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Does Evaluation ‘Work’? A case study of Homeless Services in Ireland
Abstract: 
This paper analyses how the processes of evaluation interact with the complex issues of homeless policy and implementation in Ireland. Recent studies of evaluation and evidence-based policy have suggested that there are significant issues and complexities in determining ‘what works’ specifically with regard to the measurement of performance outcomes relating to policy interventions, and/or the actions taken by organisations in response to policy developments.  This paper examines how the three activities of policy formulation, implementation and evaluation have unfolded between 1988 – the year ‘homelessness’ was defined first in legislation – and explains significant changes in policy and the approach to implementation and the impact of a series of evaluations, culminating in 2008. The paper contributes to the growing body of evidence concerning the relationships between policy, action and evaluation in particular policy domains and the challenges facing researchers hoping to ‘connect the dots’ in other policy domains.
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Introduction
For decades, authors across a spectrum of public policy and administration domains have observed and decried the lack of integration among and effectiveness of the actors and the acts of the policy process.  Various reasons for these two issues (integration and effectiveness) have been proposed including: policy-making pathologies (Allison 1971), lack of attention to implementation complexities (Pressman & Wildavsky 1979), policy networks confounding policy intent (Rhodes 1988), management deficiencies (Osborne & Gaebler 1992), complex systems features (Boston 2000), and the fundamental characteristic of paradox and surprise in human social systems (Merton 1936, Hood & Peters 2004).  
Solutions to problems of integration and effectiveness are also thick on the ground with approaches such as ‘joined-up government’, improving performance measurements and monitoring, evidence-based policy making, and improving governance mechanisms, all vying for the attention of academics and practitioners seeking to make policy, implementation and evaluation processes work more seamlessly and effectively.  However, these strategies are still in the shake-out stage with many problems and complications, e.g., complex governance arrangements making it difficult to sort out roles, authority and accountability (Head 2008, Rhodes and Murray 2007), different evidence bases used by different constituencies for developing and evaluating policy (Head 2008, Heinrich 2007) and unintended consequences (Hood and Peters 2004, Rhodes 2008 ).  
The purpose of this paper is to contribute the growing body of evidence relating to the relationships among policy, action and evaluation in particular policy domains (Jacob 2005; Dyke et al 2006, Vine 2008) and to draw out to the implications regarding the nature and reliability of evidence, the impact of evaluation on performance and process, and the fundamental question of ‘what works’ (Davies et al 2000).  Homeless policy in Ireland provides an excellent opportunity for developing such a study.  It is a small country and data at the national and local levels are relatively easier to collect, relate and analyse than would be the case in much larger jurisdictions.  Homeless policies have been evolving for approximately two decades, long enough to have a decent run at the problem, and until 2008, when the public and private finances deteriorated rapidly, the homeless policies were not subject to sharp changes in the economic and policy environment. We present an overview of this domain in terms of the policy and implementation activities – along with reported ‘outcomes – in the next section.  This is followed by a description of the various evaluations that were performed over this period, and we conclude with the implications of the case study in terms of the relationships among policy, action and evaluation.
Overview of Homeless Policy, Action and Outcomes in Ireland 1988 - 2008
A review of the information on homelessness in Ireland can become mired in a confusion of definitions of homelessness and a wide range of interpretations around the meaning of various sets of outcome measures.

