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Acknowledgment of Country

We acknowledge the Traditional Owners and Custodians of Country throughout Australia and their 
continuing  conne c tion to  land , wa te rs  and  community. We  pay our re s pe c ts  to  the m, the ir culture s , and  
Elde rs  pas t and  pre s e nt.

We  re cognis e  the  unique  re la tions hip  Aborig ina l and Torres  Stra it Is lande r pe ople s  have  to  Country, culture , 
community and  the  important role  this  p lays  in us  a ll walking toge the r a s  Aus tra lians .

We  va lue  the  contribution Aborig ina l and  Torres  Stra it Is lande r pe ople s  make  to  our organis a tion and  the  
broade r tax, supe rannuation and re g is try sys te ms .
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Australian Taxation Office

Australia’s principal revenue authority

• Purpose: We collect tax so government can deliver services for the 
Australian community

1. Collect the right amount of tax in the most efficient way for government and the taxpayer.
2. Deliver fair, secure and transparent taxpayer interactions to make it easy to comply and 

hard not to.
3. Manage our responsibilities in the superannuation system to support the future retirement 

savings of the community.
4. Administer a range of payments and transfers on behalf of government.

• The ATO design and deliver a broad range of interventions

• We recognise that evaluation provides us the power to be more efficient 
and effective in our role
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Presentation content: 

1. What is problematisation?

2. Defining your problem

3. Check your problem thinking

• Representation

• Ethics

• Group theory

Learning objectives

Learners should be able to: 

• Understand the basic 
components of a problem

• Understand how to verify 
desired outcomes

• Check the logic and ethics of 
your problem
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What is 
problematisation
Creating a problem logic
15 min

EXTERNAL



Problematisation

• Is a study of problems and how to define them

• Work of Foucault, Bacchi, Bourdieu, Hacking 
and Latour, specifically: 

• Recognising that problems are dynamic

• Tracing the genealogy of a problem can 
uncover hidden information

• Problems can be classified and measured

• Recognising wicked problems are difficult

• Power influences the defining of the 
problem 

• Need to look for evidence of interactions 
with other interventions.  
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Eva lua tion 
judge me nts

Logic  of 
e va lua tion 

Inte rve ntion de s ign 
(program logic )

Prob le m logic

Engaging with stakeholders, other 
interventions and decision makers on a 
shared understanding of the problem is 

worth the effort. 



Why do we need to understand the problem?

• Evaluations should include an 
assessment of the need

• Problems are built on the 
foundation of needs

• Problems  underpin program logics 
and theory of change. 

• Alignment of the intervention and 
the problem is a determinant of 
success

• Program outcomes are a reflection 
of the problem
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All inte rve ntions  a re  
p lace d  in a  s oc ia l 

conte xt

Soc ia l conte xt he lps  
inte rpre t  be haviours  

tha t d rive  the  
prob le m. 

Unde rs tand ing 
prob le m d rive rs  he lps  

to  de te rmine  the  
re quire d  change . 

Re quire d  change  
de te rmine s   

inte rve ntion de s ign 
re quire me nts . 

Inte rve ntions  re quire  
e va lua ting

Eva lua tions  cons ide r 
the  s oc ia l conte xt



Problem landscape in a Government 
context

Community 
ne e ds

Policy 
prob le m

Organis a tiona l 
p rob le m

Inte rve ntion 
prob le m
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Community ne e ds  focus  on s oc ie ty or the  community – 
us ua lly e qua lity, d is c rimina tion, fa irne s s , othe r ne e ds . 
The y trigge r polic ie s . Ke y s take holde rs : Community

Policy prob le ms  a re  the  s pe c ific  community prob le m 
tha t re quire s  a  policy re s pons e . NPPs  inc lude  policy 
prob le ms . The y inform gove rnme nt programs . Ke y 

s take holde rs : Ele c te d  re pre s e nta tive s

Organis a tiona l prob le ms  re la te  to  s pe c ific  long te rm 
be havioura l change  tha t is  the  bas is  of a  s pe c ific  

group of programs . The y inform inte rve ntions . Ke y 
s take holde rs : Organis a tiona l le ade rs

Inte rve ntion prob le ms  a re  the  s pe c ific  va riab le s  tha t 
a re  be ing ta rge te d  by the  inte rve ntion. The y a re  

us ua lly me as ure d  by s e ntine l ind ica tors . The y inform 
inte rve ntion de s ign and  s ucce s s  fac tors . Ke y 

s take holde rs : Inte rve ntion s ta ffPr
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Assessing needs in evaluation (Davidson, 2005)

• Problem logics helps 
us order and measure 
the problem. 

