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Main Messages 
 

• The conference was positively received by the majority of participants and 
achieved the conference organising committee’s desire to stimulate discussion 
and debate.   

• The geographic location of the conference was optimised as a showcase for 
the AES in the presence of government representatives who are key 
consumers and commissioners of evaluation services.  The conference 
demonstrated the AES’s ability to deliver a professional conference featuring 
high profile speakers and provocative presentations.  Delegates also benefited 
from the opportunity to attend presentations delivered by government 
representatives.   

• The selection of high profile keynote speakers and their challenging messages 
set a confident tone for the conference.  If the controversial provocations or 
content made in some of the keynotes represented a risk for the organising 
committee, it was a risk well rewarded.  These presentations were widely 
embraced and celebrated by conference participants.   

• Insights gained through the keynote messages and a range of concurrent 
sessions inspired delegates to share their learning with their colleagues or 
clients.  Delegates reported a generous degree of sharing which potentially 
increased the reach of the conference. 

• Panel, interactive and skills-based concurrent sessions were popular, along 
with sessions by government representatives, and sessions which introduced 
new concepts to evaluators such as design and evaluation.  Concurrent 
sessions which were more didactic in nature were least valued.  

• Presentations by indigenous communities and indigenous evaluators were 
popular.  The keynote speech in relation to inter-generational trauma was 
frequently reported as one of the most memorable presentations.   

• The conference program was extensive which presented a challenge for some 
participants who struggled to decide which sessions to attend.  This was 
exacerbated for some who reported dissatisfaction with the mixed and shorter 
timed sessions. 

• For many of the AES17 Conference attendees attending the conference 
represented a large proportion of their professional budget and yet most felt 
that the conference was good value for money. A small number of 
participants reported finding the cost of the conference difficult to justify or 
cover.  

• Overall there was a high level of satisfaction with the organisation of the 
conference including issues which are universal to conferences such as 
registration, catering and venue.    

• Future conferences will benefit from a greater emphasis on interactive 
learning opportunities, skills-based presentations and a return to longer-form 
concurrent sessions.  The successful elements of the 2017 AES International 
conference, including provocative keynote speeches should be carried into 
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future conferences.  
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Executive Summary 
 
This report communicates the approach, methodologies and findings of the evaluation of the 
2017 AES International Conference.  The evaluation was conducted by a solo evaluator, Jen 
Thompson, a student of Melbourne University’s Master of Evaluation.  The AES was the 
commissioner of this evaluation and the author was hosted as an intern while completing the 
evaluation and post-Capstone obligations.   

Two key evaluation questions (KEQ) and nine sub-questions were developed in consultation 
with the AES2017 conference organisation committee.  The KEQs asked “Did the conference 
satisfy the professional interests of conference delegates?” and “Did the conference satisfy 
the strategic interest of the AES Board?”.  

A mixed method research approach was employed which included two data collection points; 
20 at-conference interviews and a post-conference on-line survey of 215 participants. The 
evaluation primarily explored merit (quality) and worth (value) of the conference as it was 
perceived by participants and expressed in terms of satisfaction levels.  

Key evaluation question 1: The majority of survey and interview participants reported 
high levels of satisfaction particularly with keynote presentations. Other presentations that 
were popular included presentations on indigenous perspectives, those delivered by 
government representatives, practical and methodological sessions and interactive (panel) 
sessions.  Presentations reported as being of least value were those of a didactic ‘chalk and 
talk’ format. There was an expressed desire for more interactive and engaging presentations.  

Respondents reported relatively high levels of satisfaction in regard to value for time and 
money expended on attending the conference.  There were some respondents who felt the 
conference was too expensive and difficult to finance for people from the not-for-profit 
sector.  A large proportion of attendees expended 50 per cent or more of their annual 
professional development income on attending the conference.  

The organising committee’s intent to promote engagement and discussion seems to have 
been realised.  The keynotes and conference theme were acknowledged for stimulating 
discussion.  Interview and survey participants provided many examples of having shared 
new concepts and methods from the conference with colleagues.   

Key evaluation question 2: The AES 17 conference successfully aligned and supported 
many of the AES strategic priorities, particularly translating a commitment to building 
cultural capacity into a program of popular workshops on Indigenous perspectives and 
evaluation.  The organising committee’s approach to the conference was recognised by the 
Board for engaging with senior bureaucrats and supporting the strategic priority of influence.  
The conference also generated a profit for the AES, supporting the strategic priority of 
organisational stability.  In a short-term context, the conference was successful in meeting 
the Board’s strategic interests. Board members interviewed recognised that there will be 
challenges to ensure future conferences remains relevant and the conference value 
proposition sustained.  
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Background 
 
This report communicates the approach, methodologies and findings of the evaluation of the 
2017 AES International Conference.  The AES 2017 International Conference was held at the 
Canberra Convention Centre between 4 and 6 September.    The conference represented the 
culmination of many months of planning by the conference organising committee and AES 
staff.    

One of the intrinsic tensions to consider when evaluating a conference is the limited control 
organising committees have over conference presentations; presenters differ in their 
presentation style and abilities. Traditional conference formats do rely, to a large extent, on 
the willingness of professionals and peers, to provide almost three days of content for limited 
financial reward.  The evaluation of the AES17 conference is focussed on the substantial 
aspects of the conference that were within the remit of the AES and particularly influenced 
by the 2017 organising committee.  There is limited focus on issues universal to conferences 
such as catering, venue and organisation. 

