lifecycle. However, they did state that no real decisions were identified before 
the start of the evaluation (which was conducted to meet the requirements of 
the Policy on Evaluation) and that, in several cases, the evaluations ran behind 
schedule and were completed later than anticipated. Program personnel, however, 
felt that the evaluations should be timed to coincide with Treasury Board submis-
sions but that it wasn’t currently the case. Others stated that the planned timing 
of the evaluations does not generally align well with management processes, and 
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explained that any information required outside of the five-year evaluation cycle 
is obtained through other means (e.g., commissioning studies or engaging with 
stakeholders directly).

Utilization of Evaluation for Program Improvement
The interviews revealed that evaluations are systematically used in both organi-
zations for instrumental and conceptual purposes at the program level. They are 
used, notably, to validate existing program management concerns and to support 
incremental changes in program design and delivery. Some examples cited by 
respondents include improvements in processes, adjusted grant and contribution 
amounts, clarification of program theory, and learning about target audiences. 
These findings correspond to those of the first phase of the study. A few respond-
ents also cited some process use, where program personnel involved closely in an 
evaluation then tended to ask evaluative questions and focus on program results, 
even after the end of the evaluation.

Overall, program respondents were in agreement with the final evaluation 
recommendations, which typically focus on instrumental uses. However, for vari-
ous reasons, not all recommendations were implemented. For instance, in one 
case, a decision about the program was made outside of the evaluation process 
and had an impact on some of the recommendations. Interviewees also noted that 
the short time frame for the production of the management response (as per the 
Policy on Evaluation) affected the degree to which they could review the recom-
mendations and make adjustments to their programs.

Utilization of Evaluation for Budgetary/Strategic Decisions
Our analysis reveals that evaluations were not used for budgetary reallocations 
conducted as part of spending reviews in the two organizations studied. In one 
instance, a radical change made to a program portfolio resulted from political 
influence, according to respondents, not evaluation findings. Where budgetary 
decisions were made concerning programs, these focused mainly on specific 
activities within programs (e.g., changing the amount of an available grant or 
contribution) rather than allocations between programs.

In some cases, the evaluations were used successfully to make cases internally 
or externally for increased funding or program expansion. However, opinions on 
this point were mixed—none of the stakeholders clearly stated that the evalua-
tions were used for either Strategic Review or DRAP. Some respondents stated 
that evaluations do not provide enough between-program comparability to en-
able such decisions to be made. One other respondent felt that evaluations simply 
cannot provide sufficient information on program impacts to warrant budgetary 
reallocations on their own. In some cases, the evaluations provided data to justify 
some decisions already made (symbolic use).

To be more useful at a strategic level, respondents felt that evaluations should 
provide information on program and organizational expenditures, as well as how 
the programs respond to specific government priorities. They also felt that that the 
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informational needs of decision makers should first and foremost orient program 
evaluation planning, in terms of both timing and content.

A few other ways in which evaluations are used include the following: the 
production of program statistics, promotion, website, communications with ex-
ternal stakeholders, communications within government, contribution of data 
to a government-wide review of a specific policy area, program renewal, and the 
development of an organization-wide partnership strategy.

Influencing Factors on Budgetary/Strategic Decisions
When asked why they thought that evaluations had not been used for high-level 
decision-making within their organizations, respondents in both groups explained 
that, in many cases, the timing of the evaluations did not meet program needs (as 
noted previously). Another factor cited by respondents was the distance of senior 
management from the evaluation process. While senior managers were once in-
volved more closely with evaluation activities, respondents said that they no longer 
sit on evaluation advisory committees. This means that they are no longer kept 
informed of evaluation findings on an ongoing basis, and tend to only see the final 
draft of the evaluation report before approval. Less contact with the evaluation 
process, according to some respondents, meant less discussion on the findings and 
inevitably led to non-use. However, despite the lack of involvement of senior lead-
ership in the evaluation process, respondents felt that in cases where policy analysts 
were invited to sit on the EAC, the evaluation questions and findings were more 
closely aligned with the needs of senior decision makers. Interestingly, neither the 
evaluators nor the program managers identified the departmental evaluation com-
mittee as a significant intersection of evaluation and decision-making.

Two important observations were made by respondents concerning the level 
of analysis of most federal evaluations. First, the core issues required by the Policy 
on Evaluation (Government of Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2009) seem to 
preclude the development of evaluation questions that are of direct interest to pro-
gram personnel. Coupled with the policy’s coverage requirement (100% of direct 
program spending must be evaluated every 5 years), both evaluators and program 
personnel felt that their respective organizations did not have sufficient evaluation 
resources to conduct studies that would both meet Treasury Board requirements 
and internal decision-making interests: “Accountability and utility can be at log-
gerheads.” In addition, program personnel especially felt that the core issues result 
in a retrospective assessment of the program only; although they acknowledged 
that this could be helpful in better understanding what works well, they would 
appreciate advice on prospective investments and reallocations from evaluators. 
Second, respondents felt that focusing on individual programs as a unit of analysis 
provided useful information to direct program-level changes and improvements, 
but did not allow for a cross-sectional or portfolio analysis of programs. Respond-
ents mentioned that this higher-level focus would provide a more strategic view 
to senior managers, and could then influence decisions regarding the reallocation 
of resources across programs. It should be noted, however, that the policy does 
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not specifically preclude portfolio-wide evaluations. The comments made by 
respondents regarding the constraining nature of the policy may, therefore, stem 
more from internal interpretations of the policy than its actual content.

When asked if evaluation could feed into a high-level decision-making pro-
cess, evaluators felt that it might be possible but that evaluations would have to 
focus on prospective decision-making rather than just a retrospective assessment. 
This could be done, for example, by including environmental scanning in the 
evaluation process or by including specific questions that focus on what decisions 
will be required in the near future. Evaluators also felt that meta-analyses con-
ducted across programs could also likely be useful and could fall within the pur-
view of their directorate. Program personnel, however, felt that evaluations could 
generally not feed into strategic decisions, due to their timing (i.e., the set 5-year 
evaluation cycle required by the policy) and their program-specific focus. Given 
that, in both of these organizations, programs benefit from stable funding and 
respond to an ongoing need, evaluations that move beyond the core issues and 
toward portfolio-wide reviews could be envisaged. Program personnel also felt 
that, at a minimum, evaluation could potentially be used as one input to a broader 
decision-making process by identifying poor or underperforming programs.

Policy Environment for Evaluation Use
As mentioned above, the Policy on Evaluation (Government of Canada, Treas-
ury Board Secretariat, 2009) tends to be perceived as a hindrance, rather than a 
support, to strategic evaluation use. Evaluation is viewed by program personnel 
as a cost of doing business under the auspices of accountability rather than as a 
management support function. Program personnel felt that the evaluation advi-
sory committees on which they generally sit target only the program under study 
and do not provide the needed space to discuss more strategic issues. However, 
they felt that the departmental evaluation committee might enable a broader 
conversation about program design and outcomes, and thus contribute to more 
strategic decision-making in the organization, even though they were uncertain 
as to whether this was currently the case.

In addition, the publication requirements outlined in the policy were felt to 
hinder the development of action plans (evaluation reports must be published on 
the departmental website no later than 120 days after approval and must include a 
management response and action plan) based on in-depth discussions with senior 
management and stakeholders. Although both sets of respondents described the 
recommendation development process as highly collaborative and iterative, the 
structures and processes of each organization limit the ability of evaluators to 
engage with senior management about foundational issues related to program 
expenditures and reallocations.

Organizational Evaluation Capacity
Given that organizational evaluation capacity is known to be strongly connected 
to all types of evaluation use (e.g., Bourgeois & Cousins, 2013), respondents 
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were asked to comment on the overall knowledge of program staff and manag-
ers regarding evaluation. In general, respondents in both organizations felt that 
organizational knowledge about evaluation is high, particularly among program 
managers. Contributing factors highlighted by respondents include strong evalu-
ation leadership, expertise/competencies of evaluators, longevity, and the organi-
zational climate which strongly supports the production of evidence. Evaluations 
are generally perceived to be credible and reliable, as stated earlier, and evalua-
tions that employed a particular methodology requiring high levels of expertise 
(for instance, cost-benefit analysis) were lauded as good practice by respondents. 
However, evaluation resourcing continues to be problematic in both organizations 
and influences the ability of the evaluators to produce evaluations that meet both 
Treasury Board requirements and the informational needs of program managers. 
Furthermore, some respondents expressed concerns with the fact that evaluators 
have never managed programs themselves and thus may not have a firm grasp 
on the programs that they evaluate. The time and workload required to conduct 
evaluations and provide feedback or act on recommendations were also thought 
to exceed the benefits of evaluation (one respondent used the “love/hate” analogy 
to represent the relationship with evaluation).

Factors That Facilitate and Inhibit Evaluation Use
Taking the previous findings into account, respondents were asked to highlight 
the factors that facilitate and inhibit evaluation use (including strategic use). 
Factors thought to encourage use include relationship building between evalua-
tors and program managers through multiple projects, the use of a collaborative 
approach, sharing information throughout the evaluation, building staff capacity 
in evaluation (e.g., through secondments), and a stable cadre of program and 
evaluation directors. Factors thought to inhibit evaluation use include the time 
required to conduct evaluation and disseminate findings, the evaluation “jargon” 
used in the reports, the type of reporting used, staff turnover during evaluation 
projects, issues related to performance measurement data, the generally positive 
tone of the findings, perceived bias in terms of evaluation participants, risk aver-
sion due to the Access to Information Policy, and evaluation staff being pulled into 
other initiatives and activities during a project. Evaluators felt that more could be 
done to foster use once an evaluation is completed (lunch and learn presentations, 
evaluation findings summaries and brochures, etc.) but cautioned that, currently, 
project workloads do not lend themselves to any additional commitments.

Discussion
Overall, our findings point to the fact that evaluations are not used for strategic 
purposes in the two organizations studied, despite a pan-governmental climate 
that encouraged such uses (i.e., requirements associated with the 2010 Stra-
tegic Review Exercise and the 2012 DRAP). From a capacity perspective, our 
findings show that, although the essential precursors to use are present in both 
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organizations (e.g., stable evaluation and program leaders, widespread knowledge 
of evaluation among program managers, credible evaluation processes), the actual 
content of the 17 evaluations reviewed does not lend itself to strategic use.

Recommendations focus largely on incremental program changes meant to 
improve implementation and early outcomes, and cross-program comparisons 
or meta-analyses do not seem possible based on the information collected. So, 
although both organizations had scored relatively high in previous studies on the 
Organizational Evaluation Capacity Self-Assessment Instrument (Bourgeois et al., 
2013), it appears as though there is still some room for improvement in terms of 
crafting evaluations that will contribute to spending reviews in both organiza-
tions. These findings are somewhat different from those of the Evaluation of the 
Policy on Evaluation, conducted by the Treasury Board Secretariat in 2015. The 
evaluation found that most evaluation studies meet the strategic and decision-
making needs of senior administrators; however, these results mainly stem from 
case studies selected by departments to demonstrate actual evaluation use and 
may not be representative of all evaluations conducted over the life of the policy. 
They also do not directly address the use of evaluation in spending reviews. None-
theless, some of the stakeholder consultations held as part of that evaluation with 
senior administrators reveal that evaluations are thought generally to be useful. 
Therefore, further systematic investigations of stakeholder views on utilization 
may be warranted at this point to identify specific instances of strategic uses of 
evaluation and learn from them. Most notably, consultations with senior execu-
tives on the specific issue of spending reviews might highlight the ways in which 
evaluation can best serve their needs.

The role of evaluation in government decision-making, as highlighted in the 
literature review, varies depending on several factors. Governments do not always 
consider evidence in policymaking and budgetary reallocation, and evaluation is 
not generally seen as the best source of evidence for spending decisions (Zuss-
man, 2003). To foster use, evaluators must consider the needs of potential users of 
evaluation and the context within which decisions are made in the organization 
(Mohan & Sullivan, 2006). Decision makers also have an important role to play in 
facilitating the use of evaluation. According to Aucoin (2005), they need to create 
an environment in which public servants are encouraged to provide evidence of 
program success or failures; they need to become “consumers of research”; and, 
among other things, they need to ask for more systematic and rigorous evalua-
tions to ensure that they have access to the best possible information on which to 
base sometimes difficult decisions. To do this, however, evaluation may need to 
shift its priorities, or at least attempt to meet the needs of two different audiences: 
program managers and senior decision makers. By eschewing the distinction 
between formative and summative evaluation, we believe that the most recent 
iteration of the policy failed to recognize the needs of different evaluation users. 
Further, by establishing the program as the main unit of analysis, and requiring 
100% coverage of all direct program spending in a 5-year cycle, the policy failed 
to address how evaluations could be used more strategically by senior managers.
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Three main recommendations stem from our work. First, if evaluations are 
to be used at a strategic level, the unit of analysis must shift from individual pro-
grams to suites or portfolios, to provide senior managers with a bird’s eye view of 
program performance in a given domain. This would better enable strategic deci-
sions to be made across programs rather than focus more narrowly on individual 
programs. Second, evaluations should directly address the specific questions and 
needs of senior decision makers, rather than focus exclusively on Treasury Board 
Secretariat core issues. Although in theory evaluation questions can be geared 
toward both purposes, in practice this does not seem possible in the two or-
ganizations studied. Therefore, a greater consideration of upcoming decisions 
or program realignment must be integrated into evaluation plans. And third, as 
is the case elsewhere, the timeliness of evaluations should match organizational 
demands for information. This is certainly difficult to achieve, and evaluation 
managers already conduct a considerable amount of forecasting as part of the 
quinquennial evaluation planning process, but more responsive approaches to 
evaluation and reporting may enable the two organizations to conduct evaluations 
with higher utilization potential. One potential support here may be the integra-
tion of performance measurement data in evaluations; although this has been 
recommended for quite some time (Mohan, Tikoo, Capela, & Bernstein, 2006; 
and more recently, in the Evaluation of the Policy on Evaluation [Government of 
Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2015]), in practice this has been a challenge 
for federal departments and agencies. The 2016 Policy on Results addresses these 
concerns specifically with new requirements related to the creation of a head of 
performance measurement and the integration of performance measurement into 
departmental performance measurement and evaluation committees; although 
we have arrived at these recommendations through our empirical analysis, these 
have been voiced by many stakeholders in the federal evaluation community in 
recent years.

Conclusion
This study sought to examine the extent to which evaluations are used in two 
federal government organizations. The literature in this area points to the fact 
that evaluations are not generally used in the context of spending reviews and 
other strategic decisions; however, many of the articles published on this topic 
are dated, and there are very few recent empirical studies examining this ques-
tion. Given the recent spending reviews undertaken in the federal government, 
we felt that this question should be studied empirically through a qualitative 
content analysis and series of semi-structured interviews. We especially felt that, 
unlike in many studies on evaluation use, program managers or evaluation users 
should be directly asked about utilization. Our findings are generally consistent 
with those of previous studies and reveal that, although instrumental and con-
ceptual use tends to be quite high at a program level, there is little or no strategic 
use of evaluation beyond program improvement, and that evaluation is not used 
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to inform spending reviews. Various factors influence this non-use: the unit 
of analysis, timeliness of the evaluation, and the types of questions asked were 
all found to be particularly critical in inhibiting use. Further evaluation capac-
ity building in terms of evaluation literacy and the application of evaluation to 
organizational decision-making may help the two organizations studied move 
beyond the implementation of instrumental, program-level evaluation findings, 
toward a higher-level, strategic use.

Our results also highlight the need for more research in this area, especially 
in light of the findings of the Evaluation of the 2009 Policy on Evaluation, which 
as mentioned previously were positive about strategic uses of evaluation. Next 
steps, for our team, will include the development of a government-wide survey 
focusing specifically on strategic uses of evaluation and organizational evalua-
tion capacity.

Notes
1	 The Policy on Evaluation (Government of Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2009) was 

replaced by the Policy on Results in July 2016. Although many of the changes made to 
the newest iteration of the policy apply to strategic evaluation use, the policy was not 
yet in place at the time of our data collection and analysis, and, therefore, we will mainly 
refer to the 2009 policy in this paper.

2	 Both organizations requested anonymity; therefore, all possible identifying information 
has been removed from this paper.
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Introduction
There is little new about expenditure reviews or the role of program evaluations 
to support them. Both are essential instruments and systems supporting deputy 
ministers in their efforts as gatekeepers who must ensure financial scrutiny and 
accountability in their departments/agencies under the Financial Administra-
tion Act. Such instruments and systems provide assurance that such scrutiny is 
adequate and effective by collecting data, monitoring activities, and providing 
assurance that resources are being used in ways that meet the expectations of 
Parliament and the executive. The challenge today is that different forms of as-
surance are being demanded, different systems have been instituted to provide 
forms of assurance, and there are several constituencies that demand one or more 
forms of it. There is a multiplicity of policies, systems, and processes in place at 
the federal level that serve this expanding set of expectations for assurance. For 
program evaluation, however, its roles and responsibilities in the federal system 
have changed many times since it centralized in 1977, including supporting 
expenditure management. The result of both the reforms and the addition of re-
sponsibilities is a function increasingly without a clear sense of itself, despite the 
many iterations of evaluation policies.

To be precise, federal program evaluation has not lived up to the high 
expectations placed on it, and there are many reasons for this, not the least of 
which is that it serves too many purposes, including supporting expenditure 
reviews, and it has many constituencies (Borys, Gauthier, Kishchuk, & Roy, 
2005). Its target of small-p programs also limits its ability to contribute to gov-
ernment-wide decision-making, such as budgeting and expenditure manage-
ment. That is, the function was given the difficult task of providing assurance 
that programs are effective, efficient, and delivered in a cost-efficient manner. 
However, there is an expectation among decision makers that the function can 
do more than enlighten programmatic decisions. The function is expected to 
make an evidence-based link between the effectiveness of program activities 
and budget efficiency (Aucoin, 2005, p. 2). In effect, the targets of study from 
a program focus to budget focus do not line up. Such confusion of responsi-
bilities has led commentators such as Savoie (2013) and others to come to the 
conclusion that the program evaluation function and its products have had no 
noticeable effect on government-wide budgetary decision-making, including 
supporting decisions regarding the expenditure budget. He argues that “little 
has changed over the past twenty years, apart from the fact that more money 
and staff are now being dedicated to the evaluation industry” (Savoie, 2013, 
p. 149).