• Problem logics use the 
same causal reasoning 
as a program logic. 

• Problems have drivers 
and symptoms rather 
than activities and 
outcomes
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Start with the need: 
*  Cons c ious  and  uncons c ious  ne e ds
*  Me t and  unme t. 

Define the problem (performance  need)
*  How do you know a  ne e d  is  a  p rob le m? 
*  Who is  it  a  p rob le m for? 
*  How doe s  the  prob le m pre s e nt? 

Design the solution (instrumental need)
*  How will we  s olve  the  prob le m?
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Defining the 
problem
Creating a problem logic
15 min
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Problem logic example
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Drive r Drive r

Drive r

Prob le m to be  fixe d  
(mode ra ting  va riab le ) Symptom

Symptom

Symptom

Symptom

Symptom

[name  of inte rve ntion] 
[a im of inte rve ntion]

(inde pe nde nt va riab le )

In
te

rv
en

tio
n

De s ire d  outcome : 
(to fix the  prob le m) 

Warning: Wicke d  prob le ms  
have  multip le  mode ra ting  
va riab le s , s o you ne e d  to be  
c le a r which one  the  
inte rve ntion add re s s e s . 



1. Drivers and symptoms

Activity: Use your program logic or mind mapping 
skills to map the drivers and symptoms of the 
problem

• A problem driver is a cause of the problem

• A problem symptom is the result or consequences of 
the problem 

• Specifically look for the relationships between 
drivers and symptoms 

• Use syllogisms (If - then -  statements) to check relationships. 

• In a separate document note explanations, reasoning and 
potential solutions (not for this exercise)

• If you use other assumptions in your example, identify them as 
assumptions

The problem scenario:

• Context: A Government agency 
has 10k staff

• IT are upgrading a software 
program everyone uses every 
day.

• There are increased calls to the 
IT service desk about this 
upgrade. 

• The IT service desk has an up to 
2h wait time (on hold). 

• IT staff are working long hours.

• IT staff are tired so go slow. 

• Staff are getting frustrated. 
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2. Determine which part of the problem the 
intervention will address 
3. Determine desired outcomes

• How can you change the problem? 

• How do you know it will work?

At the end of this stage, you should have a completed 
problem logic with desired outcomes and have a general idea 
of  intervention design. 

Note:   Problem – intervention placeholder -  outcome

You now only need to figure out the inputs, activities and 
output to produce a program logic. 

4. Note down some preliminary activities and 
outputs

Outcome types: 

1. Outcomes that solve 
the problem 

2. Outcomes that adjust 
the problem

3. Outcomes that 
maintain the problem

4. Outcomes that have 
no effect on the 
problem (avoid)
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With a problem logic you can: 

Look up: 

• Map the variables other interventions are targeting

• Collaborate to schedule a coordinated attack on the 
problem. 
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Look out: 

Me as ure  the  prob le m us ing s e ntine l ind ica tors  be caus e  you 
have  is ola te d  the  mode ra ting  va riab le . 

• Se ntine l ind ica tors  wa rn us  tha t s ome thing ne e ds  
inve s tiga ting  or is  changing – monitoring  

Look into: 

Is ola ting  the  inde pe nde nt va riab le  he lps  de s ign an impac t 
e va lua tion. 

(How d id  the  inte rve ntion s olve  the  prob le m?)
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Checking your 
problem 
thinking
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What’s the problem represented to be? 

Problem representation: How do we represent the 
problem in the context?