The organising committee were particularly interested in promoting engagement and 
discourse, introduction of concurrent sessions of mixed lengths, and the recruitment of high 
profile keynote speakers. Viewed in this context the evaluation is primarily summative in 
nature.  The evaluation also serves a formative purpose. The evaluation was approached 
with the intent of informing planning for future conferences. 

Purpose and mandate 
 
The evaluation was undertaken on behalf of the AES by a solo evaluator, Jen Thompson, a 
student of the Melbourne University Masters of Program Evaluation.  The AES was the 
commissioner of this evaluation and the author is hosted as an intern while completing the 
evaluation and post-Capstone obligations. The AES was represented by two volunteer 
members of the AES 2017 conference organising committee who took on the role of clients 
for briefing and engagement purposes. A Capstone research fellow, Mr Dan Borg, was 
appointed by the AES to provide critical support to the project. The initial proposition for the 
AES Capstone evaluation was posted to the University of Melbourne, Master of Evaluation 
Capstone web site.   The scope was refined through a series of conversations with the clients 
to ensure it was commensurate with the limited time and resources available.  

Performance criteria 
 
This evaluation primarily explored merit (quality) and worth (value) of the conference as it 
was perceived by participants and expressed in terms of satisfaction levels.  The author 
acknowledges the limitation of relying on a single performance measure (participant 
satisfaction) while also recognising that in situations where quality of such a service is an 
abstraction1, that participant satisfaction levels are meaningful.  A comparative analysis of 
performance against previous conferences has not been undertaken due to time and 
resource constraints and variation in methodologies.   

                                                
1 Lee, C., & Nowell, B. (2015). A Framework for Assessing the Performance of Nonprofit 
Organizations. American Journal of Evaluation, 36(3). p.307 
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The absence of a monitoring and evaluation framework to support this evaluation made 
selecting performance measures and clarifying the evaluation questions more time 
consuming.  It also reduced the ability of the organisation to monitor progress year to year.  
These constraints may be mitigated in future through the development of an AES conference 
monitoring and evaluation framework, providing the scaffolding to support comparative 
analysis. 

 

Key evaluation Questions 
 
Evaluation questions were developed primarily through surfacing of client objectives, review 
of previous AES conference evaluations and consideration of the interests of the primary 
stakeholders; delegates (including AES members), future conference organising committees 
and the Board of the AES.   

KEQ One: Did the conference satisfy the professional interests of conference delegates?  

Sub-questions 

1.1. Why did participants attend the conference? 

1.2. Was attendance perceived to be a good use of time and money? What factors 
influenced their answer?  

1.3. What proportion of participant professional development budget is allocated to the 
conference? 

1.4. What elements of the conference were most valued?  

1.5. What elements of the conference were least valued?  

1.6. Did the format of the conference enable and promote engagement and discussion?  

1.7. Did the conference inspire the application or sharing of new insights or methods?  

1.8. Did the conference facilitate new professional partnerships or networks? 

2.  KEQ Two: Did the conference satisfy the strategic interest of the AES Board? 

Sub-question 

2.1  Did the conference contribute to the AES strategic goals (priorities) of influence, 
relevance, professionalization and organizational stability? 
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Methodology 
 
KEQs were developed and refined in consultation with the clients.  An evaluation plan 
was developed along with a data collection plan (attachment 1) and refined through 
various iterations. In addition to the KEQs, this plan included the purpose of the 
questions and the methods that were to be used to support the evaluation.  

A mixed methods approach was used which included semi-structured at-conference 
interviews and a post-conference on-line survey.  Where possible, triangulation was 
used to assess thematic consistency and to provide more depth to either survey or 
interview findings.  

Transcripts of all at-conference interviews were created and coded using Nvivo 
qualitative research software.  Pre-determined codes were used to identify responses to 
specific interview questions and emergent codes were also identified (a complete list of 
codes is provided at Attachment 2). Findings from the interviews then supported the 
development of the on-line survey.  The Survey Monkey analysis tool was used for 
analysing quantitative data.  Where necessary, quantitative data was exported to Excel 
for further analysis or for graphic representation.  Qualitative (free text responses) from 
the survey were exported to Nvivo, and coded in the same manner as the interview 
data.  Qualitative data was then summarised in a framework matrix to support 
synthesis.    

Data collection tools 

The first data collection tool designed was the interview guide, along with a plain 
language guide and a consent form (Attachment 3).  The on-line post-conference 
survey (Attachment 4) was designed to inform the KEQs and to further investigate 
themes identified during the early analysis of the semi-structured interviews such as 
an expressed desire for more emphasis on skills and interactive learning. An 
interview guide and consent sheet were also prepared for Board member interviews 
(attachment 5). 

A number of data collection tools which feature in the original evaluation framework 
plan (attachment 1) were not utilised due to resource limitations and the suitability 
of the data.    It was felt that the insights from conference demographics and the 
‘sched’ real-time conference rating e-tool would add limited learning, while requiring 
a significant resource commitment to achieve meaningful analysis.  