The very existence of homelessness was not formally acknowledged in the official housing or social policy of the state until 1988, when the Housing Act of that year included the definition of a ‘homeless person’ as someone for whom there is no suitable and affordable accommodation available or “he (sic) is living in a hospital, county home, night shelter or other such institution, and is so living because he has no accommodation of the kind referred to (above)” (Housing Act 1988, Section 2).  It was suggested by observers at the time, that prior to the late 1980s, homelessness was “…at best a marginal concern to the Irish administrative system “(Harvey 1995: 76) and that it was only due to the activities and advocacy of voluntary and religious-based organisations providing services to such individuals that the issue of homelessness was incorporated in that legislation at all (Kelleher 1990, Norris et al 2008). 
Figures on numbers of homeless persons and/or households have been available in Ireland since March 1989 – having been required by the 1988 legislation (See Table I for reported figures).  These figures are collected by each local authority, using the definition provided in the legislation.  However, in his review of official Irish government measures of numbers of homeless persons or households, O’Sullivan (2004) suggested that relying on this data was extremely problematic due to unclear definitions of homelessness used in practice by various local authorities – particularly prior to 1996; different counting methods in Dublin vs. all other regions beginning in 1999 (see Williams and O’Connor 1999; Williams and Gorby 2002); and volatile / unreliable reporting in rural authorities.  In fact, the measurement of homelessness was one of the more challenging elements of the Irish policy domain over the period studied, though this was not a unique experience in Europe as noted by Edgar et al (2004).  Furthermore, as the phenomenon received more attention from policy-makers, evaluators and social advocates, dozens of new measures were introduced, such as numbers of people becoming homeless for the first time, numbers of people homeless for longer than 6 months (‘long-term homelessness’) and numbers of people moving from emergency to transitional housing.  As we shall see, the introduction of new measures coincides with shifts in policy and implementation – although which comes first (the measure or the action) is difficult to determine. 
Following Norris et al (2008) the following discussion of implementation activities in homeless service provision and policy is divided into three phases.  The first of these phases begins with the 1988 legislation and continues to 1995, the year of the Review of Service Provision for the Homeless in the Dublin Region – which contributed to the establishment of the Homeless Initiative in 1996.  The next phase begins in 1996 and continues to 2000, when the integrated strategy document was produced, and the third phase is from 2000 to the present.  In describing the implementation activities in these phases, Norris et al (2008) took a ‘network’ approach to interpreting the actions of various participants or ‘actors’ and we return to the relevance of network theory in the conclusion to this paper.  To aid the understanding of the narrative, Table I highlights key events and outcomes over the period 1988 – 2008. 
[Insert table I about here]

1988 – 1995:  The policy domain emerges
Most informed commentators consider the Housing Act, 1988 as the legislation that first put the policy domain of homelessness on the radar in Ireland.  Hence, it was this date that was chosen as the beginning of the period for the case study, and it is with this legislation that this section begins.  In effect, the 1988 legislation can be seen as the opening whistle initiating the homeless ‘policy game’ (Koppenjan & Klijn 2004) in Ireland.
Prior to 1988, homelessness was largely the concern of agencies originally established by religious (in practice mainly Roman Catholic church) organisations or the growing non-profit sector. .  After the 1988 Act came into force, statutory responsibility for the homeless was divided between the health authorities and the local authorities and “as a result of this legislative ambiguity, coupled with the lack of priority afforded to the housing needs of all single people including homeless people, they were often shunted between government agencies (and non profit organisations) unable to find anyone willing to take responsibility for their needs (Norris et al 2008: 7)”. 
In the years following the introduction of the 1988 Housing Act there was a widespread consensus among most statutory and voluntary groups involved in addressing homelessness, including the National Campaign for the Homeless (1992), that its homelessness provisions had been largely ineffective.  This was confirmed by the availability of pertinent data for the first time - collected under the auspices of the 1988 Act - which revealed that the number of homeless households increased between 1989 and 1991, was largely unchanged between 1991 and 1993, and the fact that the counting exercises undertaken by local authorities were routinely challenged by service providers and researchers.  
There was some disagreement among commentators and researchers on the reasons for the lack of progress.  O’Sullivan (2005) for instance, argues that structural factors, specifically the boom in house prices and in private rents and lengthening waiting lists for social housing from the mid 1990s were the key drivers of rising homelessness.  However, the majority of commentators attributed these outcomes to the lack of co-ordination and planning between local authorities and other homeless service providers – or in other words to problems relating to coordination and networks (cf: National Campaign for the Homeless 1992; Kelleher, 1990; Fahey and Watson, 1995; Department of the Environment, 1991).  These analyses and the increasingly embarrassing problem of homelessness in the midst of rapid economic growth and massive increases in private sector housing led to the commissioning of a study of homeless service provision in the capital, Dublin, by the two relevant (local) statutory agencies.
1996-2001:  Coordination, knowledge sharing and policy formulation
Arising from the recommendations of the Review of Service Provision for the Homeless in the Dublin Region (Dublin Corporation and the Eastern Health Board 1995), the Homeless Initiative (HI) was established in 1996, funded jointly by central government and the local statutory agencies, and tasked with improving the effectiveness of homeless services by improving their planning, co-ordination and delivery over the following three years.  Significantly this mandate was operationalised principally by means of networking, consistent with the Irish ‘Social Partnership’ approach
 to government policy that had been adopted in the late 1980s.  Thus the HI was managed by a committee made up of senior officials from the local authority and health authority, its work programme was directed by a consultative board consisting of equal numbers of representatives from the non profit and statutory sectors, which was tasked with ‘the promotion of partnership working’ in order to ensure: 