Carol Bacchi’s What’s the problem represented to 
be approach
•  Policy analysis technique using guiding questions. 
• The solution indicates how you defined the 

problem. 

Can be used to check the causal link between the 
problem and the intervention. 
• Is the intervention consistent with the moderating 

variable? 
• Is the intervention consistent with stakeholder 

values?

If you received an 
electricity bill that was 
double what you expected. 
What do you do? 

• Ring the electricity 
provider to check 
accuracy

• Ring electricity provider 
to complain about the 
cost

• Turn off all the lights

• Lecture housemates 
about the length of their 
showers

• Do nothing
EXTERNAL 16



Grossman’s theory on the psychology of unethical 
behavior
There are five factors that lead to unethical behaviour. They are: 

1. The Demands of Authority – absolute obedience to superior’s orders through social 
compliance, understanding of role and expectations of people in authority. 

2. Group Absolution – group influence can shift responsibility, change behaviour and 
provide justification for actions – peer pressure. 

3. The Predisposition of the Actor – the psychological make up of an individual is 
composed of their training, experience, and temperament which can then develop 
heuristics that influence their ethics. 

4. The Distance to the Victim – the proximity of emotional and physical distance has a 
direct relationship with guilt. The further away we are, the more likely we are to 
dehumanise the victim because they cannot be seen. Physical, cultural, emotional, 
social and moral distance.

5. The Attractiveness of the Target – the depiction of the victim by the perpetrator. 
Describes situations that have a ‘kill or be killed’ outcome or where a decision to 
achieve a particular outcome justifies any means to get it.

Can be used to unpack the 
positioning of ourselves,  
stakeholders, actors, culture  
and interest groups in the 
intervention and to detect 
systemic bias. 

• Where have we positioned 
ourselves (etc) in the 
problem? 

• Is this an appropriate 
position?

• How can we reduce 
unethical behaviour?
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Checking the existence of unethical 
behavior in the problem and intervention



In group and out group theory: Why this matters?
In- group and  out- group dynamics  a re  
important be caus e  the y influe nce :

• How problems are defined  (who is  
s e e n a s  the  prob le m vs . who 
de fine s  the  prob le m)

• How policies and interventions  
a re  de s igne d

• How indicators and 
classifications  a re  cons truc te d

• How pe ople  respond to rules, 
messaging, or enforcement

These dynamics often operate 
implicitly, making them difficult to 
detect without deliberate analysis.

EXTERNAL
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• Socia l c la s s ifica tion of ind ividua ls  into groups  – “Us ” 
v “The m”

• Pre fe re ntia l tre a tme nt is  g ive n to your in group , 
uncons c ious ly

• Bias  and  d is c rimina tion applie d  to  the  outgroup  

• The  in group  will re inforce  the ir s ta tus  by s oc ia lly 
b locking  me mbe rs  of the  out g roup

• The s e  be haviours  can re inforce  ine qua lit ie s

• Ofte n s ile ntly e mbe dde d  in inte rve ntions  



Where to from here? 
Problems form the 

foundation for 
your evaluation
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1. De s crib e  
the  e va luand  

(the  work) 

2 . De s crib e  
how you will 

e va lua te

3 . De s ign the  
e vid e nce  
colle c tion 
me thod

4 . Cond uct 
the  

e va lua tion

5. Ana lys e  
the  re s ults  

and  e vid e nce

6 . Re porting  
and  s ha ring  
of find ings

Stake holde rs

Prob le ma tis a tion impac ts

Ne e ds  ana lys is

Inte rve ntion 

de s ign

Imple me nta tion

Crite ria  

Ke y 

e va lua tion 

que s tions

Standa rds

Warranting

Eva lua tion 

approach

Re s e a rch 

me thods

Monitoring

Evide nce  

de te rmina tion

Ana lys is

Inte rpre ta tion 

of re s ults

Eva lua tive  

judge me nts

Eva lua tion us e

Mode s  of 

s ha ring

Stake holde r s e le c tion, e ngage me nt and  manage me nt

What’s your 
problem? 
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