Sampling frame and demographics  

The on-line survey sampling-frame included 505 people who attended the 
conference and provided an email address.  All 505 were invited to participate in the 
on-line post-conference survey via email, of which almost 43 per cent accepted the 
invitation to provide input.  The sample frame for the at-conference interviews 
included all conference attendees that were readily available to the evaluator. 
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Semi-structured interviews  

Twenty semi-structured interviews were undertaken across three days of the conference 
using a mixture of convenience and purposive sampling.  The initial goal was to conduct 
15 interviews (approximately five per conference day). The number was increased at the 
conference to ensure a diverse sample was selected. Purposive sampling was then used 
to capture representatives of specific groups including government representatives, 
students and indigenous evaluators. All interviews were undertaken by the evaluator and 
recorded using a personal voice recorder.   

Post-conference survey 

Access to the AES Survey Monkey account was provided by the AES Chief Executive 
Officer. The survey design was developed over a period of three weeks with various 
iterations tested.  The testing identified a number of errors for correction.  Further errors 
were encountered after the survey was sent to the conference delegates and 
adjustments were made in the analysis phase to limit the use of misleading data. The 
survey questions are provided at Attachment 4.   

The survey was sent by email to those people who registered for the conference and 
reminder emails sent on two occasions.  

Board interviews 

Three members of the AES Board participated in interviews.  The interviews were the 
last of the data collection to be undertaken for the evaluation.  The interview guide is at 
Attachment 6.  Purposive sampling was used based on recommendations of the 
organising committee to ensure insights were received from board members who offered 
distinct perspectives including indigenous perspective, board members based in the New 
Zealand and a board member representative of the 2018 conference organising 
committee.  

Ethics  

Throughout the evaluation the author sought to comply with the AES Code of Ethics as it 
related to the ethical conduct of the evaluator and particularly in regard to research 
participants. The identity of people who participated was protected through the de-
identification of data.   Where it was possible that an individual’s identifying 
characteristics may be revealed (for example the AES board members), this possibility 
was fully disclosed.  A plain language statement and a consent form (Attachment 4) 
were produced which clearly articulated the purpose of the research, the way data would 
be used and provided the option of withdrawing consent.  

Limitations 

The following limitations are acknowledged.  The sample for the at-conference interviews 
and the post-conference on-line survey cannot be considered representative of the 
conference cohort.  The on-line survey did achieve a 43 per cent response rate, which 
provided an acceptable margin of error (5.07%) with a confidence interval of 95 per 
cent.  However, on-line surveys can be subject to responder bias and there were two 
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questions that contained design errors through not including a ‘not applicable’ option.  
These errors were accounted for in the analysis. 

Convenience and purposive sampling was used to recruit people for the at-conference 
interviews and the selection of subjects is likely to be biased by the interviewer and the 
availability of willing interviewees. It was also likely that people selected for the at-
conference interviews may have also participated in the post-conference on-line survey, 
therefore amplifying their input.   

A design fault with survey question 11 asked about social aspects of the conference and 
did not provide a ‘not applicable’ option for those that did not participate in the listed 
events. It can be assumed that many of the neutral responses to the question related to 
those respondents who did not participate in the social calendar.  Therefore, data 
generated by question 11 was not used to support any evaluative conclusions.  

 



Page 10 of 41 

Key Evaluation Question 1  
Did the conference satisfy the professional interests of conference 
delegates?  

Summary of findings 

The AES 17 conference satisfied the professional interest of the majority of those who 
responded to the survey or participated in an at-conference interview.  The 
presentations cited by interview and survey participants as being most valuable or 
memorable, were the keynote speeches, interactive and panel sessions, particularly 
those introducing new and challenging concepts.   

Keynote speaker selection was one of the outstanding achievements of the conference.  
In addition, participation by government and evaluation commissioners was well 
received, as were panel discussions. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and 
Indigenous perspectives on evaluation were also highly valued aspects of the 
conference.  

The data strongly suggests that future organising committees promote and select more 
innovative and engaging presentations which support learning, methods and skill 
development.  Some participant reactions to the conference theme suggest that it may 
not have achieved the outcomes intended and the use of themes in future may need to 
be reviewed. In addition, the adoption of a shorter presentation format was viewed as 
detrimental by some participants.  

Analysis undertaken in regard to KeQ suggests there are some underlying motivators for 
attendance; the need for affiliation and the need for professional growth.  When asked 
why they had attended, frequent responses included networking and education. There 
may be benefit for the AES in further exploring the human needs, which underpin 
membership and conference participation.  

Exploring professional interest and motivations 

 
Post-conference survey question 3 asked respondents to rate their level of professional 
satisfaction following the conference. The majority of responses were positive with 78 
per cent of respondents choosing strongly agree or agree (Survey Q 3 – Figure 1).  
Professional interests were explored further by scrutinising survey and interview data for 
emergent themes related to professional interests.   

Sub-Questions Data Source 

1.1. Why did participants attend the 
conference?  

Data sources: Survey Q3 & Q8, 
Interview Q 2 & 13 
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Figure 1 - Survey Q 3 

Interview participants were asked (Q2) to explain what had motivated them to attend 
the conference. The answers could be categorised as fitting into one of these themes;  

1) commitment and engagement in the profession 

2) knowledge acquisition and professional development 

3) maintaining contact with what is happening in the field, and  

4) networking.  