…more effective delivery of services, efficient use of resources, [address] shortfalls in the provision of services, development of performance indicators, planning and co-ordination of placement, settlement and outreach services, development and implementation of operating procedures, and organisation of regular research.

(Homeless Initiative, 1997: 8).

Activities of the HI were mainly focused on developing greater understanding among all participants of the needs of homeless people and the services available in the region.  A handbook of ‘good practice’ in homeless service provision was developed (Homeless Initiative 1999) and an inventory of services and service providers was undertaken.  In addition, the HI operated a modestly funded scheme of grants intended to support innovative projects by the voluntary organisations involved in homeless service provision.

However, both contemporaneously as reported by Boyle et al (2001) and retrospectively as reported by Norris et al (2008), the most notable activity of the HI was the advocacy and policy influencing work engaged in by the staff and stakeholders.  This influence is particularly obvious in Homelessness – an Integrated Strategy, the first national policy statement on homelessness published in 2000 (Department of the Environment and Local Government, 2000).  Many of the proposals made in this document are based directly on measures trailed by the Initiative (Boyle et al, 2001) and the Homeless Initiative was replaced by an even more powerful coordinating body, the Homeless Agency, which would extend the remit of the HI and, crucially, act as the conduit of funding from the two Departments for all stakeholder agencies in the region.  
In addition, a major piece of legislation relating to housing and development (Planning and Development Act 2000) was enacted that included a controversial provision allowing local authorities to reserve up to 20% of all new private sector residential developments for social and affordable housing.   Finally, in addition to the legislative and institutional supports, a massive increase in funding for homeless services in the Dublin region was proposed and passed linked to the new strategy and the creation of the Homeless Agency.
2001-2008:  Institutionalisation and a narrowing focus 
Beginning in 2001, with vastly increased funding, the Homeless Agency embarked on a programme to eradicate homelessness in the Dublin region.  Armed with a statutory definition of homelessness, (more or less) agreed service standards and legitimacy in the eyes of government and the voluntary sector, the Agency was in an extremely strong position to carry out this mission.  Its actions were ‘textbook’ disentangling network management strategies (Koppenjan & Klijn 2004) – which include features such as a focus on agreed objectives, engaging in substantive research and problem analysis, sequential ordering of steps to achieve goals, involving participants based on expertise and competence and reducing actors and interdependencies.  The result was a 60% drop in people sleeping rough in Dublin and a smaller, but still significant decrease in the number of people classified as homeless overall between 1999 and 2008.

