
A Cultural Protocol for Evaluation 
The practice of evaluation is multi-faceted in any context, but when undertaken in cultural 
contexts different from those of the evaluator, another set of ideas and practices are relevant.  
The Indigenous Australia Program (IAP) is committed to maximising organisational capacity in 
evaluation. As part of this commitment, the IAP identified there would be value in developing 
a specific protocol to support the quality of cross-cultural evaluations associated with our 
programs.  This bulletin describes the process of development and identifies key lessons learnt.  
The intention is to share experiences to support other country programs undertaking similar 
capacity building processes. 

Purpose
•	 The Cultural Protocol was developed as a guide 

for those who are involved with evaluation-related 
activities with the IAP. It aims to assist internal 
staff and external evaluation consultants to ensure 
that activities are undertaken with the appropriate 
respect for, and participation of, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander individuals and communities. 

•	 It was developed incorporating internal staff 
knowledge and experience, as well as Australian and 
international evaluation and research approaches to 
working with Indigenous people and communities. 

•	 It will also be useful more widely as a resource 
for commissioners or managers of evaluation, 
evaluators, those involved in evaluation capacity 
strengthening, and all those involved in evaluation in 
cross-cultural settings.   

•	 The protocol has several elements, of which users 
may select one or more, to inform or support their 
understanding, approaches and processes in cross-
cultural evaluations. This guidance is intended 
to complement other guidance for IAP staff and 
professional evaluators, such as those on ethics, 
approaches, selection of tools and questions and 
reporting. 

•	 In the Australian context, it is important that this 
protocol is used in conjunction with the specific 
cultural and communication protocols for the 
individual community that is participating in the 
evaluation.  For those working internationally, where 
such protocols may not exist, other sources of 
cultural information should be sought.
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Publicity
•	 The Cultural Protocol for Evaluation was launched at 

the 2015 Australian Evaluation Society Conference, 
with a workshop presentation by two IAP staff 
members. Special mention of this presentation was 
made by a Key Note Speaker during the closing 
address at the conference. 

•	 The Cultural Protocol has been published on the 
Better Evaluation Website, http://betterevaluation.
org/resource/tool/a_cultural_protocol_for_evaluation

•	 IAP staff are in the process of writing an article 
describing the process of development of the 
protocol, to be submitted to a relevant Journal 
for publication. patient transport issues enabled 
the partnership to approach Western NSW Health 
Primary Health Network for their support in 
overcoming transport issues. Further advocacy will 
occur in this area until a satisfactory outcome is 
achieved to improve patient transport. 



Background
IAP conducted an Evaluation Capacity Building (ECB) 
readiness appraisal with all staff in December 2014, 
which asked: 

What is required to embed ethical and 
appropriate evaluative thinking into 
the Program’s processes and make 
evaluation an integral and efficient 
part of routine operations? 

One of the recommendations from this appraisal was 
that a cross-cultural protocol be developed to ensure 
that all evaluative activities undertaken through IAP 
are appropriate. IAP realised that in a cross-cultural 
setting, any evaluation activity must not only involve 
team members who understand the context, but 
be approved, guided, directed and implemented by 
the program team to ensure culturally appropriate, 
meaningful and useful findings. 

Process of development
A cultural protocol is important to ensure that everyone 
involved in an evaluation follows the appropriate 
pathway to working in a community setting.  Upon 
reflection of IAP’s existing strengths and knowledge 
in this area, a strength based approach was used to 
develop the cultural protocol through working and 
learning from one another. IAP believes that this will 
contribute to stronger evaluation practices. 

•	 IAP wanted to make sure existing long term 
partnerships, which have been based on trust over 
the long term, could be maintained. One of the aims 
was to build IAP’s skills and knowledge by engaging 
external evaluators in an appropriate way so that 
everyone is supported. 