I'm now going to be responsible for the oversight of the monitoring and evaluation of 
a major investment that we've got coming into our organization. So I think it was an 
opportunity for me to sort of just touch base with the conversations that have 
happened in the evaluation space out there at the moment just so that I can and I 
guess what I'm doing is sucking out all the bits and pieces of lessons and gems and 
ideas that I think I can take and apply in the context of my project that I'll be 
overseeing the management.  

Manager, Non-evaluator 

Knowledge was a frequently expressed motivator including expanding knowledge, 
acquiring new knowledge and learning about different approaches and what others were 
doing.  Networking was a motivator but was mentioned less frequently than learning and 
knowledge development.   

“I need to stay abreast of the sector and what's happening in the sector and primarily 
I'm here for learning about different approaches and what others are doing. That's 
the primary reason I'm here.”  

Consultant, Advanced Evaluator 
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By scrutinising free text responses to survey question 8 – Which of the AES 17 
conference presentations were most memorable for you, and why?, it became evident 
that presentations which were most positively received, were described using terms such 
as thought provoking, challenging, practical and interactive.  The most valued aspects of 
the conference were explored in more detail at sub-question 1.4.  

“The highlights for me were the plenary papers, and many of the more provocative 
presentations that 1) disrupted the norms of top-down evaluation and research 
strategy, and that 2) demonstrated novel ways of involving stakeholder in all phases 
of the evaluation”  

(online post conference survey respondent) 

It seemed plausible (although untested) that conference delegates seek to have two 
types of needs met; a need for professional growth and achievement and a need to be 
affiliated with others (to network and feel part of a professional community).    

Exploring Perceptions of Value 
These questions were intended to explore how delegates viewed the value gained from 
the time and money expended in attending the conference.  When asked directly if 
attending the conference was of value, 96 per cent of survey respondents answered in 
the affirmative.  Over half of the participants interviewed also agreed it had been a good 
investment in time and money.  This was a strong result given that attending the 
conference represented, for many, a significant proportion of their annual professional 
development budget.  

When asked if the conference ‘represented value for money?’, 64 per cent of survey 
respondents answered yes, 22 per cent were ‘neutral’ and 13 per cent said no.  Question 
5 was presented as a sliding scale, allowing respondents to indicate to what degree they 
felt the conference represented value for money.  Overall most answers fell within the 
either positive or neutral range (Figure 2 – Survey Question 5). 

 
 

 

Sub-Questions Data Source 

1.2. Was attendance perceived to be a good 
use of time and money? What factors 
influenced their answer?   

Interview question 3, 4 & 
13, survey question 5 & 6 

 
1.3 What proportion of participant 

professional development budget is 
allocated to the conference?  
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Figure 2 - Survey Q5. Did the AES 17 International Conference represent value for money? 

Question 13 of the post-conference survey provided respondents with an opportunity to 
add any comments in regard to this or future conferences.   A total of 94 responses were 
received with six respondents using this opportunity to raise issues about affordability.  

 
The cost of the conference is always harsh for individuals (not corporate sponsored 
attendees), which limits funds for pre and post conference workshops. I've never 
been able to afford conference and a workshop - maybe I just need to earn more in a 
year! I understand the constraints but it has always been an issue for me. So I 
choose the conference, ignore the workshops and try to get additional learning from 
state CPD events.  

Survey respondent 

 
Interview responses 

Just over half of those interviewed at the conference said the conference was a good 
investment in their professional development.  Three interviewees said the conference 
was too expensive or described the cost as “off-putting”.   The remainder withheld 
judgement or did not provide a response to this question.  One respondent compared 
the cost of attending to that of an international holiday and another to the cost of 
attending the American Evaluation Association’s conference: 

Well I can’t help but compare it to AEA, and I thought about the cost of coming here 
compared to going to that one this year and it wasn’t much cheaper to stay in the 
country, so I think—I think the cost puts people off, especially if we’re trying to 
attract people from Asian Pacific regions as well, because I think it’s expensive as an 
Australian, but I work in the non-profit sector and so it’s not like we’re flush with cash 
either. So yeah I do think that cost is a little bit off-putting for some people, 
especially from developing countries. 

Consultant, Advanced Evaluator 
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The conference was described as cost effective by a Melbourne based participant:  

“I don’t find that this conference is an expensive conference to go to. Sometimes the 
workshop programs can cost as much as a three-day conference, so I find it pretty 
cost-effective. “  

Time 

When asked if attending the conference had been a good use of time, interview 
respondents were positive overall.  Two participants noted that attending the conference 
afforded them an opportunity to take time from a busy schedule to reflect on their 
practice and another respondent said they were so enthused by the conference they had 
already decided they would attend the 2018 conference. 

So yeah here's been just a little bit of oxygen for me to think about stuff, so yeah it's 
been really good. 

Public Servant, Advanced Evaluator 

Exploring the type of professional development and achievement 
that is valued 

 
Most valued – keynotes, government and methods and skills sessions 

There were 179 free text responses to Survey Q8, which asked respondents to list the 
most ‘memorable’ presentations.  Over 90 responses highlighted the keynote (or 
plenary) presentations as being the most memorable.  The language used to describe 
the keynote presentations was in the most positive and recalled for being thought 
provoking and challenging.   