Others in this volume comment on the limited role that program evalua-
tion has played in expenditure reviews (Mayne, 2018; Dobell & Zussman, 2018; 
Robinson, 2018). However, the particular reasons for this conclusion should not 
go unstated. This paper argues that program evaluation has a role to play in fed-
eral policy and management decision-making, and that it is time for the function 
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to be reformed and expectations from various constituencies to be placed into 
proper alignment. Given the various federal reforms underway in financial man-
agement, this article focuses on the role of program evaluation within the larger 
public administration to support senior decision-makers in their efforts for better 
expenditure management.

It addresses the aims of the article in three parts. First, it explores decision-
making at the federal level, and where program evaluation and expenditure 
reviews fit in that context. Second, it then highlights in historical context the 
forms of assurance to which evaluation contributes, without overly replicating 
the narrative provided by Dobell and Zussman. Third, it draws on 12 interviews 
with senior managers (mainly assistant deputy ministers) and heads of evalu-
ation over the months of May and June 2017 regarding possible areas of weak-
ness in the function and how it can be better aligned with expenditure reviews 
in this era of deliverology. Respondents were asked to consider the role of eval-
uation in assisting with budget making, human resources allocations decisions, 
programmatic improvements, and supporting the Treasury Board Secretariat 
(TBS) expenditure review criteria. The essential purpose of the interviews was 
to determine the strengths and weaknesses of evaluation to support senior 
management decision-making and where they thought the function was per-
forming well. Respondents were also asked the extent to which the function 
might be stretched to the point where it is not or cannot serve a useful pur-
pose. The perspectives of both senior managers and heads of evaluation were 
remarkably homogenous, many of which are reflected in various parts of the  
article.

Federal Decision-Making Criteria
Governments have long struggled to find innovative ways to improve certainty 
or the probability that decisions on governmental programs and expenditures are 
optimal. Although decision optimality comes in many different forms, and the 
criteria used to assess it are multiple, every government wants to see that public 
resources are being assigned in a way that maximize effect so that a reasoned 
defence can be made of their record in office. Most often, governments will make 
decisions that optimize fiscal discipline or rigour, program/service effectiveness, 
or political responsiveness to citizen demands (Aucoin, 2005). In particular, much 
has been written on the value and uses of evidence in decision-making regarding 
governmental policy priorities, how public resources are allocated and used, and 
shifts in the role decision makers play in using evidence (S. P. Young, 2013). One 
way that the federal government has ensured that expenditure decisions align with 
performance is expenditure reviews, or what the Canadian federal government re-
fers to most recently as resource allocation reviews (RARs). Expenditure reviews 
can be one-time or ongoing. The current Policy on Results (Canada, TBS, 2016b) 
and Management Accountability Framework (Canada, TBS, 2017), among other 
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policies, formalizes the ongoing review of all direct program and departmental 
spending every 4 years.

Governmental decision-making regarding the determination of priorities 
and the allocation of resources to achieve them is a complex process in which 
evidence, collected from structured or systematic data collection and dynamic 
learning or experience, combines with prevailing ideas at the time, interests, 
epistemologies, institutions, and thought leaders. Each of these factors operates 
at both the political and administrative levels, whereby some forms of evidence 
may take precedence at different times over others (Buss & Shillabeer, 2011). This 
does not imply that one form of evidence is necessarily more rational than the 
other, but that decisions are driven by circumstances in response to planned and 
emergent expectations by governments and citizens (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985).

Figure 1 shows the interplay of the different decision criteria and where con-
cerns of budget and resource allocation, expenditure management, and reporting 
and results tend to interact with such criteria. Fiscal discipline refers to manag-
ing both the allocation of scarce resources according to needs and demands, and 
expenditure control within the public services. Both forms of discipline rely on 
effective systems of stewardship. For example, budget allocation requires systems 
that consult various interests, determine revenue levels, make determinations on 
allocations, and adjust budgets where appropriate. Likewise, expenditure manage-
ment involves internal expenditure management and monitoring systems, and 
data gathering and accountability systems such as internal audit and evaluation.

Program and service effectiveness, as a criterion, concerns the extent to which 
expected programmatic effects are being observed and realized. Governments 

Figure 1. Federal Decision-Making Priorities
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want sufficient assurance that what they are doing is leading to expected results. 
Sometimes such decisions take priority, as in the case of Indigenous youth suicide 
and general programs aimed at Indigenous reconciliation. Spending decisions will 
be guided by the extent to which programs are observed to be yielding results that 
align with internal and external expectations.

Political responsiveness concerns both the reality and perception that govern-
ment is responding to internal and external demands for action, or that it is being 
seen to represent various interests, ideas, institutions, and individuals (Howlett, 
2010). Of the three decision-making priorities, this is the most dynamic, and it is 
a necessary part of governmental action. It moves actors and institutions to act, 
for better or worse. As Marland observes in his recent book, Brand Command, 
sometimes a government’s brand can make a government behave to respect its 
own ideas, and at other times it can cause it to ignore or reject rational ways for-
ward (Marland, 2017).

The interplay of these decision criteria is variable and complex. On any given 
priority or decision, one or more of these may take precedence at any given time. 
However, some broad considerations can be drawn between them. When fiscal 
discipline is combined with political responsiveness, usually there is a concern that 
expenditures be controlled, as has been observed during election cycles. When 
fiscal discipline is combined with program effectiveness, there is usually a concern 
that budgets are sufficient to provide assurance that government activities will 
yield desired effects. One often sees these priorities play out during governmental 
budget deliberations and supplemental debates. Finally, when program/service 
effectiveness is combined with political responsiveness, there is often a concern 
for program performance and results. This concern may be observed during times 
when the public is engaged, including current efforts at Indigenous reconciliation 
or foreign trade, or when governments provide reports on their performance, or 
when others such as the auditor general assess programs and services.

The specific role of program evaluation was regarded as an innovation in the 
1970s, but its role supporting these different decision criteria has changed many 
times since. New public management (NPM) aims for results-based management 
and reporting have guided the objectives of the function, but even these purposes 
within NPM have shifted between fiscal discipline, performance monitoring, and 
program effectiveness. The extent of evaluation’s contribution to governmental 
decision-making and expenditure management has proved to be less than stel-
lar (see Bourgeois & Whynot, 2018), due mainly to confused responsibilities as 
evaluation contributes to governmental decision-making priorities (Segsworth, 
1990; Shepherd, 2011). The sources of this confusion are important to consider 
to reorient the function.

Assurance and the Federal Policy Context
To achieve the aims of fiscal discipline, program effectiveness, and politi-
cal responsiveness, various forms of assurance are needed to support political 
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decision-making. The present pattern is that cabinet and departmental decision-
making is highly centralized and concentrated in the hands of the prime minister 
and senior advisors (Savoie, 1999, 2010; Dunn, 2010). Decisions regarding the 
connections between public policy and programmatic decisions related to design, 
implementation and resource utilization, are fueled by shifting political respon-
siveness to public needs and wants, implementation of election promises, and 
personal priorities of the prime minister and, to some extent, of cabinet. Typically, 
the Canadian system is highly centralized and concentrated, because there are 
fewer checks on central power (Savoie, 2010). Such concentration has allowed 
for much greater emphasis on fiscal discipline, a decision criterion that voters 
demand as a matter of routine. The key to success for the Harper government 
was the near obsession with fiscal balance to the exclusion of other priorities 
at times (Evans & Albo, 2011). Greater attention to fiscal discipline is attrib-
uted to heightened public demands for financial transparency, results achieve-
ment, and value-for-money. Likewise, various media are becoming vigilant 
to check government financial decisions, and the extent to which duplication 
with provincial/territorial activities is kept to a minimum (Aucoin, 2012). Such 
pressures have required careful attention to ongoing expenditure review and 
resource allocation in response to changing priorities. Interestingly, however, 
it has also meant more attention to program effectiveness and results achieve-
ment as governments are regarded increasingly as incapable of addressing more 
complex problems (Noveck, 2015).

These changes have meant that governments rely on various forms of assur-
ance to give evidence that fiscal discipline is being maintained and that programs 
are performing optimally. Table 1 summarizes the various forms of assurance pro-
vided by internal and external systems, and the policy frameworks that support 
them. More importantly, these forms of assurance speak to different purposes and 
target audiences. At a minimum, there are at least five forms of assurance that are 
demanded by different decision actors: policy and program coherence, systems 
improvement, internal program performance, government-wide performance, 
and public accountability. Each form of assurance can individually or collectively 
support one or more decision criteria in Figure 1.

The role of policy and program evaluation can be observed in each of these 
various assurance forms, oftentimes with overlapping and layering of purposes. 
Such assurance speaks to the interaction and complexity of internal assurance 
and accountability functions, such as program evaluation as it contributes to 
several policy frameworks and instruments. To be clear, it is no longer the 
case that program evaluation focuses exclusively, if it ever did, on summative 
concerns for results. It has also been concerned with formative questions of 
program design and implementation, value for money, system and service gaps, 
public accountability, and, in rare cases, policy coherence and rationale (Shep-
herd, 2011). Evaluations serve a multiplicity of purposes, and the function itself 
is asked to contribute to several departmental and central agency projects, in-
cluding ongoing expenditure reviews. With so many competing and overlapping 
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Table 1. Forms of Assurance and Policy Frameworks

Form of  
assurance

Purpose of  
assurance

Policy  
frameworks

Target for  
assurance

Policy and  
program coherence

•  �Relevance and  
coherence of 
policy ideas

•  �Assess program 
relevance against 
ideas

•  �External audit 
(OAG)

•  Evaluation/results
•  Internal audit
 

•  Parliamentarians
•  �Senior depart-

mental and  
central executives

Internal program 
performance

•  �Monitor program 
implementation

•  �Monitor  
expenditures

 

•  �Evaluation/results 
(PIPs/performance 
Measurement)

•  �Expenditure 
review

•  �Senior depart-
mental and  
central executives

Government  
performance

•  �Governmental 
election targets

•  �Program  
coordination

•  Evaluation/results
•  �Expenditure  

management

•  Ministers
•  Central executives

Systems  
improvement

•  �Quality  
improvement

•  �Performance 
improvement

•  �Assess system 
gaps

•  MAF
•  Evaluation/results
•  Internal audit

•  �Senior depart-
mental executives

•  �Senior corporate 
services managers

Public  
accountability

•  �Governmental  
accountability  
for performance

•  CIO/CHRO/CFO
•  Evaluation/results

•  Parliament
•  Public

responsibilities, it is small wonder that federal evaluation has become cumber-
some and finds itself in difficulty managing a plethora of demands and expecta-
tions from various constituencies. One can also argue that its less than stellar 
performance can be attributed to doing too many things, under conditions of 
constantly shifting demands and within a policy framework that is not clearly 
linked to decision-making. In effect, the relevance of the function is constantly 
being questioned by increasingly more governmental actors (Shepherd, 2011; 
Savoie, 2013, 2015, pp. 182–186).

The Contribution of Program Evaluation to  
Providing Assurance
The following provides a series of narratives on the contribution of program evalu-
ation to the various forms of assurance, including, most notably, decision-making 
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with respect to fiscal discipline and program effectiveness. The narratives on each 
of the forms of assurance show the multiple and sometimes competing purposes 
of the function, and that evaluation is not ideally suited to supporting expendi-
ture reviews. Figure 2 provides key turning points in the overall narratives of 
expenditure reforms and reviews, and illustrates how the program evaluation 
function and its several reforms have played out with respect to serving expendi-
ture reviews. Using the various forms of assurance, these turning points can be 
understood from several perspectives, including changes to government policy on 
managing transparency, accountability, and program effectiveness.

Policy and Program Coherence
Cabinets of the pre-1970s period from the Depression onward examined policy 
and program proposals collectively through an elaborate array of cabinet com-
mittees intended at the time to bring coherence to the diffused system of decen-
tralized ministry decision-making that served the country well through the war 
years. In a system where powerful individual ministers held sway in cabinet, the 
value of evidence to convince colleagues of their policy ideas was critical (Aucoin 
& French, 1974; Dunn, 2010). Cabinets invariably gave way to powerful ministers. 
Federally, “there appeared to be a symbiotic relationship between effectiveness 
evaluation and Cabinet decision-making. This symbiosis was based, to some 
extent, on confidence in a highly technocratic and professional public service” 
(Shepherd, 2011, p. 6).

It made sense, then, that under this form of decision-making the idea or 
definition of “programs” was any activity of government on a small or large 
scale, referred to as big-P programs. Cabinet was able to weave together a vision 
of its overall policy program or government-wide initiatives (big-P programs) 
expressed through the Speech from the Throne. Evaluations were focused on 

Figure 2. Timeline of Reforms: Expenditure Reviews and Evaluation
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examining matters of relevance at the level of policy ideas and the extent to which 
big-P programs served to meet policy expectations of cabinet. One challenge at 
the time, however, was that line budgeting conducted at the centre of government 
determined ministry allocations that were out of step with policy-level thinking. 
That is, budgeting was conceived on the basis of the number of desks, people, and 
pads of paper, rather than as a coordinated “program” to resolve a policy problem. 
The combination of the Glassco Commission recommendations to “let the man-
agers manage” and decentralize financial management and planning authority to 
ministries, and the introduction of the Planning, Programming Budgeting System 
(PPBS) in 1968 and the Policy and Expenditure Management System (PEMS) in 
1978, shifted the conception of “program” radically. The Planning Programming 
and Budgeting Guide now defined program to mean “a collection of activities hav-
ing the same objective or set of objectives” (Canada, TBS, 1969). That is, programs 
were considered a collection of ministry or departmental micro-activities, rather 
than a government-level big-P initiative.

When the Evaluation Policy was first instituted in 1977, its focus was to be 
on small-p programs resident within individual ministries or departments and 
on prescribed questions about micro-program accountability and performance, 
rather than questions of policy relevance and higher-order outcomes orientation 
(Jordan & Sutherland, 1979). This was eventually reinforced by directives from the 
newly created Office of the Comptroller General in 1978, despite recommenda-
tions from the Royal Commission on Financial Management and Accountability 
(Lambert Commission) in 1979 that evaluations contribute to big-P programs 
and report on all programs on a 5-year cycle. The introduction of the Operational 
Performance Measurement System (OPM) in 1973 further shifted the focus of 
evaluation from program effectiveness to program performance. Between the 
PPBS and OPM, the role of internal evaluation was solidified to enable “adequate 
and reliable means, wherever feasible, for performance measurement” (Canada, 
TBS, 1976, p. 5). At the time, the function did not believe it could properly assess 
program effectiveness, program performance, and fiscal accountability simulta-
neously (Shepherd, 2011, p. 7). The problem was, and remains, that evaluations 
geared to assess micro-programs are not placed well to assess budget allocations 
or expenditures regarding big-P programmatic or summative issues: the targets 
of analysis are at different levels of perspective.

The 1977 Evaluation Policy had cast the function in a way that manifested in 
the decentralized governance structure that remains in place to this day. Evalua-
tion was regarded as a management tool to support departmental decision makers 
in improving essentially the efficiency of their activities. In 1981, TBS directed 
departments to collect performance information to include in their annual esti-
mates to Parliament. However, the type of performance information to include 
was left to the judgement of program managers, without tying such information 
to policy-level outcomes. This further reinforced the role of internal evaluation 
to support small-p programs, and to assist program managers in their efforts to 
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collect output-level data, rather than outcomes or effects of programs. Amend-
ments to the Financial Administration Act in 1984 further required departments 
to gauge value for money of small-p programs, reinforcing the evaluation’s em-
phasis on programmatic activities and outputs.

In 1993, the auditor general concluded in a scathing audit of the evaluation 
function that “priority has been given to meeting the needs of departmental man-
agers. As a result, evaluations examine smaller program units or lower-budget ac-
tivities and focus on operational performance. They are less likely to challenge the 
existence of a program or to evaluate its cost-effectiveness” (Canada, Office of the 
Auditor General [OAG], 1993, sec. 9.2). The same audit recommended that evalu-
ations should be subject to external review to improve objectivity (sec. 10.2), that 
timeliness and relevance could be linked to activities such as ongoing expenditure 
reviews (sec. 10.4), and that the function could be better linked to decision-maker 
needs (sec. 10.6). In effect, it was concluded that, for program evaluation to be 
more effective, it must have an effective entry into decision-making. This conclu-
sion has been reached many times since by other commentators (Shepherd, 2011; 
Savoie, 2013), including other articles in this volume.