•	 An initial brainstorming session was held with all 
IAP staff at a Participatory Program Management 
training workshop in December 2014 conducted 
by Deborah Rhodes from Leadership Strategies 
and organised through the Australian Council for 
International Development (ACFID). This included 
small group work to read and discuss existing 
codes, guidelines & protocols, and a group 
discussion came up with a list of suggestions 
for our own cultural protocols. In particular, IAP 
reviewed the Australian Evaluation Society code 
of conduct, the African Evaluation Association 
Guidelines, the ACFID Principles for ethical research 
and evaluation in development, the Papua New 

Guinea Evaluation Guidelines and the Guidelines for 
Research and Evaluation with Maori.  

•	 Some IAP staff found the workshop to be an 
opportunity to express existing knowledge and ideas, 
individual experiences and lessons learnt over the 
years working within IAP, and to learn to use them 
as a foundation for the development of the cultural 
protocol. 

•	 A small working group was set up, and progressed 
by communicating on a daily to weekly basis, which 
gave the group time to reflect on how we work 
within a community setting and how we implement 
our programs. Communication within the group 
focused on suggestions, inputs and comments 
and kept the philosophy for the human rights 
based approach with the community development 
principles.

•	 A review of existing documents was carried out in 
order to collect relevant materials to contribute to the 
resource.  Gathering as many resources as possible 
allowed for individual experiences and expertise to 
be understood in the context of these resources. 
Key documents included Oxfam cultural protocols, 
NH&MRC protocols about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander rights in research, and many others from 
both Australia and worldwide. The working group 
thought that the protocol could also be linked to the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People.

•	 One of the key group members, through reflection 
on their past experiences, came up with the words 
for the three elements to the protocol: reciprocal 
respect, cultural humility, and acknowledgement. 
These three words are also similar to those used in 
a number of protocols that represent other issues 
relating to Indigenous communities around the world, 
including basic human rights, land rights and culture.

“ It is not just that representation from 
the target population ethnicity or 
culture is ‘nice’ or ‘good to have’ on 
an evaluation team; you are actually 
going to seriously compromise the 
evaluation’s validity and credibility 
without it.” 

Wehipeihana, Davidson, McKegg, & Shanker (2010)



Key features
•	 The protocol brings together information and 

experience from a range of sources and summarises 
IAP’s perspectives on important elements of cross-
cultural evaluation. 

•	 There are three elements to the Cultural Protocol 	
for Evaluation, which each complement one another:

1.	 Reciprocal Respect

2.	 Cultural Humility

3.	 Acknowledgement

•	 	A diagram was developed to represent these 	
three elements, which aimed to capture a 
community development and human rights approach 
from an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander point 
of view, as well as fit in with the organisational 
structure of IAP.  The diagram also aims to reflect 
the journey of an evaluator, which should create a 
pathway for communication, transparency, two-way 
learning and learning 	
from the community experience. 

•	 It is hoped that IAP’s thinking and synthesis 	
in this area will help many others working 	
cross-culturally, and that the guidance provided 	
n the protocol will support and encourage 	
good practice in cross-cultural evaluation.

“There is some great stuff coming out in 
community accountability where you 
can just see communities actually being 
engaged, not just as sources of data 
but actually driving the evaluation 
and using it to bring about change..... 
The session on protocols for doing 
evaluation capacity development with 
Aboriginal communities was really 
clear about having an attitude of 
mutual learning.”

Professor Patricia Rogers, key note speaker, closing 
address at the 2015 Australasian Evaluation Society 
Conference



•	 Further reflection on the importance of the use 
of Cultural Protocols for evaluation within IAP 
was carried out by key IAP staff involved in the 
development of the protocol. Questions asked 
were: How do cultural protocols improve cross 
cultural evaluations? Why is there a need to raise the 
profile of cultural protocols amongst non-Indigenous 
evaluators in Australia?

