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The role of evaluation in public policy 
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Socio-economic outcome 2: Born healthy and strong

Target: By 2031, increase the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander babies with a healthy birthweight to 91%.



How m a n y a dd it ion a l Aborigin a l a n d  Torre s St ra it  Is la n de r  ba b ie s 

wou ld  n e e d  to  be  born  a t  a  h e a lth y b ir th we igh t  e a ch  ye a r  for  u s to  

re a ch  th e  t a rge t?



The answer is 

353 additional babies per year 

out of approximately 22,300 Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander births each year



To design responsive policy, we need to understand…

Making space to look beyond the numbers

Program and policy evaluations 
usually ask “Did it work”

What happened?

For whom?

Where?

Why?

Under what conditions?

What does this tell us about what to do next?



Shared care requires partnership

Drivers behind healthy birthweights

Pre-conception Pregnancy identified Engagement in antenatal 
care Birth

• Improve maternal health

• First trimester 
antenatal visit • Regular antenatal visits (5+)

The pregnancy 
journey

Key drivers at 
each stage of the 
mother’s journey

Target: 91% of 
Aboriginal 
and Torres 

Strait Islander 
babies are 
born with a 

healthy 
birthweight

• Reduce or cease smoking and AOD use

• Reduced exposure to environmental risks

De cision s on  wh e th e r a  p rogra m  or policy is  workin g ca n ’t  a lwa ys be  m a de  with in  th e  life cycle  of a  p ilo t  or  by a  
p la n n e d  eva lu a t ion  m ile ston e . To t ra ck p rogre ss , we  n e e d  to  look a t  th e  d rive rs  of a n  ou tcom e . 

Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations

Public hospitals
Services 

supporting the 
journey



Government-collected 
data

Community voices

Historical and ongoing 
context

Community-governed or 
community-sourced data

Enable and 
support 

progress under 
Closing the 

Gap

Building a 
shared 

understanding

Data is a critical element to understanding and supporting 
progress



Improving Closing the Gap outcomes requires Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people to have greater ownership, control and influence across the data lifecycle 
(PC 2024).

Historical and ongoing 
context

Community voices Community-governed, or 
community-sourced data

Together, these elements complement government-collected data and help build a more 
complete picture of progress.

Broadening the evidence base



Historical and ongoing contexts on the Dashboard

The dashboard now includes historical 
and ongoing contexts across all
socio-economic outcome areas.



What do the supporting indicators show us?

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children were assessed as developmentally 
on track across all five AEDC domains

Since 2018, outcomes across domains have 
been mixed

Physical health and wellbeing had the 
highest proportion on track

Communication skills and general 
knowledge improved since the baseline

Declines were observed on the social 
competence, emotional maturity, and 
language and cognitive skills domains

56%

57%

58%

59%

60%

61%

62%

63%

64%

65%

Physical Social
competence

Emotional
maturity

Language and
cognitive skills
(school-based)

Communication
skills and
general

knowledge

2018 2021 2024

Children thriving (Outcome 4)
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children developmentally on track in each 
domain by year, Australia (Indicators 4c.1 – 4c.5)



How ca n  eva lu a tors  work d iffe re n t ly to  m a ke  e n ga ge m e n t  with  

Aborigin a l a n d  Torre s St ra it  Is la n de r  pe op le  m e a n in gfu l, n o t  

t ra n sa ct ion a l? 



Whose knowledge counts and how do we work together
To u n de rsta n d  wh a t  works, for  wh o, wh e n , wh e re , a n d  wh y, we  h a ve  to  th in k d iffe re n t ly a bou t  h ow to  cre a te  
kn owle dge  in  th e  firs t  p la ce

Five R’s of 

Indigenous 

Research 

Methodologies

Be transparent about 
what you can/can’t do, 
don’t promise the world, 
and explain how 
information will be used

Don’t just show up when you 
need something. Trust isn’t 
built overnight, so invest in a 
relationship before, during and 
after your project

If communities are giving 
us their knowledge, think 
about what we giving backEnsure the questions we ask, 

evidence we collect and 
outcomes we measure reflect 
their priorities and context of 
the people involved Respect and appropriately 

value the expertise, experience 
and authority of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
participants



Evidence doesn’t influence decisions by itself

Know who your 
intended users are

Engage before the report 
and recommendations land

Help people think about 
what change could look like 

Report is 
released



Make space for complexity



Questions?



Contact: Selwyn.button@pc.gov.au
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