The focus on evaluation as a management function was reinforced with 
the 2001 Evaluation Policy, which emanated from the Results for Canadians 
initiative in 2000, and manifested in a results-based management orientation 
(G. Young, 2006). The Results for Canadians policy called for better man-
agement of programs and services, and integrating departmental activities 
into policy decisions. The challenge, however, was that the function could not 
evaluate all departmental programs and services, thereby building a compre-
hensive picture of overall departmental performance (Dumaine, 2012, p. 68). 
With the introduction of the 2009 Evaluation Policy, departments and agen-
cies were required to assess all direct program spending, and the administra-
tive aspects of all statutory spending on a 5-year cycle. This built on previous 
efforts emanating, from the 2007 budget, that all grants and contributions 
programs also be evaluated on a 5-year cycle. Ultimately, however, the cov-
erage requirements proved not to work. In the fall of 2009, the auditor gen-
eral released a chapter, “Evaluating the Effectiveness of Programs” (Canada, 
OAG, 2009), concluding that departmental evaluations covered a relatively 
low proportion of its program expenses—between five and thirteen percent 
annually across the six departments [and that] the audited departments do 
not regularly identify and address weaknesses in effectiveness evaluation”  
(sec. 2.11). This coverage requirement has since been removed in the Policy on 
Results 2016, with a shift to risk-based assessment of programs to be evaluated 
in the “program inventory” (secs. 4.3, 15.2). The challenge now is that many 
evaluations are focusing on multiple programs in the same report with no co-
herent general picture for assessing departmental spending and performance. 
That said, the new policy holds the promise of aligning program results with 
governmental policy priorities. This might assist with creating evidence that 
better supports expenditure reviews, according to respondents.
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Internal Program Performance
Program evaluation has long focused on internal small-p program effective-
ness and performance as a form of assurance (Shepherd, 2011). However, it has 
not always been clear how such evaluations inform departmental expenditure 
reviews. The main challenge, as noted, was that the targets of assessment are 
misaligned. Whereas evaluations assess program effects (either formatively or 
summatively), expenditure reviews aim to reduce overall departmental spend-
ing, and, by extension, government-wide expenditures. In addition, evaluations 
have not typically tracked the connections between program performance and 
effects, given that there has often been a dearth of performance measurement 
information. To fill this information gap, the 2001 Evaluation Policy required 
departments to establish ongoing performance monitoring and measurement, 
and many efforts since the 2007 budget have been made to improve performance 
information supporting expenditure reviews. During the 2001 policy period, 
evaluation was driven by central agency concerns for accountability and, to a 
much lesser extent, by program improvement and renewal (Borys et al., 2005). 
It required that TBS submissions for new programs include a Results-based 
Management and Accountability Framework (RMAF), which was essentially an 
evaluation plan that included the construction of logic models which had two 
purposes: to show the connection between program activities and spending; 
and, to demonstrate the connection between ultimate results and governmental 
level policy objectives.

The objective of the 2009 Evaluation Policy was “to create a comprehen-
sive and reliable base of evaluation evidence that is used to support policy and 
program improvement, expenditure management, cabinet decision-making, 
and public reporting” (Canada, TBS, 2009, sec. 5.1). The policy further defines 
evaluation as “the systematic collection and analysis of evidence on the outcomes 
of programs to make judgements about their relevance, performance, and alter-
native ways to deliver them or to achieve the same results” (Canada, TBS, 2009, 
sec. 3.1). The combination of both sections of the policy demonstrates the scope 
of the challenge for evaluation: there are multiple purposes dependent on per-
formance measurement and several forms of assurance demanded for different 
audiences. The ambitions for the function are simply too high and destined to 
fail. If this were not enough, the policy makes a shift toward value-for-money as 
a principal aim in an effort to better support expenditure reviews. The challenge 
of the 100% coverage requirement was difficult to satisfy, making the function’s 
overall contribution to departmental expenditure reviews questionable at the 
very least.

The new Policy on Results 2016 places increased emphasis on department-lev-
el performance measurement and less on program effectiveness, thereby further 
limiting the evaluation function’s efficacy. Again, the theory is that, by building a 
comprehensive picture of program performance, departmental performance can 
be assessed. This has proved elusive to date, and it will be interesting as to whether 
the issue will be resolved in the new policy.
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Whole-of-Government Performance
Several efforts have been made to improve assurance for governmental per-
formance, including the new Policy on Results 2016 as the latest attempt. The 
managerial alignment of spending with priorities was observed most notably 
with the Lambert Commission, which recommended in 1979 that central con-
trols over departmental spending be fortified in response to a blistering auditor 
general report in 1976 accusing the government of “losing control over the public 
purse” (Canada, OAG, 1976, sec. 1.2). Lambert proposed the creation of a fiscal 
plan for government, covering 5-year periods, which, when supported by data 
gathered through the OPM, would see the federal government allocate resources 
according to central priorities within budgetary limitations. Fiscal plans were 
set by the Treasury Board, Privy Council Office, and the Department of Finance 
with the effect that spending limits were now placed on departmental spending 
(Sutherland, 1986, pp. 119–124). In 1985, the Conservative government of Brian 
Mulroney established a taskforce led by Finance Minister Erik Nielsen to reduce 
the public service by 15,000 positions within 3 to 5 years and make programs and 
services more efficient and effective. The evaluation function was called upon to 
provide relevant assessments of program performance and spending that sup-
ported government-level decisions. However, its input was regarded largely as 
ineffectual, as the function could not support efforts to provide information on 
strategic-level objectives (Mayne, 1986, pp. 98–100).

In 1993, an important study by former Clerk of the Privy Council Gordon 
Osbaldeston concluded that, despite important shifts in management resulting 
from PPBS and PEMS to improve departmental financial management, the role 
of TBS should be shifted from ensuring accountability and control to one that 
creates the conditions necessary for better management. This led to increased 
political direction and control over financial management, resulting in more cen-
tralization of decision-making (Osbaldeston, 1989). A second one-time program 
review was conducted under Jean Chrétien in 1994 to improve the management 
of government, which acknowledged that any policy expenditure management 
system must be fully integrated with systems of budgetary review that accounted 
for government priorities that drew on evidence about program effectiveness. 
The program review exercise was successful in ensuring that spending aligned 
with policy priorities, and there is evidence to suggest that program effectiveness 
was considered in spending allocations, but mainly it was an exercise in fiscal 
discipline (Paquet & Shepherd, 1996). TBS played a major role to set budget 
reduction targets, departments carried out their own reviews and reduction rec-
ommendations to the centre, and cabinet along with senior public service officials 
played a challenge role in the recommendations posed by departments (Paquet & 
Shepherd, 1996). The role of evaluation was once again questioned in this process, 
as it failed to deliver the kind of information needed to support fiscal discipline 
decisions (Müller-Clemm & Barnes, 1997).

Following the experiences of that program review exercise, a new Expendi-
ture Management System (EMS) was instituted in 1995 to replace PEMS with 
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a greater role for the finance minister and prime minister in financial manage-
ment decisions. There were three main goals of the EMS. First, programs would 
continue to be reviewed on an ongoing basis, especially where departments were 
requesting new money. Second, annual targets were set for deficit reduction, and 
achieved through A-based reviews. Lastly, all new expenditure proposals for new 
programs would be considered by the minister of finance, and accommodated in 
the budget and fiscal framework.

The challenge for this new system, however, was that it did not provide for 
a continuous process of expenditure review and reallocation for the whole of 
government, a role assumed directly by the prime minister and finance minister. 
Program evaluation under this system was reduced to simply providing perfor-
mance measurement evidentiary support for budget reviews, solidified under a 
new review policy instituted in 1994. However, a significant change was that all 
new funding proposals were to be accompanied by an evaluation plan, as required 
in the 1994 Evaluation and Review Policy. Submissions were to address seven 
program review questions and to demonstrate how the program would achieve its 
objectives (Shepherd, 2011, pp. 9–11), which further reinforced evaluation’s role 
supporting mainly fiscal discipline.

In 2007, so as to support a whole-of-government approach to decision-
making, the Treasury Board instituted the Management, Resources, and Results 
Structure Policy (MRRS), which stipulated the performance effectiveness and 
evidence orientation to demonstrate departmental results (Canada, TBS, 2007). 
The policy required that departments identify clear and measurable strategic-level 
outcomes, an effective governance structure to achieve such results, and a detailed 
“Program Activity [Alignment] Architecture,” which would ensure a results fo-
cus. Departmental evaluations were to serve this framework and provide input 
to outcomes-level decision-making. The challenge under this approach, which 
still persists today, is that programmatic activities might address more than one 
strategic outcome, making it difficult to separate expenditures supporting any one 
outcome. The level of program assurance needed to support government-wide 
reporting was and remains limited.

Also in 2007, the Harper government announced the formal ongoing stra-
tegic review initiative in its budget as a way to re-establish the policy and ex-
penditure decision-making connection observed in the 1994 program review. 
The initiative sought to find cost savings of approximately $2.8 billion. The Privy 
Council Office was afforded the main policy challenge responsibility, observed 
also in the program review. In short, strategic review was a mandatory process for 
all federal departments and agencies to assess all of their direct program spending, 
including the operational costs of statutory programs on a 4-year cycle. Direct 
program spending also included financial contributions made to third-party de-
livery organizations such as First Nations governments on-reserve, sports granting 
bodies, research organizations, such as universities, and health organizations car-
rying out drug tests, to name a few. It also included ongoing operating and capital 
spending to deliver programs such as Veterans services and regional economic 
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development. What was not included in strategic reviews was transfers to indi-
viduals (tax expenditure programs, for example) and other orders of government, 
which represents approximately 45%–50% of all federal spending.

Departments and agencies were required to respect two key conditions sur-
rounding the operation of strategic reviews. First, they were to address the program 
review’s seven questions in a cascading scale of priorities. Second, departments 
and agencies “are required to identify reallocation options totaling 5 percent from 
their lowest-priority, lowest performing program spending,” and channeling the 
“savings” to high-priority and high-performing programs identified by central 
decision makers. The result of the 2007–2010 series of strategic reviews was less 
about reinvestment, and more about deficit reduction similar to that of the 1994 
program review exercise (Dumaine, 2012, p. 67). The role of program evaluation 
was to contribute as one of several sources of information. Other sources included 
reports from the Management Accountability Framework instituted in 2003 to 
provide ongoing performance information of internal departmental and agency 
operating systems and management strength. Additional sources included audit 
reports, program performance reports, and external reports, such as those from 
the auditor general.

The strategic reviews initiative was expanded in the 2011 federal budget and 
renamed the Strategic and Operating Review (SOR) initiative, which was intended 
as a 1-year process led by the Treasury Board to identify efficiencies in the public 
service, including assessments of salaries, benefits, and outsourcing of work. As 
opposed to strategic reviews, SORs 

will examine direct program spending, as appropriated by Parliament. About $80 
billion of direct program spending will be reviewed with the objective of achieving 
at least $4 billion in ongoing annual savings by 2014–15 or 5 percent of the review 
base. The review will place particular emphasis on generating savings from operating 
expenses and improving productivity, while also examining the relevance and effec-
tiveness of programs. (Government of Canada, 2011, p. 182) 

Like the strategic review exercise, SORs did not include transfers to individuals 
and other governments. Whereas the strategic review exercise did not lead to any 
major reductions in people and program spending, SORs did produce significant 
reductions between 2013 and 2015 in planned operating spending, and public 
service positions (Rounce & Levasseur, 2015, pp. 29–35).

In both cases of strategic reviews and SORs, program evaluation has been 
observed as not living up to expectations on serving expenditure reviews (Lester, 
2015). The latest Policy on Results 2016, which replaces the 2009 Evaluation 
Policy, aims to “improve the achievement of results across government; and [to] 
enhance the understanding of the results government seeks to achieve, does 
achieve, and the resources used to achieve them” (Canada, TBS, 2016b, sec. 3.1). 
The policy is premised on the work of Sir Michael Barber (2010), and his con-
cept of deliverology, which is a manifestation of results-based management that 
highlights political results and their measurement from the centre of government, 
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and emphasizes a whole-of-government approach. Government-level results are 
gathered through delivery units that coordinate with other results-measurement 
functions, such as internal audit and program evaluation. The focus of the policy 
is performance measurement, and is much less about program effectiveness, 
which accords with the UK model of program assessment (Schacter, 2016). The 
entire focus of the policy is to improve government-wide performance results 
against centrally contrived targets, which is aided by a new role for the Treasury 
Board to carry out government-wide evaluations (Canada, TBS, 2016b, sec. 5.2.3). 
The question is whether program evaluation can contribute effectively in this 
model, which is addressed in the next section and by Dobell and Zussman (2018). 
There are those, including Montague, who believe a move to greater performance 
measurement with a proper focus on targets can improve government-wide 
performance reporting (Montague, 2016). The real question is whether program 
effectiveness will be considered a priority as well.

Systems Improvement
Also arising from the Results for Canadians initiative was attention to ideal man-
agement systems and practices. This culminated in the creation of the Manage-
ment Accountability Framework (MAF) “to develop a comprehensive system that 
would attempt to gauge and report on the quality of management of departments 
and agencies, and encourage improvement every year” (Lindquist, 2010, p. 51). It 
was designed to improve management performance in 10 areas of management 
including accountability, results, and performance. The MAF has undergone 
several amendments, with the most recent update in 2016, focusing on leader-
ship and strategic direction, and results and accountability. Each year selected 
departments and agencies undergo MAF assessment, culminating in an annual 
government-wide report on the state of management practices and performance 
(Canada, TBS, 2016a). Such assessments are tied directly to the Policy on Results, 
and the evaluation and internal audit functions are assessed on their ability to 
support effective departmental management and expenditure decisions. In addi-
tion, these functions are also expected to contribute evidence that supports MAF 
assessments at the department level. Again, the same challenge exists that these 
functions tend to operate at the micro-program level and are not well positioned 
to contribute to larger questions of management practice beyond program man-
agement.

Public Accountability
A final form of assurance to which evaluation contributes is public accountabil-
ity. The principal target audience of public accountability reporting, including 
departmental performance reports, for example, are Parliament and the public. 
Evaluation contributes to preparing public reports that are typically posted on 
departmental and central agency websites. However, the clear link between pro-
grammatic activities and departmental performance is often unclear (Savoie, 
2013). Various evidentiary forms, such as evaluation reports, are submitted to 
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chief information officers (CIOs), chief human resources officers (CHROs), and 
chief financial officers (CFOs) to glean what they can on higher-level performance 
findings. At best, evaluation reports can highlight programmatic conclusions, 
but they contribute in a cursory way to departmental performance. That said, 
some departments are able to use evaluation findings to build a performance 
and expenditure management picture more effectively than others, but these are 
a minority.

Expenditure Reviews: Realigning the Program 
Evaluation Function
There have been multiple academic and expert papers, academic conferences, 
and government symposia regarding how to adjust the federal evaluation func-
tion since 1977, and this article is but one more in a long line. The particular twist 
in this article is how to make program evaluation more relevant for purposes of 
expenditure reviews and results-based management in general. Evaluation to this 
point has been in place mainly to serve the accountability requirements of govern-
ment (Turpin, 2009, p. 7), and this is both an asset and limitation. It is an asset 
because it focuses the function on specific objectives. It is a limitation because the 
function is capable of more than contributing to fiscal decision-making, which has 
been observed as less than stellar to date. The following provides general thoughts, 
collected from respondents, on where the function might better focus its energies 
and competencies.

Evaluation as a Core Function of Public Management: PM Is Not 
Enough
Aucoin (2005) recognized that evaluation is a core function, “because it seeks 
to ascertain and assess the effectiveness of government programs in achieving 
desired results, impacts and outcomes.” He argues, rightfully, that a core function 
of any government is to be responsive to citizen needs and that programs operate 
to maximize benefit. He further argues that

results-based management [read Policy on Results] except insofar as it fully incorpo-
rates program evaluation, is no substitute for program evaluation, however useful 
it may be for management control and improvement. Performance measurement 
regimes do not seek to ascertain or assess program effectiveness. Rather, they seek 
to determine the extent to which departments achieve results or outcomes. They 
measure achievement against targets. They do not attempt to explain or account for 
the performance in question, let alone the effectiveness of their programs. . . . Pro-
gram evaluation is not just another initiative: it is a core function of governance and 
management. (p. 6)

That “evaluation” has been removed in the new Policy on Results is telling in 
what may be argued is a diminished role. Equally telling is the emphasis on re-
sults, defined as stated results against prescribed targets, using deliverology-style 
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performance measurement as the preferred approach to assessing them. Although 
concerns for program effectiveness are identified in the policy (Canada, TBS, 
2016b) and the glossary to the policy, such concerns are not stated anywhere else 
in the substance of the policy, despite promises in the mandate letter to Treasury 
Board Minister Scott Brison to research questions of program effects:

Take a leadership role to review policies to improve the use of evidence and data 
in program innovation and evaluation, more open data, and a more modern ap-
proach to comptrollership . . . [and to] work with the Minister of Finance and your 
colleagues to conduct a review of the expenditures and other spending to reduce 
poorly targeted and inefficient resources, wasteful spending, and government initia-
tives that are ineffective or have outlived their purpose. (Canada, Office of the Prime 
Minister, 2016)

The point may be semantic, but it appears evident that results units within the fed-
eral bureaucracy, accompanied by evaluators and other monitoring functions are 
to focus on performance measurement as the key to assessing results achievement. 
Respondents interviewed for this paper expressed concern that the “usefulness” 
of evaluation as a function has gone too far to follow the UK approach to per-
formance measurement. More importantly, the centralization of priority setting, 
manifested as performance measures and targets, could mean that researching 
program effectiveness as a core function of government, and the capacity to un-
derstand it in ways other than through internally derived performance data, may 
be vastly diminished as time goes on.

Evaluation Clients and Purposes Must Be Aligned:  
Trust Is Critical to Success
As argued throughout this paper, there are several clients of evaluation. However, 
the function is designed mainly to serve program managers. This is revealed in 
the types of questions raised by evaluations. They tend often to be concerned with 
formative questions of program efficiency, cost-efficiency, and outputs achieve-
ment. Senior management was not included often in the scoping of evaluations in 
the past nor in the communication of results through departmental performance 
reports, which did not contribute much to the usefulness of the function. Techni-
cal advisory committees for evaluations more often than not comprise program 
officials, which limits significantly the scope of evaluation questions and the lati-
tude of evaluators to ask tough or probing research questions. With greater use of 
outside beneficiaries and experts, technical advisory committees would be able to 
scope evaluations beyond simply a programmatic focus. This may not always be 
appropriate, but it would afford these committees the ability (and permission) to 
consider broader issues of policy ideas, user focus, and innovative methods that 
take into consideration other epistemological frameworks.

One obvious benefit of the Policy on Results, is that performance measure-
ment has focused senior managers to consider results that are of interest to the 
Cabinet Committee on Results. In this regard, deputy ministers are concerned 
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with the information that is relayed to ministers, because that information must 
be pertinent to central decision-making and supported by performance data. 
There is now much greater potential to scope evaluation reports to serve a results 
focus, as envisioned in the policy. The next challenge would be to also reincor-
porate program effectiveness in the traditional sense (i.e., the extent to which 
programs are observed to cause or contribute to achieving expected effects).