•	 Mind maps were developed to express how IAP 
staff saw that the cultural protocols fit into the bigger 
picture needs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people of Australia. This reflection emphasised the 
importance of taking an organisational approach, 
with processes that ensured that the protocol would 
suit communities. Communication, the provision of 
information and advocacy provide necessary support 
and engagement and create key roles for evaluators. 

•	 A self-mind map was also created by a key IAP staff 
member involved in the development of the cultural 
protocol, reflecting on each of the elements of the 
protocol: cultural humility, reciprocal respect, and 
acknowledgement, and how they link to personal 
work practices. This staff member described using 
the cultural protocols as a two-way learning tool in 
regards to working towards meaningful outcomes 
– sharing, learning and developing together to 
ultimately education myself to ensure that I can ask 
the right questions when doing an evaluation.

“Each large bubble represented my main 
links to evaluation that I practice and 
take into account when going through 
the processes.  There’s probably a few 
words missing, but I wanted to stick 
to the basics from my point of view. 
The smaller bubbles are some of the 
elements that reflect directly to how 
I practice.  It involves my emotions, 
the lessons learnt through my work 
and personal life, my passions, my 
obligations and the self-disciplines 
needed to evaluate myself as an 
Aboriginal researcher and evaluator.” 

Maddy Bower on Cultural Humility, Communicating, 
Acknowledging and Respect 

Reflections on the Importance of Cultural Protocols 



Continuing the cycle
•	 The idea for the development of the cultural protocol 

for evaluation derived from the ECB process which 
is being undertaken by IAP, and is in and of itself 
an innovative tool that has articulated IAP’s vision 
and put us on an empowerment path. There will 
be more tools that will come from both the cultural 
protocol and the ECB model that will support IAP on 
the journey to embed evaluative thinking. 

•	 The cyclic component will occur when IAP returns 
to the ECB model to embed the cultural protocol. 
Questions that will be asked include: 

{{ What training is required to use the protocol? 

{{ How can it be embedded within our collective 
learning mechanisms? 

{{ What systems & processes can be tapped into 
so that this doesn’t become a document that 
sits on a shelf but lives and breathes with the 
passion of those that created it? 

Cultural Humility 
We are all shaped by the cultures in which we were raised.  However, it is very important 
that researchers and care providers do their best to step outside of the cultural 
framework they are used to for the sake of those they serve. 

http://www.uniteforsight.org/cultural-competency/module10 



Where to from here?
•	 IAP will now work to embed the Cultural Protocol 

into all evaluative activities, both internal and 
external. Feedback will be sought from those who 
use the protocol in order to continually monitor and 
make adjustments to the process of its use.

•	 Further publicity of the Cultural Protocol, including 
submitting an article for publication to a relevant 
journal, and some relevant media.

•	 Distribution of the Culturazzl Protocol to IAP’s key 
partners and other relevant organisations.

•	 There are further questions which IAP can aim to 
develop processes to answer, including:

{{ How can cultural protocols contribute to cultural 
humility by influencing attitudes and changing 
behaviour? 

{{ How can they be used as a communication tool 
to lead towards systematic change?

{{ How can they be used as a guide for evaluators 
to feel comfortable to ask the ‘right’ questions?

This cultural protocol could be 
used to:
•	 generate discussion about cultural considerations

•	 clarify expectations

•	 be incorporated into organisational processes to 
lead towards system change

•	 explain why cultural considerations may influence 
an evaluation process; local procedures, appropriate 
timing, avoidance and gender relationships

•	 inform the design and implementation of evaluation 
processes

•	 as a tool to link the historical context of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people and the impact that 
still resonates

•	 provide an opportunity for self-reflection

•	 build cultural capacity and competence

•	 as an educational tool

•	 be part of the healing process

•	 as a guide to feel comfortable to ask questions

•	 deepen cultural understanding to consider 	
sub-cultures and the complexity that exists in 	
the political landscape

•	 contribute to developing cultural humility for 
everyone involved