The initial keynote was great, very thought provoking. It forced us to challenge 
ourselves as evaluators, think out of our evaluators box  

Survey respondent 

 
The plenary speakers - heard four of the five and they were brilliant - thank you so 
much. Sandra Matheson’s opening plenary set the conference up beautifully by asking 
us to challenge our personal biases. Dugan Fraser was inspiring and practical: 
inclusion, dialogue, deliberation - already implementing that.  

Survey respondent 

Sub-Questions Data Source 

1.4.  What elements of the conference were 
most valued?  

Data sources: Interview 
question 6 & 7, Survey question 
4, 8 , 9 & 13.   

 1.5. What elements of the conference were 
least valued? 
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Approximately 30 of the free text survey responses recalled concurrent presentations 
that were memorable because they introduced new ideas and approaches that could be 
applied in evaluation practice. Examples of these comments include: 

Duncan Rintoul & Alex Oo's session on cognitive bias - because it was interactive Liam 
Downing on creativity constraint - a bit more left field and ideas about looking at the 
potential positives of constraints in evaluation Ian Patrick on program theory and 
program logic - helped cement a few learnings Dugan's keynote - inspirational around 
idea of evaluation contributing to democracy Gill Westhorp's keynote - took away 
some practical ideas I could apply to my work Andy Rowe's keynote - alignment with 
my organisations interest in coupling of natural and social systems. 

Survey respondent 

 
 I liked the session on design and evaluation - it opened my eyes as to possibilities in 
this area - between evaluators and programme designers 

Survey respondent 

Presentation by representatives of government agencies were also recalled frequently 
and positively in interviews and survey responses.  Responses to survey question 8 
included several positive mentions of presentations by representatives of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and the New South Wales Department of 
Education.  Nicholas Gruen’s Evaluator General presentation was positively mentioned 
several times.  It appears that these presentations were welcomed because they 
provided “…key insights into what other government departments are doing in this 
space, and their challenges and approaches”.   
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Many survey and interview comments either applauded sessions that covered 
methodology and skill building or requested more of these types of sessions.  These 
comments were supported by results from Survey Q.4 Which of the following aspects of 
the conference would you like to have more or less of? (Figure 3).   Skill building, and 
methodology sessions was the only category that the majority of respondents wanted 
‘more of’.  

 

Figure 3 - Survey Q 4  - Which of the following would you like to have had more or less of? 

Presentations that explored evaluation from an indigenous perspective were also highly 
valued and responses are discussed under KEQ 2 ‘cultural capacity’ (page 22).
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I preferred the presentations that were more practical in nature and focused on skills 
acquisition. 

Survey respondent 

 
Those that were less theoretical and more real world, pragmatic and therefore to me 
more useful. Those that looked at how evaluation interfaces with real world decision-
making and organisational behaviour and discussed ways to strengthen impact of 
evaluation in these contexts. Those that were particularly memorable to me were 
Scott Bayley from DFAT discussing performance leadership and impact evaluation, 
Andrew Hawkins from ARTD discussing program logics, Martin Gould and Les Trudzik 
from ACIL Allen talking about how to present evaluation findings when not conclusive 
and Joanna Farmer Caroline Tomiczek from Urbis discussing evaluability 

Survey respondent 

Least valued - lecture format and short presentations  

Negative statements from the same survey were also examined and revealed that 
didactic presentations were some of the least valuable aspects of the conference.  

 
 ‘just sit and listen and learn rather than share experiences...Not every session, the 
design thinking sessions not so much, but just even in the half hour, 25 minutes sort 
of presentation it’s just, it’s a straight up presentation right, and it feels like there’s a 
disconnected from the point they’re trying to convey…”  
Survey respondent  

 
The format of the Gala dinner was mentioned by three individuals in response to this 
question.  All three mentioned that they did not value the speeches over dinner, 
preferring the emphasis be placed on networking.   

 
 “Quite frankly the most useless thing is actually most of the speeches last night at 
the dinner…If you’re going to have another session, extend the day, don’t work in the 
middle of a dinner.”  
Survey respondent  

The survey did not include a question that directly asked respondents to identify the 
‘least valuable’ aspect of the conference.  However, it is possible to identify what aspects 
of the conference dissatisfied respondents from free text sections of Survey Q9 & 13.  
There was one primary theme which emerged and that was dissatisfaction with the 
length of the concurrent sessions.  There were approximately 30 mentions that the time 
allocated for concurrent sessions was too short.  This resulted in sessions being rushed, 
issues not being explored in detail and presenters becoming flustered.   
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30 minutes is too short for a presenter to really convey their messages clearly. Some 
of these shorter sessions were far too rushed with presenters hurrying through their 
material to quickly and therefore not covering some important information that would 
have helped the audience to better appreciate the presentation. 

Survey respondent 

 
It'd be good to have sessions that were longer to really dig deeper into the content. 
There were a few 'misses' for me, where I left the session because the presentation 
quality was not OK. 

Survey respondent 

 
In direct contrast to the ‘most valued’ presentation style, several survey respondents 
raised the issue with traditional ‘chalk and talk’ formats: 

 
I don't understand the speakers who, every year, get up there and read directly from 
a paper. Why bother presenting your work in person if you are just going to read a 
paper that could be sent out to anyone to read themselves? Your role as a speaker is 
to present highlights from your knowledge and engage the audience by speaking 
directly to them. AES guidance for conference speakers should specifically encourage 
this. 