With respect to expenditure reviews as a specific form of inquiry, senior de-
partmental and central agency decision makers and evaluation units would have 
to create a trust relationship that allows for conversations not as much about costs 
as aligning spending with departmental objectives and central agency priorities 
and broadly defined meta-program objectives at the departmental and central 
government levels. One concern with the Policy on Results is that it focuses atten-
tion too heavily on centrally derived priorities to the exclusion of department-
level objectives, which are based in legislative obligations. Central priorities get 
attention: ongoing departmental programs and services often do not. Or, it may 
not be obvious as to the connection between routine and ongoing activities and 
programs with central priorities. A few departments have included evaluation 
units in strategic-level decision-making on expenditure reviews, but this is not 
commonplace. It requires evaluation heads with a great deal of organizational 
confidence and moral authority to make this work, and to make their usefulness 
in such conversations crystal clear. Data sharing and expertise are essential ingre-
dients in this trust relationship between those carrying out evaluations and those 
performing resource alignment reviews.

Building on this trust relationship means moving away from the account-
ability focus of evaluations that characterized both the 2001 and 2009 evaluation 
policies with a highly mechanized adherence to centrally derived questions. 
Evaluation units now would have to be reformed to be consultative and responsive 
to both program and strategic management needs. In this regard, evaluations have 
to be much more learning and problem-solving oriented than simply the ticking 
off of accountability boxes. Although coverage remains a requirement under 
Section 42.1 of the Financial Administration Act for grants and contributions 
programs, there is sufficient latitude in the coverage requirements in the Policy on 
Results to allow evaluation units to better calibrate direct spending coverage with 
programmatic and strategic needs, including expenditure management decision-
making (Dumaine, 2012, pp. 71–72).

Equally important, a trust relationship has to be built between heads of evalua-
tion and TBS. Given the compliance focus of the 2009 policy especially, TBS tended 
to be highly critical and prescriptive in its direction to departmental evaluation 
units. The role of evaluation in expenditure reviews was not clear from the centre, 
further eroding confidence in the TBS to create the conditions necessary for a use-
ful contribution. The new policy provides an alternative approach: to place evalu-
ation in the position of trusted advisor as indicated. The challenge for the centre 
of government will be to create the space needed for trust to be built with senior 
central decision makers. The challenge is this flexibility is not being used.
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Balancing Interests: Evaluation Use and Who Should Conduct  
Expenditure Reviews?
Questions about whether program evaluation has a role to play in expenditure 
reviews have been swirling since the Evaluation Policy was instituted in 1977. 
As shown, evaluation units have been ill-equipped to contribute meaningfully 
in this respect despite attempts since the 2009 Evaluation Policy to better link 
evaluation with the strategic reviews initiative and its successor versions. It is 
fairly safe to conclude that there is significant structural resistance to contribut-
ing to expenditure reviews as long as the function is aligned to serving program 
managers and resident in departments. It may be time to accept the conclusion 
that Mayne (2018) has come to, which is that expenditure evaluations be adopted 
as a separate evaluation tool. The question then becomes, who may be better 
positioned to carry these out?

The usefulness of evaluations has long been discussed in the literature (Shulha 
& Cousins , 1997; Borys et al., 2005). A major conclusion from the various lit-
erature is that there has been a significant expansion of conceptions of use from 
the individual to the organization levels. In short, evaluation uses and users have 
changed and expanded, leading to heightened expectations on the value of evalu-
ation in decision-making. It would seem to make sense that evaluations cannot 
serve all of these expectations well. Building on the last observation, it may be 
time to apply the application of “full-meal deal” evaluations only when consid-
erations of effects are warranted. There should also be “evaluation-lite” options, 
where very specific questions are being posed, such as value-for-money analyses. 
Creating specialized evaluation functions to address the several expectations 
related to timing, usefulness, scope, depth, and breadth may be an idea that has 
come of age in this time of “experimentation.” In other words, building a toolkit of 
evaluation types based on more than one epistemological framework is warranted 
to address different questions and expectations.

There may be justification for at least three possibilities in this regard. First, a 
unit could be created in the Treasury Board Secretariat that is trained to carry out 
these sorts of reviews (Mayne, 2018). Resources would have to be made available, 
given that TBS is in no way prepared to handle such a role at present. As Mayne 
suggests, there is merit to understanding the financial performance of programs 
from a central agency perspective. As there may be better positioned to provide 
a whole-of-government rationale for results. Although Mayne is referring to the 
effectiveness performance of programs, it is equally the case that financial perfor-
mance of departmental and governmental activities may be better assessed from 
a holistic point of view. In addition, assessing governmental decision-making on 
the basis of go and no-go, using cost information, is not likely to be meaning-
ful, as calculating value for money may be quite complicated, especially from a 
qualitative perspective. Rarely can programs be assessed mechanistically, despite 
the rhetoric of deliverology to the contrary. Also, TBS is better suited to get the 
timing right for linking expenditure evaluations to the budget cycle, rather than 
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relying on departmental program-based evaluations to somehow be timely with 
multiple planning and deadline expectations.

A second idea is to maintain a decentralized approach and house expenditure 
evaluation within departmental strategic planning or policy branches. Aside from 
the benefits of growing separate expertise, such units are better able to raise evalu-
ation from a small-p focus to a higher-level of analysis and perspective. Although 
assuming responsibilities for comptrollership may be considered out of place for 
such units, it nonetheless makes better sense to unlink this type of evaluation from 
current structures. One could go so far as to argue that the experience of some 
departments, and small agencies in particular, is that some equivalent unit is at 
least coordinating these sorts of reviews at present anyway. The implementation 
challenge would be coordinating with TBS on a manageable template for review, 
and getting the timing right. The next challenge would then be the unit of analysis, 
whether this is to be programs or clusters of activities in the program inventory.

The benefit of actors other than evaluation units conducting expenditure re-
views is that the burden of budgetary and economic considerations in program 
evaluations is removed. Although program evaluations are getting better at value-for-
money analyses, the unit of measure is still out of alignment with programs being the 
centre of assessment. In addition, the users of expenditure review information tend to 
prefer quantitative or economic analysis of departmental activities, something again 
that program evaluations are not always able to provide definitively.

Regardless of which idea is embraced, the usefulness of program evaluations 
would continue to factor into expenditure reviews. One way to contribute that 
serves the Policy on Results would be to use evaluation expertise in the develop-
ment of realistic and appropriate targets. As Montague (2016) suggests, program 
evaluators may be well-suited to identifying policy or program problems, gaps 
and opportunities, engaging stakeholder interests (both internal and external) to 
develop appropriate targets, tying them to behavioural change logic frameworks, 
and then linking them to life cycle plans at the program- or policy-level of change. 
In this regard, getting the targeting right leads to better measurement of outcomes, 
which may actually improve the allocation of resources.

Concluding Thoughts
The article highlights in a detailed way some of the reasons why federal program 
evaluation has not performed well in supporting expenditure reviews. By moving 
through such a diagnosis a discussion on realignment may be better annotated. In 
overall terms, it is hoped that a clear argument has been made that while, evalua-
tors and evaluation units are well-trained, well-intentioned, and well-positioned 
within organizations to contribute to effective decision-making, there are struc-
tural challenges that have diminished their usefulness, especially in regard to mat-
ters of fiscal discipline and programmatic effectiveness. Most important among 
these is that program evaluation contributes to many forms of assurance, each de-
manding a particular focus, scope, depth, timing, and epistemological orientation.
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The contribution of program evaluation to expenditure reviews given the 
Policy on Results requires a specific set of skills, a defined time frame where analy-
ses become useful, and depth of analysis that cannot always be accommodated in 
traditional effectiveness evaluation studies. One repair is to accept that a separate 
type of evaluation (expenditure evaluation) with an independent and dedicated 
responsibility centre (Curran, 2016) could be created that offers the potential to 
improve evaluation use. A one-size-fits-all approach to program evaluation may 
be an idea well past its prime. Although there are several options considered to 
implement such an idea, ultimately it is likely that expenditure reviews will remain 
a basic public management function, requiring a specific tool to accommodate 
them. In essence, it is time to reorient and focus the function on what it does best: 
contribute to program improvement and organizational learning.

Regardless of whether one adopts a centralized or decentralized approach 
to expenditure evaluation, building a different trust relationship from traditional 
program evaluation will be essential. Such evaluators will need the confidence of 
program managers and department-level decision makers to use data from vari-
ous sources and come to recommendations that make sense in the budget cycle. 
Building such relationships will clearly take time, but the incremental rewards 
may outweigh the investments of effort. As Bourgon (2009) observes, “citizens 
pay the price of failure when governments make the wrong choices, or make 
choices based on poor or misleading information. Evaluation continues to play a 
vital role in government, but it can do more and do better given proper aligning 
of capabilities with decision-makers’ expectations.”
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Abstract: This review surveys experience with evaluation practices in the govern-
ment of Canada since the mid-1960s, particularly with respect to spending reviews, 
concluding that there is little reason to expect any direct link from ongoing evalu-
ation practices to cabinet decisions. The renewed commitment to evidence-based 
decision-making announced by the new Liberal government is unlikely to change 
this conclusion. The introduction of deliverology as a support function centred in 
the Privy Council Office shifts attention from policy formation to implementation 
and program delivery, with important emphasis on innovation and adaptation. But 
the crucial challenge still rests in achieving greater public access to information and 
greater inclusiveness in decision processes. For academic leaders in public admin-
istration, attention now should shift from terminological and doctrinal disputes to 
anticipating the important consequences of machine learning and artificial intel-
ligence for education and future professional practice in public policy. 

Keywords: deliverology, spending reviews, public expenditure, access to informa-
tion, open governance, artificial intelligence

Résumé: Cet article fait état du rôle de l’évaluation au Gouvernement du Canada 
depuis le milieu des années 1960. En particulier, il analyse le lien entre l’évaluation 
et les exercices de révision budgétaire, concluant qu’il y a peu de raisons d’attendre 
de l’évaluation qu’elle ait une influence directe sur les décisions du Cabinet. 
L’engagement renouvelé du nouveau gouvernement libéral à ce que les décisions 
soient fondées sur les données probantes ne changera probablement pas cette con-
clusion. L’introduction de la résultologie, comme une fonction en appui au Bu-
reau du Conseil Privé, détourne l’attention de la conception des politiques vers 
l’implantation et l’exécution des programmes, en mettant l’accent sur l’innovation 
et l’adaptation. L’enjeu principal reste toutefois le même : réussir à améliorer l’accès 
public à l’information, et à être plus inclusif dans les processus décisionnels. Pour 
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les leaders académiques de l'administration publique, l'attention devrait maintenant  
passer des disputes terminologiques et doctrinales à l'anticipation des conséquences impor-
tantes de l'apprentissage automatique et de l'intelligence artificielle pour l'éducation 
et la future pratique professionnelle dans la politique publique.

Mots clés: résultologie, revue des dépenses, dépenses publiques, accès à l'information, 
gouvernance ouverte, intelligence artificielle 

Introduction
The purpose of this article is to examine what the authors see as a distinct shift in 
context and emphasis from the early years of program evaluation, based on policy 
sciences, to current views of evidence-based decision-making, designed to serve 
governance in a postmodern, post-fact world. The paper does not purport to offer 
fresh data or original theory; its more modest goal is a brief expository survey. The 
question it confronts is therefore simply to know how we might view the evolution 
of evaluation and spending review in the government of Canada over the 50 years 
since the efforts of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau to bring rational analysis into 
management in that Government.1

In 1969, driven by the “whiz kids” in the United States and the 1960s wave of 
enthusiasm for systems analysis and “modern” government, the then-new Cana-
dian government of Prime Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau adopted the Planning, 
Programming, Budgeting System (PPBS) to guide its expenditure management 
decisions. This work was to be led by the Treasury Board Secretariat (TBS), 
recently moved from the Department of Finance to be a separate department 
under its own minister, the president of Treasury Board. To support the intro-
duction and implementation of this new thinking, a new unit, the Planning 
Branch, was created within the secretariat. Appointed as deputy secretary to 
head this new unit was Douglas Hartle, professor of political economy and direc-
tor of the University of Toronto’s Institute for Policy Analysis, and formerly the 
director of research for the massive Royal Commission on Taxation (the Carter  
Commission).

Now, almost 50 years on, driven by new reformers in the United Kingdom 
and the recent wave of enthusiasm for results and accountability, the government 
of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau2 has adopted deliverology to ensure realization 
of the government’s promises.3 In its campaign platform and subsequent to the 
2015 election, the new government committed itself to evidence-based decision-
making both in formal cabinet-level decision processes and throughout govern-
ment operations, including program delivery.

This work was to be guided by a new cabinet committee on agenda and 
results, chaired by the prime minister, together with a new deputy ministers’ 
committee on policy innovation. To support the introduction and continuing 
implementation of this new thinking, a new unit, the Secretariat on Results 
and Delivery, was created within the Privy Council Office. Appointed as dep-
uty secretary to head this new unit was Matthew Mendelsohn, director of the 
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University of Toronto’s Mowat Centre for Policy Innovation, formerly deputy 
minister in the Ontario government and co-author of the 2015 Liberal Party 
election platform.

That platform committed the government to an expansive budgetary posture 
and substantial fiscal stimulus, leading to the prospect of large budget deficits 
sustained over several years. Budget 2017 offered no timeline for return to budget 
balance, though aiming at a declining debt/GDP ratio over the period to 2019. 
Since then, a new defence policy paper (June 6, 2017) suggests—perhaps in 
response to American pressure in NATO—very significant increases in defence 
expenditures. The budgetary cost of the government’s commitment to reconcilia-
tion with First Nations and Indigenous people has yet to be reckoned.

There appears to be no appetite at this time for a dramatic expenditure re-
duction and cost control exercise, such as the 1994 Chrétien–Martin program 
review initiative that successfully addressed the massive budget deficit left by 
the previous Mulroney–Campbell government, or even the subsequent strategic 
reviews and Deficit Reduction Action Plans (DRAP) of the Harper government. 
Nevertheless, the possible need for such an initiative has to be anticipated. In that 
case, can either program evaluation, based on systems analysis, or the machinery 
of deliverology, really help?

We accept the general conclusions in the articles by John Mayne and others 
in this special issue that formal program evaluation cannot help much, and we 
argue below that deliverology may be a different thing. We will therefore not at-
tempt any survey or appraisal of the current academic or professional literature 
on the theory and practice of evaluation—topics that are pursued more fully and 
effectively through other pages of this journal, as well as in reviews such as Dobell 
(2003) or in standard texts such as Eliadis et al. (2011) or McDavid, Huse, and 
Hawthorn (2012). Rather, we return to the message of an earlier paper (Dobell and 
Zussman, 1981) to emphasize that the key concerns lie elsewhere, in the role that 
must be played by disclosure of the narratives and evidence underlying decision-
making (including performance monitoring and program evaluation results) in 
buttressing the legitimacy of government. For this reason, we emphasize the need 
for the present government to complete the crucial review and reform of access 
to information policy that was promised in the 2015 election campaign to offset 
the erosion of that policy that has occurred since it was developed in the earlier 
Trudeau government in the 1970s and 1980s.4

Background
To make sense of all the recent activity and appraise its significance, we begin 
with some distinctions, separating several different topics. The first includes 
evaluation and challenge functions that deploy explicit—some might say elite or 
technocratic—analysis in support of executive decisions, either to initiate or to ter-
minate programs or activities. These functions generally emphasize what is called 
summative evaluation, addressing go/no-go decisions for individual, large-scale 
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programs. Analytical support for these decisions might include ongoing program 
evaluation (with evolving criteria, as exemplified in the 2009 Treasury Board Sec-
retariat assessment and reorientation [Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2009] 
of evaluation activities that emphasized the seemingly more politically charged 
concern for “relevance” as a central criterion in [then] future evaluation efforts). 
Or they might offer a challenge function, where the considerations relate to the 
choice of organizational or institutional form for delivery of program outcomes, 
the test here being whether the activity under review should, given its ideological 
orientation, be undertaken by the government at all.

Within this framework, at cabinet level, one might expect to look to sum-
mative evaluation in strategic planning or in the ex-ante appraisal of proposed 
new programs, or to centre-led ex-post testing of the continued effectiveness, 
relevance, and value of existing ongoing programs, possibly in the context of mas-
sive program reviews and spending cuts.

Second, tracking—either internally or in public—of progress toward gov-
ernment fulfillment of election commitments and implementation of decisions 
by cabinet or departmental management should be seen as different, and is one 
aspect of deliverology. Of course, a range of institutional frames and incentive 
structures has long existed inside the federal government to promote tracking 
and delivery in programs approved for continuation, well before the deliverology 
label emerged (Curran, 2016).

A third category, aspiring to a regime of continuous improvement at a more 
operational level, spans monitoring and tracking of performance inside govern-
ment in the delivery of programs. At this more operational level, within de-
partments, there has long been an array of mechanisms for tracking ongoing 
management of programs within the public service. This grouping includes per-
formance measurement and monitoring systems such as the canonical Opera-
tional Performance Measurement System promoted by the Efficiency Evaluation 
Division of the Treasury Board Secretariat Planning Branch in the early 1970s and 
used in the government of Canada in some form ever since.

To guide the evolution of continuing government programs, management 
can rely on a schedule of ongoing formative evaluation over its full range of ac-
tivities. This continuous operational monitoring and appraisal function is distinct 
from the more fundamental periodic evaluations mentioned above (Maxwell, 
1986; McDavid et al., 2012), and indeed could be seen as a second dimension of 
deliverology, tracking ongoing follow-through of cabinet decisions into continu-
ing departmental operations as a new responsibility at cabinet committee level, 
with the support of the Privy Council Office, Results and Delivery unit).

As a fourth topic, a related development that also falls under the label of deliv-
erology should be highlighted as a distinct feature of the new thinking in Ottawa. 
That is the emphasis on behavioural psychology and behavioural economics in 
the work of so-called nudge units and innovation hubs (Chen, Bendle, & Soman, 
2017). These might be seen as contributing to formative program design and (per-
haps quite subtle) adaptive management decisions. But at the scale of the federal 
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government there are challenging institutional barriers to the style of adaptive 
management implied by emphasis on this work (Longo, in press).

Fundamental to all of this, we argue, is a distinct category of activities related 
to accountability mechanisms going beyond the direct interests of the executive in 
tracking its own performance. It involves the never-ending concern with informa-
tion for Parliament and its officers, general reporting to the public on government 
spending, and other information for public consumption,5 as well as, now, in the 
other direction, the growing fascination with open data, open government, and 
monitorial citizenship (Graeff, 2017) as mechanisms for holding governments to 
account and establishing the legitimacy that flows from transparency and access.

And, finally, as will be mentioned briefly in our concluding comments, we 
have to look now not just to access by citizens to information, but to participation 
of citizens in decision processes, reflecting ideas of open democracy and collective 
intelligence enabled by the transformation of information and communications 
technologies (Landemore, 2013, 2016; Sevinc, 2017).

Despite this impressive array of machinery, of course, sceptics argue that it 
is crucial to ask where is the demand for such work and where might the infor-
mation generated by all this activity actually be put to use? If neither public nor 
Parliament express any appetite for evidence-based decision in this post-fact 
world, why should we expect any of the apparatus described above to enter the 
real life of the public servant, let alone alter political decisions in ongoing opera-
tions or spending reviews? The recent exhaustive review by Rick French (French, 
2018a,b) of actual experience in this regard should be required reading for anyone 
interested in this question.

Historical Context
In this section, we briefly review the high points in the evolution of practice—or 
at least intention—over the past 50 years, first with respect to ongoing evaluation 
practice and then looking to the particular case of intermittent comprehensive 
spending reviews, then deliverology, and, finally, developments toward greater 
transparency, with accounting officers, new oversight agencies, and the emerging 
emphasis on reporting and accountability as a distinct concern.

Program Evaluation
In the 1960s and 1970s, in the aftermath of World War II, enthusiasm for opera-
tions research and systems analysis, with the RAND Corporation appearing to 
solve intractable problems in economics and public sector management, Western 
governments enthusiastically embraced Planning, Programming and Budget-
ing Systems (PPBS), with its supporting analytical machinery, including cost-
effectiveness or cost–benefit analysis, to pursue optimal policies, or at least to 
increase the effectiveness of resource allocation decisions.

In 1966, the Treasury Board Secretariat became a stand-alone department of 
the government of Canada, responsible for expenditure management, for moving 
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cabinet decisions into government operations, and for implementing the recom-
mendations of the Royal Commission on Government Organization (the Glassco 
Commission), established in 1960 and reporting in 1963. The central message of 
that commission was to “let the managers manage” (in a rational manner), argu-
ing that departments should be free from excessive central control and should be 
encouraged to devise management methods suited to their needs.

The government’s response, as set out in the Treasury Board guide to financial 
management (Canada, Treasury Board, 1968), together with the two prior policy 
statements on performance measurement, in 1965, and financial management, in 
1966, might be taken as the starting point for our brief survey here.

Reflecting the objective of professionalizing the public service by implement-
ing modern management techniques, the Planning Branch of the Treasury Board 
Secretariat was formed in 1969 to build the analytical support for government 
decisions founded on “reason before passion.” That branch was organized in three 
main divisions: efficiency evaluation (performance measurement and monitor-
ing), effectiveness evaluation (program evaluation, including appraisal of ongoing 
programs and assessment of proposed initiatives), and organization (looking to 
appraisal of proposed structural or institutional innovations, as well as appoint-
ment of senior personnel).6

Management systems and policies on evaluation have since been through 
many stages in the government of Canada; the story is far too long to recount 
here. (See Segsworth [2005] for an account of events to 2005, Shepherd (2012), 
and Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat (2013–2014) for an exhaustive overall 
summary; Shepherd (2018) also covers policy changes over time.) With respect 
to prescribed evaluation practice, a benefit-cost manual was issued by Treasury 
Board in 1977, and in the same year a first set of policies and directives on evalu-
ation (based on the framework described in Hartle [1973]) was formally set out. 
Over the subsequent 3 decades these went through a series of revisions and ad-
justments, then on to a serious reappraisal in 2009, reflected in the new Policy on 
Results introduced, with substantial fanfare and extensive training efforts, by the 
new government in July 2016.

Program evaluation has thus been treated, under the guidance (or supervi-
sion, depending on the point of view) of the Treasury Board Secretariat, as a 
mandatory part of ongoing activity in Ottawa since 1966. This action ushered in 
a new industry for consultants and academics, who flocked to Ottawa to be part 
of this exciting new activity that was designed to make government more rational, 
effective, and efficient.

Over the past 2 years, the current federal government has taken several steps 
intended to strengthen the program evaluation function. It has released a new 
Policy on Results (with a new but not novel directive on program evaluation) 
requiring departments to evaluate their programs on a 5-year cycle (see Canada, 
Treasury Board Secretariat, 2016a, 2016d); it has appointed chief evaluation 
officers in all federal departments, who report directly to the deputy minister 
and who have full responsibility for ensuring that comprehensive evaluation 
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plans are prepared and carried out7; and it has apparently embraced thoroughly 
the philosophy of deliverology as preached by Sir Michael Barber to Tony Blair 
(Zilio, 2016).

The seriousness of the government’s intentions was underlined with the 
release of the prime minister’s mandate letters to the president of the Treasury 
Board and the minister for democratic institutions. These letters explicitly ass
igned them responsibility to “work with the Minister of Finance and your col-
leagues to conduct a review of tax expenditures and other spending to reduce 
poorly targeted and inefficient measures, wasteful spending, and government 
initiatives that are ineffective or have outlived their purpose,”8 and “take a leader-
ship role to review policies to improve the use of evidence and data in program 
innovation and evaluation, more open data, and a more modern approach to 
comptrollership” (Canada, Office of the Prime Minister, 2015).

Beyond the federal government, it is important to note current work toward 
a broader conceptual and procedural framework that, while it may not be well-
suited to deliberation at cabinet level, offers real promise at a sectoral or region-
al scale. Hodge (2017) illustrates the potential for path-breaking participatory 
contribution analysis using applications in the mining and minerals sector as 
examples; Budhwani and McDavid (2017) provide a contemporary survey of 
contribution analysis more generally.

Spending Reviews
Through the early 1970s, things were generally buoyant in Canada and abroad. 
The A/B/X approach to budgeting embedded in PPBS focused on B: discretionary 
new programs were embraced enthusiastically. The A-base of continuing pro-
grams expanded with inflation, demography, and increasing participation rates 
(see Canada, Treasury Board, 1978). And the X-budget, identifying expenditure 
reductions, received little attention, despite in some cases enthusiastically negative 
ratings flowing from summative evaluation efforts.

This all changed in the late 1970s, most visibly in 1978 when the prime min-
ister returned from the G7 summit meeting in Bonn to inform his minister of 
finance and Treasury Board president that he had undertaken a commitment to a 
substantial budget cut. The system had to scramble to deliver.

With the election of Brian Mulroney in 1984, the Ministerial Task Force on 
Program Review led by Deputy Prime Minister Erik Nielsen followed, with the 
professional support of the public service and the input of external consultants 
who were engaged to take a whole-of-government look at annual spending. As 
a result, after 18 months of work, over 100 private sector participants and as 
many public servants reviewed more than 1,000 programs. While the analysis 
yielded many potential areas of government savings through the termination 
of existing ineffective programs and merging of overlapping activities, Prime 
Minister Mulroney did not have the heart to make the tough spending cuts and 
little financial saving was achieved despite the concerted efforts of many experts 
(Bourgon, 2009).
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It wasn’t until 1994, with the return of the Liberals under Prime Minister 
Chrétien, that another serious assessment of government spending was undertak-
en. This time, a sluggish Canadian economy and skyrocketing national debt forced 
the prime minister to take bold action. The resulting exercise, known as program 
review, was championed by a cabinet committee, chaired by Marcel Massé, presi-
dent of the Treasury Board, but effectively driven by the public service, particu-
larly by the Department of Finance, who established hard savings targets for each 
department and agency. As well, the committee established a requirement that 
every federal program be subject to an assessment based on six simple questions 
about their overall contribution to the public good (see Appendix 1).

Shortly after coming to power in 2006, the Harper government announced 
several strategic spending reviews. The purpose was to demonstrate that embed-
ded in federal programs was a lot of wasteful or inefficient spending that could be 
diverted from underperforming programs to those that reflected the Conserva-
tive government’s own priorities. All government departments and agencies were 
subjected to an ongoing cost-cutting exercise with the intention of achieving a 
5% reduction in government spending. Five years later, the Harper government 
reported that 98% of direct program spending had been reviewed and that the 5% 
savings target had been achieved (Savoie, 2013, p. 102).

In 2011 the Harper government launched a second review designed to be 
more strategic and targeted toward identifying $5 billion in annual savings by 
2014. This time, as compared to the Neilsen task force, which brought in seconded 
(volunteer) private sector personnel to work with the public servant teams, the 
government contracted the whole cost reduction exercise to a consulting com-
pany. The idea was to remove public servants, perceived to be self-interested, 
from the review and to encourage government-wide recommendations from 
outside advisors thought to bring a more independent and comprehensive view. 
At the political level, the DRAP exercise was led by a special Treasury Board 
cabinet committee that also included a large number of experts from outside of 
government who participated in the decision making. When confronted about the 
appointment of people from outside the government to lead an internal cabinet 
task force, Finance Minister Jim Flaherty justified the $20 million contract with 
Deloitte Touche by saying that “it isn’t good, quite frankly, for government to look 
just at itself ” (Curry, 2011).

Deliverology (Delivery and Results)
Moving in a different direction, a central innovation hub was promised in the 
2013 federal public service review initiative that led to the Blueprint 2020 report 
(Canada, Privy Council Office, 2016). In 2014, one such central innovation hub 
was opened in the Privy Council Office, with hubs also in Employment, Social 
Development and the Canada Revenue Agency to pursue the model of the UK 
nudge units focused on experimentation and the co-design or collaborative 
tweaking of program designs (Chen et al., 2017). This focus on experimentation 
introduces a new enthusiasm to be pressed on the public service: in place of the 
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marketing, early in the Trudeau I era, of all the esoteric machinery of cost–benefit 
analysis in all its variants—including the risk–benefit analyses on which it usually 
founders—we have now, during Trudeau II, all the esoteric machinery of the “gold 
standard” of randomized controlled trials (or the ingenious mutations envisaged 
when the strict conditions for RCT are missing) as the subject of the uphill mis-
sionary work radiating out from the centre (Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 
2016b), this time from the Privy Council Office rather than the Treasury Board 
Secretariat.

A rationale for the “Libertarian Paternalism” underlying this work was set 
out by Thaler and Sunstein (2008), and found its way also into the Obama White 
House (United States, National Science and Technology Council, 2017), though 
not, perhaps, to the same extent as in 10 Downing Street. The basic idea is that 
one can affect behaviour by shaping choice rather than regulating action. As a 
result, coercive regulations and the threat of enforcement action for violation of 
them are replaced by a reframing of the terms of the choice to be made, nudging 
and leaning to recast the way one sees one’s own preferences and thus to shape 
consequent voluntary action. The spreading impact of this idea is reflected in 
the award of the 2017 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences to Richard Thaler (and, 
before that, to Daniel Kahneman in 2002).

As noted above, it is important to distinguish this work on experimentation, 
nudging, and adaptive management from the tracking of results and delivery that 
is the other face of deliverology, and more closely related to the next topic.

Reporting and Accountability
There has been overarching change in public pressure and expectations for ac-
countability and transparency in government. The first years of the Trudeau 
I government saw the end of the substantially untroubled post–World War II 
reconstruction and expansion in Western economies and the beginning of the 
period that led the OECD to launch the McCracken committee, its international 
enquiry into “What went wrong?” in the global economy. In Canada, concerns 
about rising deficits led to anxiety in the business community.

This concern coincided with growing disputes between the government and 
the auditor general—first Maxwell Henderson, then James J. MacDonnell—over the 
right of the auditor general to comment on the wisdom of government decisions. 
A committee, the Independent Review Committee on the Office of the Auditor 
General (the Wilson committee), was formed. It recommended a new Auditor 
General Act to extend substantially the scope and powers of the auditor general, 
in particular, creating a mandate to go beyond traditional audits, attesting that the 
books of the government fairly represented its financial position and that monies 
had been expended for the purposes for which they had been appropriated by 
Parliament.

The notion of “management audit” was introduced, inviting the auditor gen-
eral to report on whether “value for money” had been received as a result of the 
decisions of the government. Under the new act, James MacDonnell took those 
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new powers seriously. Beyond his famous remark—“I am deeply concerned that 
Parliament—and indeed the government—has lost, or is close to losing, effective 
control of the public purse”—MacDonnell pressed heavily to move the auditor gen-
eral role deeply into what had always been considered appraisal addressed to politi-
cal, not accounting or technical, questions. The accountability of the government 
on economic and social, as well as financial, issues became a controversial topic.

Accountability on other fronts also became topical with the Royal Commis-
sion on Financial Management and Accountability (the Lambert Commission), 
which issued its final report in 1979. The memorable tag line from that report was 
“make the managers manage,” suggesting that decentralization and delegation in 
the federal government, as recommended by the Glassco Commission, had gone 
too far, and greater oversight was essential.

The 1982 report of the Special Parliamentary Task Force on Fiscal Federal-
ism similarly highlighted the concept of accountability as crucial in deciding on 
the appropriate division of responsibilities between national and subnational 
governments.9

This pressure led in 2006 to the creation by the incoming Harper government, 
as part of the Federal Accountability Act, of the Parliamentary Budget Office, the 
public sector integrity commissioner, commissioner of lobbying, and the conflict 
of interest and ethics commissioner, as well as the formation of departmental 
audit committees (Zussman, 2017). At the same time, there was an increase in 
the oversight capacity of several parliamentary agents and a growing network of 
independent think tanks and other types of organizations dedicated to tracking 
government activities, providing parliamentary oversight (watchdog roles) and 
policy commentary.

Over the past decade, the pressure to move from inside scrutiny to outside 
has continued even more strongly. A flow from confidence in program evalua-
tion to reliance on disclosure of information can be traced strikingly in the work 
of Doug Hartle from the first days of the Planning Branch to his later advocacy 
back at the University of Toronto (Dobell, 1999), and in subsequent literature 
leading recently to notions of monitorial citizenship (Graeff, 2017) and expan-
sion of independent web-based “tracking” services (e.g., Promise Tracker [n.d.] 
or TrudeauMeter [n.d.]).

Discussion
Over the past 40 years or so there has been a steady stream of research and com-
mentary on the state of evaluation at the federal level. In 1981, Dobell and Zuss-
man reviewed the progress and contribution of efforts at evaluation activities 
over the prior decade (Dobell and Zussman, 1981), noting that there seemed little 
evidence of success as measured against promises and expectations. By 1986, the 
Nielsen task force concluded that “government program evaluations were gener-
ally useless and inadequate despite the emergence of evaluation units in most 
government departments” (Canada, Task Force on Program Review, 1986, p 23).
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The piling on continued in the academic literature when Peter Aucoin ob-
served that program evaluation “has never been embedded in the expenditure 
management decision-making process” (Aucoin, 2005, pp. 5, 10), or with Bour-
geois and Whynot (this issue), who concluded that “our findings are generally 
consistent with those of previous studies and reveal that, although instrumental 
and conceptual use tends to be quite high at program level, there is little or no 
strategic use of evaluation beyond program improvement, and that evaluation is 
not used to inform spending reviews” (2018, p. 342). Perhaps the debate can be 
closed off with a summary judgement offered by Barry Carin, both a major sup-
plier and demandeur of evaluation work and a founder of the Canadian Evaluation 
Society, which publishes this journal:

On balance, I conclude that it is an illusion to think that you can be analytic and 
positive—there are too many incommensurable objectives with incomplete metrics, 
too many permutations and combinations of pertinent sensitivity calculations beyond 
what anyone can absorb, let alone have the patience to read. I therefore do not believe 
that you can either perform evaluations useful for Ministers, or evaluate the evalua-
tion function (as I just did). (B. Carin, personal communication, June 2017)

Thus, with respect to the direct influence of program evaluation efforts 
on routine decisions, the lesson is generally accepted, as John Mayne (2018) 
perhaps confirms. It now seems necessary to fall back on the larger vision, the 
article of faith driving commitment to evaluation in government from the 1960s 
onward. This faith is that ongoing systematic evidence-based analysis builds a 
foundation of knowledge and enlightenment (Weiss, 1972, 1999) from which 
spring the relevant stories, beliefs, and perceptions on which intuitive decisions 
will be based.10

What about spending reviews themselves? Is there a case for any useful link 
from program evaluation to central spending reviews in situations of critical 
budgetary pressure? It seems not. The evaluation work of the Planning Branch 
played no role in the 1978 X-budget. Indeed the branch was just in the process 
of being dissolved. “The 1986 Nielsen Task Force was effective in reducing ex-
penditures where rational evaluation aligned with the quiet suspicions of senior 
managements” (H. Swain, personal communication, June 2017). This observation 
nicely reconciles the comment quoted above, that task force study teams found 
evaluations “useless,” with the protest by John Mayne (Mayne, 1986) that evalua-
tions had been extensively used.

While the 1995 program review budget specifically targeted underperform-
ing programs, there is no evidence that Prime Minister Chrétien, Finance Minister 
Paul Martin, or Treasury Board President Marcel Massé used program evaluation 
reports in identifying programs for cancellation or spending reductions. But is all 
this surprising? In routine circumstances, something like the old A/B/X approach 
to budgeting can prevail: the ongoing operational A-base moves along incremen-
tally, the B-budget to fund new programs is allocated, and the X-budget identifies 
programs that can be eliminated to make room for the new.
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In times of crisis, however, it is essential to go beyond the decremental or 
marginal X-budget, and dig deep into the A-base to regain control of total ex-
penditures while funding the new activity essential to a growing, changing, and 
innovative society. In the compressed time frame of such a spending review, there 
can be no realistic expectation of directly relevant evaluation results on tap or 
built to order that can bring information to bear on judgments about the relative 
importance or relative priority across broad categories of program expenditures. 
The best that one might hope is that triangulation across the perceptions, beliefs, 
and views—with luck, perhaps influenced by a foundation of accumulated past 
individual evaluation efforts—of diverse groups of responsible ministers can 
provide a basis for consensus on action-oriented decisions.