Survey Respondent 

 
The desire to move away from this format is also reflected in the responses to Survey 
Q4 (figure x) where over 40% of respondents state they would like to see ‘more of’ 
interactive sessions.   

 

Exploring engagement, networking and affiliation 

 

The 2017 organising committee had set out to deliver a conference that promoted 
engagement and discussion.  They selected a provocative theme and recruited high 
profile keynote speakers.  In addition, social engagement was promoted through events 
such as the newcomers breakfast and the gala dinner.  Overall, the interview and survey 
data suggests that the conference did promote engagement and discussion and 
supported the development of new professional partnerships.   

Sub-Questions Data Source 

1.6.   Did the format of the conference enable 
and promote engagement and discussion? 

Data sources: Interview 
questions 8 & 10, Survey 
Questions 3, 10 & 12. 

1.8.  Did the conference facilitate new 
professional partnerships or networks? 
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Just under half of those interviewed immediately agreed the format helped to promote 
discussion and engagement.  Those who didn’t immediately respond in the affirmative 
reflected on limitations but were not altogether negative.  In two interviews, the 
keynotes were identified as having instigated discussion among delegates: 

 
 “Yeah, I think its been quite well-done, I think its been systematically done.  I don’t 
know what was going on in the background but I certainly feel that the keynote 
speakers have set up that days kind of dialogue in a way…” (Consultant, Vic).    

 
The interactive sessions were acknowledged a number of times for generating 
discussion, while the theatre style rooms were noted a couple of times as a barrier.  
Almost three quarters of the interview respondents said they had built or were hoping to 
build new professional networks and survey results seemed to support the interview 
findings.  When asked if they left the conference feeling they were members of a 
professional community, almost 80 per cent of said they strongly agreed or agreed (see 
Figure 3).  

Conference theme 

The use of the conference theme ‘Evaluation Capital’ was intended to provide a 
theoretical frame to the conference while also acknowledging the conference place in the 
Australian capital city. The data suggests that the theme was viewed with some 
scepticism by participants.  Survey question 10 (see figure 4), asked respondents to 
what extent did the conference ‘stimulate discussion and engagement’  ‘help to focus 
presentations’, ‘inspired new thinking’, and ‘reflected the interest of the profession’.  
Almost 60 per cent of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the theme had 
stimulated discussion and engagement. This was the strongest result for survey question 
10.  A significant proportion of respondents were neutral (or negative) regarding 
‘inspired new thinking’ (55 per cent) and ‘reflected the interest of the profession’ (50 per 
cent).   

 

Figure 4 - Survey question 10 
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The conference theme was also raised in free text responses to on-line survey questions 
9 and 13.  

Please don’t have such a strong theme that squeezes the content too tightly into a 
particular worldview or agenda.  I don’t think the conference committee planned the 
‘capital’ theme to be so pervasive, and skewing people’s content and vocabulary to fit 
the theme.  But it is a risk when you with a theme, it can become an accidental frame 
which excludes other important ideas. (Q13) 

The use of ‘capital’ as a theme I think limited presentations, and made them far more 
uninteresting as they tried to shoehorn capital so they could get the presentation 
up.(Q9) 

Themes were raised in four of the interviews in response to question 8.  One respondent 
said the themes had ‘hit the nail on the head’, another said ‘yeah I think they were 
useful’.  In contrast, the theme was described as ‘my main beef’ and ‘a bit pretentious’.  
Another spoke positively about the use of the theme when applied as an analogy to 
support evaluation capacity building.   

Exploring influence on profession and practice 

 
The interview and survey data suggest that respondents were willing and enthusiastic 
about sharing evaluation concepts with colleagues and clients.  Most people interviewed 
reflected on aspects of the conference that they would share with others or incorporate 
into their work.  Keynotes were cited in five interviews as the source of new ideas 
including evaluation and social inclusion (Dugan Fraser), working with traumatised 
communities (Richard Weston) and environmental (Andy Rowe). The intention to take 
back specific ideas or approaches was mentioned by five people during interviews. 
Several concurrent sessions were mentioned including program logic and theory of 
change, evaluation capacity building, impact evaluation, developmental evaluation, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander approaches and design and evaluation.  Some 
indicated that the conference made them reflect on their own practice and profession.   

 
“I will be thinking about how can I share some of this information to add value to the 
work what we are doing in my space in higher education” .  

“I’m sort of going to go back with the notion of a bit of an Evaluation strategy not to 
evaluate the program but think about how we should embed it into our organization 
and into our partner arrangements that we have.”   

 

Sub-Questions Data Source 

1.7. Did the conference inspire the application 
or sharing of new insights or methods?  

Data sources:  Interview 
question 9, survey 
question 12 
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Survey data 
 
65 per cent of respondents selected ‘yes’ to survey question 12 - Did you learn about 
any evaluation related concepts at the conference that you’ve since shared with 
colleagues or clients?  Over 100 respondents opted to provide free text descriptions of 
what they had shared.  The concepts which were most frequently mentioned included 
those that had been presented by keynote speakers, including intergenerational trauma, 
the democratisation of evaluation, speaking truth to the powerless, sustainability and 
realist evaluation.  Other presentations mentioned in the survey include stakeholder 
inclusion, government presentations and approaches, capacity building and evaluation 
capital, theory-based presentations and evaluation and design.  