There is, of course, an even broader tension underlying all these efforts to 
convey information on which to ground action. The biggest challenge, as always, is 
flawed implementation of decisions and intentions—particularly where those in-
tentions are vast and “aspirational.” Implementation of policy intentions demands 
performance by individual public servants exercising discretion within a body of 
public service norms. It demands fidelity to the text expressing those intentions, 
but it also demands interpretation of that text and exercise of discretion in carry-
ing out the performance.

The problem—an ancient problem—is whether to exercise that discretion in 
accord with the black letter text or according to the dictates of particular chang-
ing and uncertain circumstances, on the ground. This is where the fundamental 
challenges of accountability arise, but also where the constraints of excessive audit 
bind badly. The search for the “sweet spot” between “letting the managers man-
age” according to their instincts, within general understandings of the rules, and 
“making the managers manage” within clear and precise uniform rules established 
in light of consistent intentions across the enterprise seems never satisfactorily 
ended.11 A wonderful example is provided by the controversy around the public 
service attempt in 2017 to codify the operational implications of a 2011 tax court 
ruling on the status of employee discounts as a taxable benefit for income tax 
purposes (Tasker, 2017).

Can a new analytical unit add anything significant to the delivery-oriented 
monitoring structure already inherent in the institutional structure of the govern-
ment of Canada? Are there better ways to decentralize responsibility and move 
monitoring from the centre? It can be argued that deliverology, as experimenta-
tion, innovation, and adaptive management, while promising in principle, is not 
well adapted to the role of the federal government, which has control of very little 
direct delivery of services (Curran, 2016)—and where it does, as in the Phoenix 
payroll system, it does not have an impressive record.

The really significant shift does not rest in the new Policy on Results, still 
based on the idea of the rational economic man, but rather in a deeper intellectual 
transition recognizing the imperfections in human reasoning, reflected in the rise 
of behavioural insight units, and behavioural economics more broadly. We return 
briefly to this question below.
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In the first decade of the Pierre Trudeau administration, the focus—at least 
for the analysts and “hot-shot advisors”—was on the policy formation phases 
of the policy process. Once cabinet had made—or not—a decision, that was 
the end of the story for analytical purposes (though not, of course, for the vast 
majority of public servants, whose task was simply to keep the turbines of the 
power company turning while those decisions were implemented). The work to be 
done in implementation—realizing the intent of decisions endorsed—was taken 
for granted as routine management (even though in the middle of that decade 
Pressman and Wildavsky [1973] published what was to become a famous book 
on implementation with a most suggestive subtitle, How Great Expectations in 
Washington Are Dashed in Oakland).

Now in the first term of the Justin Trudeau government, the focus seems to 
have shifted significantly to the implementation and delivery phase of the cycle. 
This shift matters beyond the peculiar interests of the academic observer; for the 
evaluation industry and evaluation practice, it moves the emphasis away from 
summative evaluation and decisions, and toward policy design, formative evalu-
ation, and adaptive management (Gold, 2014). For the public service it forces 
attention to the changes in policy that actually occur at the workface, at the level 
of individual programs, and, indeed, at the level of design of forms in individual 
sub-activities.12 And this is where behavioural insights come into play.

Conclusion
We have argued that the current structure for evidence-based management by 
results in the federal government is, despite some changes in labels and story lines, 
not very different in purpose or substance from what has been familiar for a long 
time. With respect to evaluation policy and evaluation activities generally, we do 
not dispute the general opinion expressed elsewhere in this volume that there is 
no reason to expect any direct link from program evaluation to cabinet decisions. 
While evaluation efforts addressing ongoing programs—formative evaluation—
can offer obvious contributions to continuous improvement in departmental 
expenditure management, and nudge units can suggest fruitful reframing of 
designs, they are highly unlikely to offer empirical or analytical evidence that 
ministers will see as definitive or even terribly relevant to specific cabinet deci-
sions. What can be hoped, as emphasized by one of the founders of the program 
evaluation movement in the United States, Carol Weiss, is that a culture of ongo-
ing analysis and evaluation will build a foundation of general understanding and 
“enlightenment” that informs ministerial perspectives and cabinet deliberations 
(Weiss, 1972, 1998).

We have argued more specifically, on the basis of extensive personal experi-
ence, that in the case of either occasional or systematic spending reviews, neither 
the timetable nor the political context lends itself to considered comprehensive re-
duction of the expenditure budget as a package. Decisions about cuts will likely be 
made arbitrarily, based on perceptions and beliefs—probably those of one strong 
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individual enjoying the confidence and backing of the prime minister—about 
program merits but, more importantly, about the appropriateness of the activity as 
a responsibility of the federal government of the day. Again, perhaps the most one 
can hope (counterfactually?) is that an ongoing culture of respect for evidence and 
interest in outcomes will have shaped the opinions and perspectives of that central 
individual in a way that promotes a broad public interest rather than ideologically-
driven motivated reasoning pressing toward ever-smaller government.

This leaves us with hopes, first, for effective tracking of commitments and 
monitoring of progress internally within departments and government as a 
whole, and visible public accountability for continuing and faithful implementa-
tion of decisions and realization of commitments. Much of this machinery has 
long been in place in the federal government, but perhaps it is here that deliverol-
ogy (under whatever label) and the cabinet committee on agenda and results will 
concentrate the minds of politicians and managers and thus offer fresh impetus 
to the concern for effectiveness in the delivery of just outcomes.13 Beyond that, 
there is the hope that effective measures for reporting to Parliament will generate 
feedback that will forcefully shape ministerial and managerial perceptions as to 
the public interest. Those attitudes might thus be shaped indirectly through pro-
gram evaluation and the culture of attention to the evidence underlying stories 
and narratives.

None of this can really work, however, without a dramatic transformation 
in current government attitudes toward public access to information in govern-
ment hands and to the use being made of that information in shaping government 
decisions. Despite all the protestations of openness and transparency, practice in 
this matter is disappointing. The recent experience of the auditor general in being 
denied access to analysis of tax expenditures associated with the government’s 
commitment to phase out “inefficient” subsidies to fossil fuel industries, and in-
deed failure to receive documentation on action taken toward implementation of 
that commitment, is only one extreme example.14 As we argued in 1981, we need 
sunshine and scrutiny, and we need access for the public to see the evidence and 
the analysis on which government decisions are built and on which the legitimacy 
of government must be maintained.

But of course, this is not 1981. Government attitudes toward openness now 
must reflect the massive transformations since then in technology, information 
and communications systems, social networking, learning algorithms, and arti-
ficial intelligence (see Longo, in press). Can this Liberal government succeed in 
translating the basic principles of the access to information policy introduced by 
the Liberal government of the 1980s into an appropriate information regime for 
this new context? If so, government’s role in evaluating government (for decision 
purposes) may prove much less significant than the public’s role in evaluating 
government (for accountability and legitimacy) on the basis of fuller disclosure. 
“It is possible . . . that institutional arrangements to strengthen representative 
institutions could be developed in the context of a participatory e-democracy. In 
such a setting, a deliberative democratic approach to evaluation could be pursued 
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in inclusive processes at various scales, as part of ongoing conversations, ongoing 
social learning, ongoing adaptive management, in ongoing resilient communities” 
(Dobell, 2003).

Because it is 2017, we need now to frame the case for access much more 
expansively. In an era of Big Data and open government, we must argue pas-
sionately for open public access not just to the data assembled and held by 
governments but also to the interpretations of those data buried in the sto-
ries and narratives built upon them for purposes of providing background 
to government decisions. This access need not reach to the options identified 
or recommendations offered by public servants in memoranda to cabinet, or 
to opinions voiced in cabinet deliberations, all of which rightly must remain 
cabinet confidences. But it should include the analysis and interpretations built 
by public servants from data in public hands. And, indeed, beyond access to 
these materials, arguments for opportunity to participate in the processes of 
framing the questions themselves and of articulating the context for creating 
these stories and narratives must be vigourously pursued (see Chouinard, 2013; 
Chouinard & Milley, 2015)

More demandingly still, not only must the case for access to the data and 
information in government hands, and to interpretations of them—the evidence, 
representations, and visualizations on which decisions are built—and to the pro-
cess of framing those questions and creating those interpretations, be maintained, 
but also, finally, the case must be made for inclusive citizen participation in the 
process of building legitimate collective decisions themselves from those inter-
pretations and stories.15

And, to close, yet more speculatively, we as academics or practitioners should 
perhaps ask ourselves how long we should expect to go on as we are in our pro-
motion and practice of current theories or techniques of evaluation. It is a new 
world out there; maybe it should also become a new world in here, in the academy 
and the profession. How long might it be before the whole process of extracting 
relevant evidence from vast banks of observations and data will be handled better 
by smart robots than by humans? Given the extent to which audit, accounting, 
analysis, evaluation, and performance measurement are generally taught through 
established recipes and simple inference or learning processes, surely it is likely 
that recursively self-improving automata will quickly learn the required skills? 
That this outcome may arrive sooner than we think is suggested by evidence 
already with us.16

Obviously, these further ideas take us into a whole new world, well beyond 
the scope of the present note. But perhaps in closing we can once again urge the 
evaluation community away from continuing to differentiate the labels and fine-
tune the footnotes or nuances in a literature on the main conclusions of which—as 
summarized above—academicians and practitioners generally agree. Rather, per-
haps we might turn to exploring, tentatively but vigorously, the vast new worlds 
that open to us to transform our representative democracy by engaging the people 
in its decisions.
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Notes
  1 � The authors have between them many years of academic research and hands-on experi-

ence in or around this field, particularly at the federal level.
  2 � The excessive personalization of the Government of Canada embedded in this short-

hand is regrettable, but seems necessary to avoid cumbersome circumlocution.
  3 � Distinct components of the machinery that goes under the label ‘Deliverology’ are 

discussed below.
  4 � After this article was largely completed, we received the annual report of the informa-

tion commissioner for 2016–2017. It seems essential to highlight the message with 
which she leads off that report:

In March 2017, the government announced its plans to delay the first phase of the 
Act’s reform, citing the need to “get it right.” Our investigations reveal, once again, that 
the Act is being used as a shield against transparency and is failing to meet its policy 
objective to foster accountability and trust in our government. Budget 2017 contained 
no funding for transparency measures and, sadly, there is no direction from the head 
of the public service regarding transparency, likely meaning there will be minimal 
impact on the culture of secrecy within the public service. To top it off, institutional 
performance in relation to compliance with the Act is showing signs of decline, while 
Canadians’ demand for information increases. Comprehensive reform of the Act is es-
sential and long overdue, especially in the face of the expanding information realities 
of the 21st century. A lot of work needs to be done before this government can meet 
its transparency promises. (Canada, Office of the Information Commissioner, 2017)

  5 � For evidence on legislative interest in performance reports, and the link between per-
formance reporting and performance itself at local level, see McDavid (2017).

  6 � It is important to note that the new Results and Delivery Secretariat also includes 
two quite distinct components, the results and delivery group headed by an assistant 
secretary to cabinet, oriented toward appraisal and tracking, and an innovation hub 
headed by an assistant deputy minister, oriented toward experimentation and adap-
tive management. (This latter might be seen as distinct from the results group in the 
same way that the organization division of the Planning Branch was distinct from its 
evaluation divisions.)

  7 � See the Treasury Board Directive on Results (Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 
2016a) for a detailed description of the policy.

  8 � Two features might be thought striking: the first—central to our message here—is 
the inclusion of the Minister of Democratic Institutions in expenditure management 
concerns; the second is the prominent reference to the longstanding question of tax 
expenditures, a challenge that figures centrally in the issue of access by Parliamentary 
agents, including the Auditor-General, to government information, as noted later in 
this chapter.

  9 � Three reports (Schmitz, 1994; Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2005; Aucoin, 2006) 
tell the story in interestingly different ways.

10 � This vision suggests an analogy with the dual process brain described by Kahneman 
(2011). In the dual process democracy, System I accumulates the observations and 
builds the heuristics, intuitions and perceptions on which ongoing decisions about ac-
tion will be based, but System II tries to discipline these decisions, subjecting them to 
rational analysis based on a more orderly process of building tested knowledge from 
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accumulated evidence. (It is tempting, but obviously far-fetched, to think of the role of 
the Senate in this context as the chamber of ‘sober second thought’.)

11 � This is also where—as a glance at the comment streams on tracking sites will attest—
disputes arise about whether delivery of what was promised has actually happened, 
whether commitments have truly been fulfilled.

12 � As Barry Carin (2015) noted in a 2011 symposium, “We feel like we make decisions, 
but many of our decisions are made by default, by people who design forms. An excel-
lent example is the choice of default option for the organ donation decision on driver 
license forms.” Carin’s insightful but sadly overlooked paper appears in the symposium 
proceedings edited by Parson (2015). His introduction of this “new paternalism” now 
reflected in Nudge units stimulated at the time much discussion of the extent to which 
the values and choices embraced by public servants seep into public policy indepen-
dently of elected representative governments.

13 � It has been argued that a mid-term attempt by the present government to report on 
promises delivered is not persuasive (Rathgeber, 2017).

14 � See the spring 2017 message of the auditor general to Parliament (Canada, Office of the 
Auditor General, 2017). The May 12, 2017, order-in-council responding to that mes-
sage does not resolve the deeper ongoing problem; only a full-scale renewal of access 
to information policy will do that, and such reform should be, as promised, the subject 
of a much more sincere and forceful effort than is currently evident. (Unfortunately, 
the April 2016 directive on the subject [Canada, Treasury Board Secretariat, 2016c] 
does not do the job, because subsection 2.4 leaves wide open the definition of “Cabinet 
confidences” that lies at the heart of the issue.)

15 � On these more ambitious ideas, going beyond open government to open source gov-
ernance, collective intelligence, and “upstreaming citizen participation,” see Lenihan 
(2012), Landemore (2013) and online portals (Open Governance Research Exchange, 
n.d.) (Hudson, (2016).

16 � See Bostrom (2014) and Grace, Salvatier, Dafoe, Zhang, and Evans (2017) for examples. 
Perhaps a starting point for such machine learning might be found in the Evaluation 
Checklists at Evaluation Center (2018).
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Appendix 1: Six Questions for Program Review  
(http://www.gouvernance.ca/publications/96-15.pdf)

1)	 Public Interest Test: Does the program area or activity continue to serve 
a public interest? 

2)	 Role of Government Test: Is there a legitimate and necessary role for 
government in this program area or activity? 

3)	 Federalism Test: Is the current role of the federal government appropri-
ate, or is the program a candidate for realignment with the provinces? 

4)	 Partnership Test: What activities or programs should or could be trans-
ferred in whole or in part to the private or voluntary sector? 

5)	 Efficiency Test: If the program or activity continues, how could its 
efficiency be improved? 

6)	 Affordability Test: Is the resultant package of programs and activities 
affordable within the fiscal restraint? If not, what programs or activities 
should be abandoned?
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Résumé : Cet article s’intéresse à l’expérience de la Commission de révision permanente 
des programmes (CRPP) au Québec. À partir d’une revue documentaire, nous y 
proposons  : 1) une description de la CRPP en présentant le contexte entourant sa 
création, sa démarche, le contenu de ses rapports ainsi que ses recommandations; et 
2) un portrait de l’influence de la CRPP en explorant la prise en considération de ses 
recommandations au sein des décisions gouvernementales. Les constats qui se dégagent 
de notre démarche nous mènent à conclure que les recommandations de la CRPP 
n’ont pas été appliquées telles quelles, mais qu’elles ont probablement eu une influence 
ou un rôle symbolique au niveau des récentes coupes budgétaires entreprises par le 
gouvernement. Elles semblent également liées à l’institutionnalisation d’un nouveau 
mécanisme permanent de révision. En guise de discussion, nous soulevons différents 
questionnements, notamment la nature des travaux de la CRPP et l’arrimage entre les 
exercices de révision et la fonction évaluative au sein de l’appareil gouvernemental.
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its recommendations into account. The findings that emerge from our analysis lead us 
to conclude that the recommendations of the CRPP have not fully been implemented, 
but that they had an influence or a symbolic role in relation to the recent budget cuts 
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Introduction
De nombreux pays ont fait récemment l’expérience de l’implantation de mécanismes 
de révision des dépenses publiques (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2017). La finalité d’un exercice de révision des dépenses est essen-
tiellement de fournir des propositions d’économies budgétaires (Arsenault, 2016) 
et sa popularité croît au sein des administrations étatiques déficitaires en quête 
d’espace budgétaire. Sur la scène québécoise, Jacob, Lamari, Poulin-Larivière et 
Beaucage (2016) ont d’ailleurs recensé différentes expériences de révision ayant été 
réalisées dans le passé, telles que les rapports Facal (Groupe de travail sur l’examen 
des organismes gouvernementaux, 1997), Boudreau (Secrétariat du Conseil du 
Trésor du Québec, 2005), Geoffrion (Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor du Québec, 
2006) et Rolland (Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor du Québec, 2007). En outre, plus 
récemment s’achevaient les travaux de la Commission de révision permanente des 
programmes (CRPP) mise en place par le gouvernement de Philippe Couillard afin 
de dégager un surplus budgétaire.

La CRPP est une entité dont le mandat s’inscrit dans un exercice évaluatif som-
matif, s’appuyant sur les données existantes, afin de guider le gouvernement pour 
qu’il dégage une marge de manœuvre budgétaire, laquelle ne peut être obtenue qu’en 
recourant à des coupures importantes (Arsenault, 2016). Bien que la CRPP mette 
l’accent principalement sur le mécanisme de révision, l’activité propre à l’évaluation 
de programme, qui comprend quant à elle une démarche de collecte et d’analyse 
de données qui découle ultimement sur la formulation d’un jugement sur la valeur 
d’un programme (Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor du Québec, 2013), s’y trouve 
subordonnée (Jacob et coll., 2016). Du coup, l’influence de la CRPP et son rôle au 
sein de l’appareil gouvernemental demeurent une question d’intérêt et interpellent 
spécifiquement la communauté des évaluateurs.

L’objectif de cet article est de poser un regard sur l’expérience de la CRPP au 
Québec, tant en matière de réalisations que de ses impacts. Pour ce faire, nous avons 
adopté une approche exploratoire et descriptive dans le but de présenter la CRPP et 
son contexte de réalisation ainsi que de dresser un portrait de son influence sur les 
mesures gouvernementales entreprises. En plus de préciser les objectifs et la nature de 
notre démarche, les sections qui suivent fournissent une description de la CRPP et de 
son influence érigée à partir d’une revue documentaire et proposent une discussion 
faisant état des constats et questionnements résultant de nos travaux.

Objectifs et démarche
La démarche que nous avons entamée poursuit deux objectifs. Le premier objectif 
consiste à proposer une description sommaire de la CRPP, du contexte de sa créa-
tion jusqu’à la fin de son mandat. Le second objectif est quant à lui en lien avec 
l’exploration de l’influence de la CRPP, aspirant à recenser les différentes décisions 
et coupes budgétaires qui en ont résulté.

Différentes sources de données ont été identifiées et étudiées afin d’atteindre 
ces deux objectifs  : 1) les différents rapports de la CRPP; 2) la littérature grise, 
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incluant des présentations en format PowerPoint en lien avec la CRPP, les comptes 
publics diffusés par le gouvernement du Québec et les décisions budgétaires prises 
entre 2014 et 2016; 3) la documentation officielle du gouvernement en lien avec 
le processus de révision; et 4) les articles de presse publiés dans deux journaux 
majeurs francophones entre 2014 et 2016 (La Presse et Le Devoir), traitant de 
la CRPP (une liste exhaustive des articles consultés est disponible auprès des 
auteurs, sur demande). Plus précisément, à partir de la base de données Eureka, 
nous avons effectué une recherche avancée par mots clés (« rapport Robillard », 
« commission révision programme », « Claude Montmarquette »), en couvrant les 
publications parues entre 2014 et 2016 et en sélectionnant La Presse, La Presse+, Le 
Devoir ainsi que le Devoir (site Web) à titre de sources de provenance. Les résumés 
des articles issus de cette recherche ont été lus afin de ne retenir que les articles 
pertinents traitant de la CRPP. Un répertoire totalisant 112 articles de presse a été 
créé, lequel a été analysé dans son entièreté. Mentionnons que l’analyse s’étend 
aux publications de 2016 afin de couvrir l’année qui suit la fin des travaux de la 
CRPP. N’aspirant pas à contraster des idées et mettre en parallèle des perspectives 
divergentes, mais plutôt à recenser les réactions et les mesures qui ont fait suite 
aux recommandations de la CRPP, nous n’avons pas jugé essentiel d’étendre la re-
cherche aux journaux anglophones québécois. L’adéquation de ce choix a d’ailleurs 
été validée, car nous avons observé une grande redondance d’informations dans 
les deux journaux consultés, confirmant le fait qu’il est peu probable que nous 
ayons manqué des informations importantes en excluant les journaux anglo-
phones. En somme, l’analyse croisée des décisions budgétaires prises entre 2014 et 
2016, des rapports consultés et des articles de journaux permet d’avoir un portrait 
relativement complet des mesures gouvernementales ayant découlé de la CRPP.

Nous voulions également documenter l’expérience de la CRPP à partir de 
témoignages de divers acteurs et experts œuvrant au sein de la fonction publique 
et ayant été concernés par ses travaux. En raison d’enjeux politiques importants 
au moment de notre collecte de données, il a été impossible de recruter des 
participants désireux d’aborder le sujet, tant auprès des membres de la CRPP 
qu’auprès d’acteurs en poste dans l’administration gouvernementale. Nous avons 
entamé une phase de recrutement au préalable afin de vérifier la possibilité de 
réaliser des entretiens. Au total, six tentatives formelles ont été entreprises (prises 
de contact directes et prises de contact indirectes par l’entremise d’informateurs 
clés), lesquelles ont toutes résulté en des refus, des abstentions ou n’ont pas ob-
tenu de réponse de la part des personnes sollicitées. Devant cette situation et ces 
difficultés de recrutement, nous avons décidé d’écarter cet objectif de décrire 
l’expérience de la CRPP à partir de témoignages. Soulignons toutefois que nous 
avons tenu certaines discussions informelles avec des acteurs ayant été impliqués 
dans l’exercice de la CRPP, ce qui nous a permis de valider plusieurs observations 
tirées des écrits consultés.

La section subséquente présente le fruit de nos analyses. Dans un premier 
temps, une description sommaire de la CRPP est proposée, traitant du contexte 
entourant sa création, la démarche qu’elle a empruntée, le contenu des rapports 
qu’elle a publiés ainsi que les principales recommandations qu’elle a formulées. 
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En second lieu, nous explorons l’influence de la CRPP, en exposant les différentes 
décisions et coupes budgétaires subséquentes et relatives à la CRPP que nous 
avons recensées.

Portrait de la CRPP

Le contexte d’implantation
En 2014, le gouvernement du Québec, alors nouvellement élu, mettait sur pied 
deux commissions indépendantes de l’appareil gouvernemental, la Commission 
de révision permanente des programmes (CRPP), dirigée par Lucienne Robil-
lard, et la Commission d’examen sur la fiscalité québécoise, sous la direction de 
Luc Godbout. Les deux commissions devaient travailler en complémentarité afin 
que le gouvernement atteigne ses cibles budgétaires (Gouvernement du Québec, 
2014c).

Plus spécifiquement, la création de la CRPP s’inscrivait dans le respect des 
engagements préélectoraux annoncés par le Parti Libéral du Québec qui prévoyait 
mettre en place une structure rigoureuse de gestion des dépenses afin « d’offrir un 
répit aux familles de la classe moyenne » (Parti Libéral du Québec, 2014, p. 44), 
aspirant ainsi à dégager un surplus budgétaire permettant de réduire le fardeau 
de la dette provinciale et d’annoncer des diminutions d’impôts, notamment par 
l’abolition de la taxe santé et l’indexation de la tarification des services de garde 
(Parti Libéral du Québec, 2014).

Le mandat de la CRPP était de « proposer la mise en place d’un mécanisme 
permanent de révision des programmes » ainsi que de « formuler des recomman-
dations concernant les programmes à réviser » (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, 
p. 5). L’objectif ultime de sa création visait à orienter l’action gouvernementale de 
façon à atteindre certaines « cibles budgétaires » et à retrouver une « marge de 
manœuvre » (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, p. 5). Les journaux indiquent 
que les Commissions Robillard et Godbout « devront identifier des moyens de 
dégager un espace financier de 3,2 milliards $ à temps pour le prochain budg-
et du Québec », un an plus tard (Teisceira-Lessard, 2014);  la visée finale étant 
d’atteindre, pour l’année financière 2015-2016, l’équilibre budgétaire (Arsenault, 
2014; Lessard et Teisceira-Lessard, 2014).

Les travaux de la CRPP ont été entamés le 11 juin 2014 et se sont achevé le  
31 août 2015, date à laquelle se terminait le mandat confié par le gouvernement. 
Nommés par le Conseil du Trésor, les membres de la CRPP présentaient des ex-
pertises et des parcours variés (sphère politique, domaine universitaire, appareil 
gouvernemental, sciences économiques, analyse et évaluation de programmes, 
administration, etc.) (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c). Plus spécifiquement, 
sous la présidence de Lucienne Robillard, ancienne ministre fédérale sous le 
gouvernement libéral, les travaux de la CRPP étaient appuyés par Claude Mont-
marquette et Robert Gagné, économistes et professeurs-chercheurs notamment 
affiliés au Centre interuniversitaire de recherche en analyse des organisations 
(CIRANO), ainsi que Michèle Bourget et Mireille Fillion, ex-administratrices 
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d’état (Jacob et coll., 2016). Mentionnons également que les membres de la CRPP 
ont été soutenus par différentes personnes-ressources lors de leurs travaux 
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c).

Il importe de préciser qu’au moment de la création de la CRPP, un mécanisme 
d’évaluation des programmes est déjà en place au sein de l’appareil gouvernemen-
tal. En effet, en date du 4 juin 2013, le gouvernement du Québec adoptait sa 
Directive concernant l’évaluation de programme dans les ministères et organismes, 
laquelle avait pour visée principale de « favoriser l’évaluation de programme au 
sein de l’Administration gouvernementale et de renforcer les saines pratiques de 
gestion et la gestion axée sur les résultats » (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014b). 
Cette directive amenait donc les ministères et les organismes à rendre compte au 
Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor du Québec des exercices d’évaluation de leurs 
programmes.

Plus spécifiquement, cette orientation stipule qu’un responsable de 
l’évaluation des programmes doit être nommé au sein de chaque ministère et 
organisme assujetti à la Loi sur l’administration publique (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2014b). Ce responsable doit élaborer un plan pluriannuel d’évaluation, 
dans lequel sont précisés les programmes à être évalués, certains étant identifiés 
sur la base de besoins exprimés par l’organisation et d’autres étant ciblés par un 
décret ou une demande gouvernementale (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014b). 
Pour chaque évaluation ensuite réalisée, un cadre d’évaluation doit être fourni au 
Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor du Québec, en plus des résultats et recomman-
dations émanant de la démarche évaluative (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014b). 
Certaines des recommandations formulées par la CRPP reposent sur les données 
issues de ce mécanisme d’évaluation en fonction dans les ministères.

La démarche
La démarche de la CRPP supportait une approche à la fois ministérielle et in-
terministérielle, c’est-à-dire que les différents ministères ont été interpellés afin 
de participer à l’exercice de révision des programmes à l’interne, en plus d’être 
invités à prendre part aux tables horizontales interministérielles créées dans le but 
d’examiner la cohérence et le chevauchement des interventions entre ministères 
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c). Dans le cadre de ses travaux, la CRPP a 
également promu une culture de dialogue social en instaurant une tribune Web 
accessible par les citoyens et regroupements et en invitant certaines associations 
patronales et syndicales d’importance ainsi que les gestionnaires et employés de 
la fonction publique à exprimer leurs positions et propositions quant aux pro-
grammes gouvernementaux (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c).

La CRPP mentionne avoir retenu trois critères pour l’analyse des programmes 
à réviser  : 1) la pertinence; 2) l’efficacité; et 3) l’efficience (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2014c). Le Tableau 1 présente la définition de ces critères, tels que le pro-
pose la CRPP. Elle affirme par ailleurs accorder une importance particulière aux 
personnes vulnérables, notamment sur le plan des impacts de ses recommanda-
tions sur ces dernières.
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Les travaux de la CRPP s’appuient sur l’analyse de divers documents :

–	 des évaluations de programmes effectuées par les ministères;
–	 des études produites à l’externe, entre autres par des comités mandatés 

par le gouvernement;
–	 des analyses des organismes de recherche en politiques publiques;
–	 des analyses comparatives avec les programmes mis en place dans 

d’autres pays (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, p. 27).

Les travaux de la CRPP constituent ainsi une analyse secondaire de rapports 
existants. À cet égard, la CRPP souligne qu’elle trouve que « l’information con-
cernant plusieurs programmes est déficiente et peu de programmes sont systéma-
tiquement évalués » (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, p. 31).

Le contenu des rapports publiés
Le premier rapport de la CRPP, déposé en novembre 2014, présente la nature de 
son mandat, aborde les principes et critères à la base de sa démarche et présente 

Tableau 1. Les critères de la CRPP pour l’analyse des programmes  
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, p. 29)

Critères Définitions

Pertinence

Un programme pertinent est :
•  �Un programme dont les objectifs correspondent aux  
besoins des clientèles ainsi qu’aux priorités de l’État;

•  �Un programme qui aurait pu être créé dans le contexte actuel;
•  �Un programme dont l’abolition partielle ou totale aurait  

des conséquences négatives importantes sur les plans social, 
économique et environnemental.

Efficacité

Un programme efficace est :
•  �Un programme s’adressant à des clientèles bien définies et  
répondant à des objectifs clairs et mesurables;

•  �Un programme atteignant les objectifs pour lesquels il a  
été créé;

•  �Un programme cohérent avec les autres programmes existant 
dans le même domaine d’intervention.

Efficience

Un programme efficient est :
•  �Un programme qui ne se dédouble pas avec d’autres 
programmes;

•  �Un programme dont il n’est pas possible d’atteindre les résultats 
par des solutions moins coûteuses;

•  �Un programme dont la gouvernance, les processus administratifs 
et les modes de financement et de livraison peuvent être  
considérés comme optimaux.
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ses constats initiaux (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c). La CRPP y fait état de ses 
premières recommandations relativement à divers sujets et programmes : l’aide 
financière aux municipalités, la Financière agricole du Québec et le Programme 
d’assurance stabilisation des revenus agricoles, le Programme de places à contri-
bution réduite dans les services de garde éducatifs, le financement des étudiants 
universitaires internationaux, les services ambulanciers, le budget discrétionnaire 
des ministres, le Programme de soutien à l’action bénévole et le financement pub-
lic des écoles privées (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c).

Un second rapport est remis en juin 2015, lequel se décline en cinq sous-
rapports, incluant un rapport sommaire (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015a) et 
quatre volumes. Le premier de ces volumes s’intéresse aux fondements à la base 
d’un État performant et discute plus spécifiquement du mécanisme de révision 
permanente des programmes (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015b). Le second 
volume expose quant à lui quelques pistes de révision relativement à certains 
programmes gouvernementaux (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c). Le troisième 
volume présente les travaux de la CRPP en ce qui a trait à l’examen du modèle 
de révision des programmes effectif au sein du Gouvernement du Canada ainsi 
qu’une étude comparative réalisée par l’Observatoire de l’administration publique 
de l’École nationale d’administration publique (ENAP) s’intéressant aux pratiques 
évaluatives de différents pays de l’Organisation de coopération et de développe-
ment économiques (OCDE) (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015d). Finalement, le 
quatrième volume détaille les résultats d’une étude réalisée par la firme Deloitte 
en ce qui a trait aux efforts de la Table sur l’aide financière au développement 
économique visant à brosser un portrait de la situation du Québec relativement au 
développement économique, à comparer cette situation à différentes juridictions 
similaires et à identifier des pistes d’amélioration (Gouvernement du Québec, 
2015e).

Les recommandations
Les premières recommandations formulées par la CRPP visent à guider le gou-
vernement à faire des choix de coupes budgétaires et à poser les bases pour 
l’instauration d’un système de révision permanente des programmes. Les recom-
mandations émises à cet effet concernent, entre autres, la mise en place d’une 
culture évaluative continue et systématique au service du bien commun et de 
la population, au sein d’un état qui se doit d’être transparent, stratège, innovant 
et en harmonie avec ses différents tentacules ministériels (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2015c). La CRPP suggère par ailleurs d’intégrer un système de révision 
permanente des programmes à la structure administrative; un système transpar-
ent, indépendant et opéré par des acteurs compétents (Gouvernement du Québec, 
2015c).

La CRPP a également étudié l’approche gouvernementale interministérielle 
en place. Elle juge de l’importance de conserver l’approche des tables horizon-
tales en la pérennisant et en facilitant la diffusion des travaux effectués par les 
différentes tables, c’est-à-dire la Table sur l’aide financière au développement 
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économique, la Table sur la présence internationale du Québec, la Table sur la 
culture, la Table sur l’aide aux municipalités et la Table sur l’emploi et la formation. 
La CRPP recommande entre autres l’intensification ou l’élargissement des travaux 
de certaines de ces tables et propose à cet égard quelques pistes d’améliorations et 
de réflexion (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c).

Les recommandations suivantes de la CRPP portent sur différents secteurs de 
dépenses, les principales étant décrites au sein du Tableau 2.

Après l’identification de ces pistes de coupes budgétaires ciblées par la CRPP, 
nous avons tenté d’explorer l’influence de la CRPP en analysant la prise en con-
sidération de ses recommandations au sein des mesures gouvernementales. À 
la suite de notre analyse, il apparaît que cette influence s’observe au niveau de la 
mise en œuvre d’un mécanisme permanent de révision et au niveau des coupes 
budgétaires réalisées par le gouvernement; deux sphères directement reliées au 
mandat en deux volets confiés à la CRPP.

Influence de la CRPP

Instauration d’un mécanisme permanent de révision
Le premier volet du mandat de la CRPP visait à «  proposer la mise en place 
d’un mécanisme permanent de révision des programmes » (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2014c, p. 5). Les travaux de la CRPP ont spécifiquement mis en évidence 

Tableau 2. Principales recommandations de la CRPP en fonction des  
différents secteurs de dépenses

Aide financière aux muni-
cipalités

•  �Recommandation de la CRPP : réduire les transferts 
financiers versés par le gouvernement et encourager 
les municipalités à exercer un meilleur contrôle de leurs 
dépenses, notamment en modulant les dispositions ré-
glementaires actuelles de façon à ce qu’elles contrôlent 
mieux la rémunération de leurs employés (Gouverne-
ment du Québec, 2014c, p. 142-142).

•  �Les municipalités devraient absorber plus de la moitié 
des coupes (Dutrisac, 2014; Lessard, 2014).

Programme d’aide pour 
les agriculteurs (Pro-
gramme d’assurance 
stabilisation des revenus 
agricoles)

•  �La CRPP suggère de transférer la responsabilité de la 
prime de risque aux membres assurés, suggérant de 
cesser de financer le programme sous sa forme actuelle 
et de diminuer l’aide financière versée à la Financière 
agricole du Québec (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, 
p. 143).

•  �La CRPP encourage le gouvernement à revoir son 
Programme de crédit de taxes foncières agricoles, 
notamment en le structurant davantage et en révisant 
ses critères d’admissibilité (Gouvernement du Québec, 
2015c).
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Programme de places 
à contribution réduites 
dans les services de  
garde éducatifs

• � La CRPP recommande d’améliorer la gestion des services 
de garde, en proposant le financement selon la présence 
réelle, en instaurant le ratio d’une éducatrice pour dix 
enfants et en privilégiant le coût de revient réel afin de 
déterminer les subventions versées (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2014c, p. 144 à 147).