Some respondents stated how they had shared the findings, for example: 

“I’ve written a briefing note to our executive director with some notes about how we 
could improve our departments processes to support good quality evaluations.  And 
I’ve emailed colleagues about stepping up our roles”  

Others had made presentations to colleagues or summarised keynote presentations and 
sent them to colleagues. One respondent noted that the conference had  

Stimulated lots of discussion in our team about emerging ideas, new reflections on 
established ideas and how we might respond. 
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Key Evaluation Question 2  
Did the conference satisfy the strategic interests of the AES Board? 

Summary of findings 

The AES 17 conference successfully aligned and supported many of the AES strategic 
priorities.  

Board members recognised that the conference provided an opportunity to demonstrate 
a commitment to developing cultural capacity of the organisation, and evaluators.  In 
response, survey and interview respondents applauded the indigenous content of the 
conference and also identified cultural barriers that remain in place for indigenous 
evaluators.   

The conference also provided an opportunity to demonstrate the AES’s ability to deliver 
a professional conference and to influence evaluation and evaluative thinking in 
Canberra.  The Board recognised the organising committee had used the proximity to 
senior bureaucrats as an opportunity to further the influence of the AES.  The sharing of 
new insights and methods by participants also demonstrated a degree of influence 
emerging from the conference through the expanded knowledge of participants.  

The conference generated a profit for the AES supporting the strategic priority of 
organisational stability.  The relevance of the organisation (value proposition) seems 
to be immediately supported by positive participant perceptions of value reported earlier 
(see sub-questions 1.2 & 1.3). Perceptions of value may be undermined by competitive 
offerings by other professional bodies and education providers. In addition, an economic 
down-turn may undermine the willingness for some participants and / or their employers 
to invest a significant proportion of their professional development budget to attending 
the conference.  

Board members recognise there is a need to expand beyond traditional conference 
formats to preserve and sustain relevance.  Navigating the balance between risk taking 
(trialling new formats) and organisational stability will require stewardship by the AES 
Board, a challenge they seem to have already recognised and accepted.  
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Exploring alignment and contribution with the AES Strategic Goals 

 
The conference’s contribution to the AES strategic priorities 2016-2019 were used as the 
focus for KEQ Two.  These questions were included to establish the conference’s 
contribution and alignment with the AES broader goals and objects.  To answer KEQ 
Two, data collected for KEQ One is used, along with data from three AES Board member 
interviews.   

Cultural capacity  

Strengthen and build Indigenous and non-indigenous capacity in culturally safe 
evaluation theory, practice and use 

Board member interviews revealed that the conference provides an opportunity to 
reinforce the importance of cultural capacity and culturally safe evaluation.  Participant 
interview and survey responses appear to support and endorse the manifestation of this 
in the conference program.   

Board members were the only participants to be asked directly about cultural capacity, 
and this was within the context of the strategic interest of the AES Board.  Interview 
participants and survey respondents frequently cited Indigenous perspectives as some of 
the most highly valued presentations.  The keynote presentation regarding inter-
generational trauma and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities was 
frequently mentioned as a memorable presentation.  The Welcome to Country was 
mentioned by many as a valuable presentation and was described by one participant as 
“…the most heartfelt and genuine Welcome to Country that I’ve ever heard”.  

There were approximately 20 or so comments by survey respondents applauding the 
presentations on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and Indigenous perspectives. 
These resonated with respondents for several reasons including the presentation style, 
the presentation of new ideas and for highlighting cultural divide.  One survey 
respondent shared the following experience of the Evaluation and the Indigenous voice 
presentation:  

AES Strategic Goals Data Source 
Cultural Capacity – Strengthen and build 
Indigenous and non-indigenous capacity in 
culturally safe evaluation theory, practice and 
use. 

Influence – promote the use of evaluation and 
evaluative thinking by agencies and 
organisations. 

Relevance – Strengthen the value proposition 
of AES membership. 

Professionalisation – strengthen the capacity 
and professionalism of the evaluation sector. 

Organisational stability – Maintain good 
governance and broaden our revenue base.  

Board member interviews x 
3, at-conference interviews 
and Survey Q7 & Q8. 
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“I was blown away by this session, and it brought up a lot of emotions.  I think we 
need to work a lot harder at providing opportunities for interaction and conversations 
on an equal footing because for many of us, we never have this and it passes us by in 
our city lives.  It doesn’t come naturally at all due to the environment we function in.  
I was struck by how alternative world views from Indigenous people, particularly from 
remote areas can help us completely rethink our own lives, work and our own 
approaches to evaluation”.  

Survey respondent 

One at-conference interview participant who identified themselves as Aboriginal said 
they were pleased to see the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander content, singling out 
Richard Weston’s keynote presentation and the presentation from the East Arnhem Land 
community members. One of the AES Board members who is also Aboriginal and spoke 
positively about the welcome to country and acknowledgement of traditional owners 
throughout the concurrent and plenary sessions. Another AES Board member noted that 
by asking all presenters to do an acknowledgement of country sends a clear message to 
the membership and those in attendance to see the Board are serious about cultural 
capacity building.  It was revealed that in previous years there had been concern raised 
about some members attitudes toward Aboriginal members.  “I think the conference is 
also really important for the leaders to push back when behaviour isn’t what we would 
expect”.    