•  �La CRPP propose de réviser le système de financement 
des garderies subventionnées, soutenant une augmen-
tation de la tarification et une bonification du crédit 
d’impôt pour frais de garde, et suggère au gouvernement 
de suspendre la création de nouvelles places (Gouverne-
ment du Québec, 2014c, p. 144 à 147).

Services ambulanciers

•  �La CRPP recommande la révision de l’ensemble des 
contrats avec les entreprises privées afin d’en améliorer 
la gouvernance et la gestion et de changer la tarifica-
tion en vigueur, notamment pour les personnes âgées 
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, p. 149).

Secteur de l’éducation

•  �La CRPP suggère de moduler et de dérèglementer le 
mode de financement pour les étudiants universitaires 
internationaux en instaurant de nouveaux quotas pour 
les étudiants bénéficiant d’exemptions (Gouvernement 
du Québec, 2014c, p. 148).

•  �La CRPP invite le gouvernement à étudier de façon plus 
approfondie la question du transfert des clientèles avant 
d’entamer une diminution des subventions au secteur 
privé (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c). Elle conclut 
plus tard en affirmant qu’aucune économie ne résulterait 
d’une telle diminution, soutenant du coup le maintien 
des deux secteurs (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c).

•  �Les recommandations de la CRPP, si elles étaient appli-
quées, se traduiraient par une réduction du budget d’un 
milliard de dollars, soit environ 9 % du budget global 
(Chouinard, 2014; Lessard, 2014).

Budgets discrétionnaires 
des ministres

•  �La CRPP recommande de les abolir (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2014c).

Programme de soutien à 
l’action bénévole

•  �La CRPP recommande d’y mettre fin (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2014c).

Société des alcools du 
Québec

•  �La CRPP critique son monopole et suggère une li-
béralisation du commerce des vins et spiritueux  
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c).

Administration fiscale

•  �La CRPP conclut qu’il importe au gouvernement de 
veiller à la performance de Revenu Québec et encour-
age ce dernier à réfléchir sur l’éventualité d’un transfert 
des activités fiscales au palier fédéral (Gouvernement du 
Québec, 2015c).

Tableau 2. Continué
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Programme de  
perception des  
pensions alimentaires

•  �La CRPP est d’avis que le gouvernement devrait confier 
la gestion du programme à un ministère, lequel devrait 
s’assurer de dresser un portrait de la clientèle que le  
programme dessert (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c).

•  �La CRPP suggère de rendre moins complexe la démarche 
d’exemption au programme et d’imposer une tarifica-
tion pour la perception des pensions dans le cas où le 
programme comprendrait une adhésion automatique 
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c).

Secteur de la santé

•  �La CRPP a intenté l’examen de la question de l’accessibilité 
aux services et constate à cet égard la nécessité pour le 
gouvernement de considérer la pertinence des soins 
en fonction d’un plan d’action établi, d’appliquer le 
mode de financement axé sur le patient et de favoriser 
l’interdisciplinarité dans la prestation des soins de première 
ligne (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c).

l’importance de la présence d’un tel processus afin d’assurer la performance des 
programmes (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c. Suivant cette recommanda-
tion, le gouvernement du Québec a instauré en septembre 2015 le Bureau de 
la révision permanente des programmes, exigeant du coup une démarche rig-
oureuse d’évaluation et de révision pour le renouvellement des programmes 
(Portail Québec, 2015. Le gouvernement a ensuite procédé à une restructuration 
en abolissant cette entité et en publiant en mars 2017 sa Stratégie de gestion des 
dépenses. Budget de dépenses 2017-2018, dans laquelle est décrite la culture de 
révision permanente souhaitée par ce dernier (Gouvernement du Québec, 2017). 
Dans ce document, la révision des programmes est associée au renforcement de 
«  la viabilité et la qualité des interventions gouvernementales en fonction des 
besoins prioritaires et des ressources disponibles  », permettant ainsi «  une al-
location optimale des ressources de l’État  » (Gouvernement du Québec, 2017, 
p. 13). Cette culture de révision est instaurée par le gouvernement afin de mieux 
encadrer la prise de décisions et de veiller à la performance des programmes 
(Gouvernement du Québec, 2017).

Plus spécifiquement, il apparaît que le mécanisme prôné se positionne en 
complémentarité avec la planification annuelle des dépenses et la Directive con-
cernant l’évaluation de programme dans les ministères et organismes adoptée en 
2013 (Gouvernement du Québec, 2017). Ce mécanisme de révision permanente 
se concrétise par un examen stratégique des programmes et a pour objectifs :

–	 d’établir un diagnostic à propos du rendement d’un organisme ou d’un 
programme, laissant ainsi une grande place à l’évaluation de programme;

–	 de déterminer les actions requises en vue d’optimiser ou d’abolir un 
programme;

Tableau 2. Continué
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–	 de planifier la mise en œuvre, par l’organisation concernée, des solutions 
retenues et le suivi systématique des résultats attendus (Secrétariat du 
Conseil du Trésor du Québec, 2017).

L’examen stratégique vise les programmes moins performants identifiés par les 
ministères et organismes, en partenariat avec le Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor 
du Québec, et peut s’intéresser à différentes dimensions de l’intervention gou-
vernementale : 1) un modèle d’affaires ou une fonction administrée par plusieurs 
ministères ou organismes; 2) un système de production d’un bien ou d’un service 
public; ou 3) une dépense (Gouvernement du Québec, 2017, p. 14-15). Pour cet  
examen, les mêmes critères que ceux de la CRPP, c’est-à-dire la pertinence, l’efficacité 
et l’efficience, sont mis de l’avant (Gouvernement du Québec, 2017).

Coupes budgétaires
Le second volet du mandat de la CRPP aspirait à « formuler des recommanda-
tions concernant les programmes à réviser » dans le but de créer un espace bud-
gétaire (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014c, p. 5). Les résultats de notre démarche 
indiquent que le gouvernement a procédé à des coupes importantes dans les 
programmes publics, ce qui a permis d’obtenir un surplus budgétaire. En effet, les 
états financiers du Québec indiquent des surplus pour les années financières 2014-
2015 et 2015-2016 (Gouvernement du Québec, 2016), alors que la province était 
avec des déficits annuels en 2012-2013 et 2013-2014 (Gouvernement du Québec, 
2014a). Toutefois, les mesures adoptées en ce sens n’apparaissent pas directement 
rattachées aux recommandations de la CRPP. Jacob et coll. (2016) soulignent que 
les recommandations de la CRPP ne sont pas appliquées telles quelles ou ne sont 
appliquées que partiellement, mais que de nombreux secteurs d’activités voient 
leur financement considérablement réduit.

Un chercheur de l’Institut de recherche et d’informations socio-économiques 
(IRIS) a recensé les coupes annoncées dans les quotidiens et les hebdomadaires au 
sein d’un document de réflexion (Nguyen, 2016). Il identifie, entre 2014 et 2016, 
342 compressions qui équivalent à 4 milliards de dollars. Il s’agit là d’une mesure 
imparfaite, puisque certaines mesures ont pu être annoncées puis modifiées, et 
que les mesures ne concernent pas seulement celles imposées par le gouvernement 
du Québec, mais l’ensemble des restrictions budgétaires des organismes provin-
ciaux et fédéral (Lévesque, 2015). Les données de ce rapport demeurent intéres-
santes pour indiquer les secteurs touchés par les coupes du gouvernement (voir 
Tableau 3).

À titre d’exemple, le secteur de l’éducation se voit amputé d’une aide totalisant 
372,8 millions de dollars alors que le budget pour la santé et les services sociaux 
est réduit de 963,4 millions de dollars (Nguyen, 2016). L’aide sociale, l’accès au 
logement ainsi que différentes organisations et campagnes de sensibilisation pour 
contrer le sexisme, l’homophobie et les inégalités homme/femme sont également 
sujets à des compressions, respectivement de l’ordre de 65 millions de dollars, 53 mil-
lions et 2,718 millions de dollars (Nguyen, 2016).
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La revue de presse réalisée indique que les recommandations de la CRPP ont 
souvent été perçues comme politiquement inapplicables, y compris par plusieurs 
instances et membres du gouvernement, ce qui expliquerait qu’elle ne semble pas 
avoir eu une influence directe sur le choix des programmes coupés. En effet, une 
fois les rapports de la CRPP publiés, les recommandations ont fait l’objet de nom-
breuses critiques non seulement en provenance des différents partis politiques, 
des centrales syndicales, des parties concernées par les coupes, mais également 
de la part de différents ministres. Ainsi, les recommandations de la CRPP ne sont 
pas directement liées aux coupes observées, mais elles ont toutefois certainement 
alimenté le débat public et politique.

Discussion
La mission de la CRPP était notamment d’identifier des sources d’économies gou-
vernementales dans un agenda de réduction des dépenses publiques. Entre 2014 
et 2016, le gouvernement a coupé de façon transversale dans différents secteurs, 
particulièrement dans l’éducation et la santé et les services sociaux, sans toutefois 
que le choix des mesures puisse être directement lié aux recommandations de la 
CRPP. Néanmoins, le gouvernement s’est appuyé sur ses rapports pour justifier 
la nécessité de procéder à des coupes dans de nombreuses sphères d’activité. De 
façon générale, notre démarche nous porte à conclure que la CRPP a contribué 
au débat sur la nature des coupes budgétaires et qu’elle a joué un rôle symbolique 

Tableau 3. Recensement des différentes coupes effectuées par le  
gouvernement entre 2014 et 2016 par secteurs d’activités  
(Nguyen, 2016, p. 5)

Secteurs d’activités Nombres decoupes

Éducation primaire et secondaire   77
Éducation postsecondaire   65
Santé et services sociaux   78
Emploi et solidarité sociale     6
Fonction publique   17
Famille   15
Développement local et régional   17
Logement et habitation     9
Environnement     4
Égalité homme/femme, sensibilisation 
contre le sexisme et l’homophobie     8

Justice     4
Culture   18
Transport     3
Hausse de tarif   12
Total 342
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dans un exercice prévu de rationalisation des dépenses publiques. Somme toute, 
l’exercice semble avoir atteint ses objectifs relatifs à l’espace budgétaire à créer, les 
états financiers subséquents à la CRPP en faisant foi.

Notre analyse soulève de nombreux questionnements concernant la nature 
du processus de révision entamé par la CRPP. D’abord, l’agenda était très ambi-
tieux. En deux ans, huit programmes majeurs devaient être examinés en regard 
des critères de pertinence, d’efficacité et d’efficience (Gouvernement du Québec, 
2014c), ce qui demeure une contrainte de temps importante étant donné l’ampleur 
de la tâche.

Ensuite, mentionnons que la CRPP a dû faire face, comme elle le souligne 
elle-même (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c, p. 7, 19, 72), à un manque de 
données fiables ou actuelles. Cette situation nous semble préoccupante compte 
tenu du fait que la présence d’informations de qualité constitue une condition 
de réussite à tout exercice de révision des programmes (Arsenault, 2016). En 
particulier, l’exercice de la CRPP soulève la question de l’influence des évalua-
tions gouvernementales dans le processus de révision : de quelles façons ces rap-
ports ont-ils été utilisés et utiles à l’exercice de révision? Ce questionnement met 
également en exergue la situation liée à l’arrimage entre la fonction évaluative au 
sein du gouvernement, le rôle temporaire attribué à la CRPP ainsi que celui d’un 
mécanisme de révision permanente.

Par ailleurs, alors que la CRPP indiquait vouloir effectuer une révision sys-
tématique selon les critères de pertinence, d’efficacité et d’efficience, les rapports 
ne présentent aucune discussion selon les critères retenus. La transparence et la 
systématicité de l’exercice se révèlent ainsi questionnables. Par ailleurs, le critère 
d’efficacité retenu est très spécifique à l’exercice. La CRPP définit un programme 
efficace comme étant « un programme s’adressant à des clientèles bien définies 
et répondant à des objectifs clairs et mesurables; un programme atteignant les 
objectifs pour lesquels il a été créé; un programme cohérent avec les autres 
programmes existants dans le même domaine d’intervention » (Gouvernement 
du Québec, 2014c, p. 29). L’utilisation d’une telle définition soulève quelques 
interrogations. Que faire si le programme a une couverture plus grande que 
celle qui était prévue à l’origine? Comment intégrer les effets inattendus? Dans 
une optique plus large, comment mesurer l’efficacité des programmes en édu-
cation et en santé, par exemple, quand ceux-ci ont des effets diffus, multiples 
et à long terme? Ces programmes pourraient être, dès le départ, désavantagés 
par l’application d’une telle logique évaluative dans un exercice de révision 
budgétaire.

En outre, la question de l’impact sur les personnes les plus vulnérables est 
souvent éludée. Alors que la CRPP disait vouloir minimiser l’impact sur les 
populations vulnérables, elle demeure très timide concernant la formulation de 
propositions concrètes. Certaines recommandations sont accompagnées de la 
suggestion de diriger les bénéficiaires vers d’autres programmes normés, mais 
sans décrire comment pourrait s’opérationnaliser cette démarche. Au-delà de 
cette recommandation, aucune analyse d’impact des coupes suggérées sur les plus 
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vulnérables n’est effectuée et aucune mesure d’atténuation n’est proposée. Nous en 
venons également à un constat similaire quant au dialogue social prôné en amont 
par la CRPP. À nouveau, bien que cette intention de donner une voix aux diffé-
rentes parties prenantes soit louable, il est difficile de percevoir de quelle façon ce 
dialogue a été pris en considération, les rapports n’y faisant que très peu référence.

Nous désirons également soulever différentes interrogations en lien avec 
l’intégration de la CRPP à l’appareil gouvernemental, alors qu’il existe déjà un mé-
canisme institutionnalisé pour l’évaluation des programmes publics. Le mandat de 
la CRPP s’inscrivait au départ comme un exercice ponctuel avec un objectif bud-
gétaire spécifique. Il existe des différences non négligeables entre les fonctions de 
révision budgétaire, aspirant davantage à des finalités sommatives et les fonctions 
d’évaluation dans l’appareil gouvernemental, entretenant davantage des visées  form-
atives. En effet, alors que la révision budgétaire vise essentiellement à « produire des 
propositions d’économies », l’évaluation, dans son institutionnalisation, a pour rôle 
de « fournir aux dirigeants des analyses pour améliorer l’efficience et l’efficacité de 
leurs interventions » (Arsenault, 2016, p. 92). Étant donné la complémentarité de 
ces deux fonctions et leur implantation dans l’appareil gouvernemental, n’y a-t-il pas 
lieu de se questionner sur les possibles chevauchements et duplications des rôles et 
mandats de la CRPP et des activités évaluatives déjà en place au sein des ministères? 
La venue des travaux de la CRPP a-t-elle été accompagnée d’un partage clair des 
responsabilités et tâches à effectuer? Le mandat de la CRPP a-t-il permis une col-
laboration entre les acteurs concernés ou, au contraire, a-t-il été perçu par certains 
comme une menace ou une entité dont les fonctions n’ont pas été bien précisées et 
définies? Comment les principaux acteurs touchés par cette initiative ont-ils ac-
cueilli et vécu l’exercice? Étant donné l’impossibilité de discuter avec des personnes 
ayant participé d’une manière ou d’une autre à l’exercice de révision, nous n’avons 
pu trouver réponse à ces questions pourtant centrales.

En continuité, il appert qu’il serait légitime de mettre en doute le système 
récemment mis en place par le gouvernement relativement à la révision perma-
nente des programmes. Ce nouveau mécanisme ne se veut plus un exercice tem-
poraire comme l’expérience de la CRPP, mais bien une pratique institutionnalisée 
à l’appareil gouvernemental et entrant en complémentarité avec la fonction évalu-
ative déjà en vigueur au sein des ministères et organismes. Tel que suggéré par la 
CRPP, le mécanisme devra être transparent, indépendant et piloté par des acteurs 
compétents (Gouvernement du Québec, 2015c). L’implantation d’une nouvelle 
procédure exige bien souvent un certain temps avant que ses rouages parvien-
nent à fonctionner adéquatement et efficacement, nous en avons bien conscience. 
Néanmoins, il sera d’un grand intérêt pour la communauté de suivre de près les 
travaux réalisés en ce sens. Cela ne va pas sans rappeler les questionnements que 
nous avons soulevés plus tôt quant à la qualité et à la pertinence des données 
disponibles provenant des exercices évaluatifs conduits au sein des ministères 
et organismes. De récents travaux de Smits et Jacob (2014) quant à la fonction 
évaluative dans l’administration publique québécoise soulignent d’ailleurs la faible 
présence de mesures de soutien de la pratique de la part des ministères centraux 
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ainsi que des lacunes au niveau de la transparence dans le processus auprès des 
citoyens.

Conclusion
Une bonne gestion publique implique de trouver un moyen de s’assurer que les pro-
grammes publics sont ceux qui servent le mieux les intérêts des citoyens. L’exercice 
de la CRPP au Québec soulève beaucoup de questions, sur la nature de la dé-
marche, la recevabilité de ses recommandations et l’institutionnalisation d’un mé-
canisme de révision permanente au sein de l’appareil gouvernemental qui dispose 
déjà d’une capacité évaluative de ses programmes. Les objectifs de notre démarche 
étant de documenter l’expérience de la CRPP ainsi que son influence, les constats 
que nous avons réalisés nous mènent à affirmer qu’il sera impératif de veiller à la 
qualité du mécanisme permanent de révision nouvellement mis en place par le 
gouvernement, car des décisions budgétaires entrainant des coupes importantes 
dans différents programmes ou secteurs d’activités en résultent inévitablement.

Finalement, nous partageons certaines craintes relativement à l’opacité qui 
semble avoir entouré l’expérience de la CRPP, situation sans aucun doute reliée 
aux refus et abstentions auxquels nous avons fait face lors de notre phase de re-
crutement de participants à interroger. Nous pensons que la capacité de discuter 
ouvertement de ces exercices publics contribue aux fondements d’une société 
démocratique et nous sommes inquiets du fait que les acteurs ayant été sollicités 
et ayant participé à la CRPP refusent d’en discuter, même dans des conditions où 
nous nous engagions à respecter leur anonymat.
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