In speaking about cultural capacity, a board member acknowledged a shift in cultural 
capacity ‘oh between one and ten, I suppose when I look, if you consider the base line I 
suppose it would have been about a five when I first started but now I reckon they’re up 
around a seven or an eight… There’s still a lot of work to go….”.    

The need to continue work on cultural capacity was also mentioned by survey 
respondents.  One singled out access to the conference support package and the fact 
that is was biased against some Indigenous communities who do not have access to 
computers.  Another mentioned that Indigenous-led presentations should not be 
constrained by PowerPoint and lectern delivery formats.   

An evaluator from PNG was interviewed and expressed a degree of being overwhelmed 
at the technical nature of the sessions they had attended.  The most valuable aspects of 
the conference for them had been the opportunity to share experience with evaluators in 
similar circumstances.  An AES board member interviewed suggested that while there 
were increasing numbers of Indigenous grant recipients, the nature of the conference 
material may not be suitable. This was noted as an area for further development.  

Some respondents said they found the presentations in regard to evaluation and 
Indigenous communities were least valuable, explaining that their work did not involve 
working with these communities.   
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Figure 5 – Conference organisation 

 
Influence and professionalisation  

Influence – promote the use of evaluation and evaluative thinking by agencies and 
organisations. 

Professionalisation – strengthen the capacity and professionalism of the evaluation 
sector. 

The Canberra based conference provided an opportunity for the organising committee to 
showcase the AES’s commitment to influencing evaluation and evaluative thinking.  This 
was mentioned during interviews with AES board members who also noted that the 
conference demonstrated the AES’s ability to deliver a professional conference with high 
profile speakers and provocative presentations.  The members of the Canberra based 
committee were acknowledged by the board for being strategic and seeking out the 
participation of key government agencies and commissioners. Many of the presentations 
by key government representatives were also applauded by participants as ‘most valued’ 
presentations (see sub-question 1.4, page 16).  

The Board also acknowledged the work of the AES staff in organising and presenting a 
professional conference.  This view was supported by survey respondents (Q7) who were 
also largely satisfied by the registration, venue and other aspects of conference 
arrangements (see figure 5).   
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Sub-question 1.7 (page 20) demonstrates that there was significant sharing of 
conference experiences and learnings by survey respondents. Interview subjects also 
expressed intent to share new insights or lessons resulting from the conference.   

 
Relevance and organisational Stability 

Relevance – Strengthen the value proposition of AES membership. 

Organisational stability – Maintain good governance and broaden our revenue base.  

Interviews with Board members revealed strong alignment between the conference and 
the strategic priorities of relevance and organisational stability.  The strong satisfaction 
level reported by participants and the profit generated indicate the conference has been 
a financial success for the AES.  In the longer term, the relevance of the conference and 
the challenge to sustain and strengthen the value proposition represents a strategic 
challenge.  

In regard to relevance, one AES board member expressed a desire to better understand 
and meet the needs of the 50 per cent of conference participants who have not 
previously attended an AES conference.  “I’m not sure we’re meeting that need… so 
that’s the sort of keeping new members engaged and whether they’ll come back…So 
maybe that’s one area to strengthen”.   Board members recognised that there is more 
work to do  “…understand more what people want to get out of the society and the 
conference. “  It was noted that more seasoned evaluators are seeking strong keynote 
presentations and ‘something new’.  The question was raised as to whether or not in five 
or ten years people would still want to go to a conference, or choose an alternative 
approach to their professional development investment.  This was raised as an issue for 
consideration.    

Two board members expressed a desire to try different approaches, including 
introducing more interactive sessions to the conference and take more risks.  Moving 
away from the ‘talk and chalk’ presentation format was also raised by a number of 
participants (see sub-question 1.5, page 16).  Taking risks with the conference format 
was difficult when it was also a significant contributor toward organisational stability.  
The conference had generated a strong profit for the AES.  Sheepherding alternative 
approaches while maintaining profitability is likely to be a significant challenge for future 
conference organising committees.   
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Attachment 1  Evaluation and data collection plan 
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Attachment 1 Evaluation Plan and Data Collection (cont’d) 
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Attachment 2 List of codes extracted from Nvivo 

 
Welcome to country 
Venue 
Conference themes 
Sophistication 
Session length 
Selection of papers 
Realist evaluation 
Projection quality 
Program 
Problem with survey 
Presentation skills 
Practical ad theoretical 
Panels 
Networking 
Negative comments 
Methodology 
Keynotes 
Indigenous and culture 
Government presentations 
Food 
Expectations of evaluation 
Dinner speeches 
Dinner 
Developmental evaluation 
Design 
Debate 
Conference program 
Cognitive bias 
Challenging 
Capacity building 
AGM 
Ideas and approaches for practice  
Promote discussion and engagement 
Least valuable 
Most valuable 
Investment in professional development 
Proportion of professional development budget 
Investment in time 
Motivation 
Suggestions for 2018 
Professional links and networks 
Impressions of conference  
 
 

Predetermined – 
interview guide 
questions 
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Attachment 3 Interview guide and plain English statement 
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Attachment 4 On-line Survey tool 
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Attachment 5 Board Member interview guide and consent form 

 

 
 
 
 
 