As may be seen in figure 1 below, the peak of overall funding was in 2003, with subsequent years at or just below that figure.  However, funding in Dublin (via the Homeless Agency) increased significantly in the period from 2004 to 2007, suggesting that the Homeless Agency was rather more successful in securing funds to achieve its targets.  Furthermore, it should be noted that while the majority of funds allocated were classified as service (current) expenditure, the majority of the funds in this classification went for the provision of some type of accommodation, i.e., emergency or transitional accommodation which accounted for between 65-70% of the ‘service’ funding in Dublin between 2004-2007.  

Figure 1: Annual Expenditure on Homelessness in Ireland 2000-2007
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The three main action plans of the homeless agency are summarized below, along with the most recent report – published in June 2009 – that updates the current action plan following the publication of the national strategy and implementation plan, as well as the two commissioned evaluations in 2008.
2001 – Shaping the future, Homeless Agency Action Plan 2001 – 2003

This was the first three year action plan produced by the Homeless Agency.  It set out an ambitious vision: “By 2010 long term homelessness and the need for people to sleep rough will be eliminated in Dublin. The risk of a person or family becoming homeless will be minimal due to effective preventative policies and services. Where it does occur, homelessness will be short term and all people who are homeless will be assisted into appropriate housing and the realisation of their full potential and rights as citizens.”  This vision was retained with a minor amendment in the two subsequent action plans.  It became government policy when it was incorporated in Towards 2016 (Government of Ireland, 2006), the social partnership agreement 2006 – 2015, and it was also incorporated in the national government homelessness strategy The Way Home (Department of the Environment Heritage and Local Government, 2008).  The plan contained nine strategic aims to reduce homelessness, to provide a much improved and integrated set of services and to improve the way service providers worked.  Supporting these nine aims were 365 detailed action items.  
2004 - Making it home Homeless Agency action plan 2004-2006 
This was the second Homeless Agency action plan, and while it noted progress made in Shaping the future, it also identified areas needing further attention.  In particular, the plan addressed points raised in the 2003 evaluation from Price WaterhouseCoopers, i.e., that responses to homelessness were still focused on addressing emergency needs; they were still overly centralised, and there was limited development of local services. Furthermore, insufficient attention had been paid to providing for the housing needs of single people who were homeless; to the development of policy and service responses which would prevent people from becoming homeless and to the development of mechanisms to measure their effectiveness.  Making it home contained six main strategic aims, focusing on areas of particular concern such as prevention, providing housing for single people, service effectiveness, improving information and coordination of the regional strategy and supporting the development of local services.  These six strategic aims were supported by 120 separate actions.

2007 – A Key to the Door Homeless Agency plan 2007-2010

The third Homeless Agency plan covered the period 2007 to 2010, with the expectation that this was the final plan, given that the Agency was expected to be no longer necessary after 10 years.  The plan incorporated a review of performance made in completing the objectives and actions set out in the previous plan, Making it Home.  This review concluded that for five of the six strategic aims, all or nearly all actions were at least 50% complete.  However, in the case of the second strategic aim (Increase housing options for single people who are homeless), only just over half the actions were at least 50% complete. The plan contained three strategic aims for the final three year period of the Agency, focusing on (1) prevention, (2) effective locally-based services and (3) sufficient long-term housing with appropriate supports for people who are homeless, especially single person households.  In support of these aims, there were ten core actions to be coordinated by the Homeless Agency and an additional 74 actions across the network of service providers.

2009 – Pathway to Home (Homeless Agency, 2009)

At the time of writing, this report was nearing completion.  It is expected be a detailed implementation plan for Dublin, informed by the 2008 national strategy The Way Home, the Homeless Strategy National Implementation plan; the combined Evaluations of Homeless Services – 2008 Series; and the Review of Finances and Expenditure.

In spite of the progress made and the optimism inherent in the objectives of the recent strategies, Brownlee (2008) has argued that more recently much of the optimism about ending homelessness has dissipated due to the worsening government finances, difficulties in the Health Service Executive and changes in key personnel in the homeless services network.  O’Sullivan (2008) proposes a slightly different interpretation of the decline in optimism amongst homeless service providers suggesting that “a key insight may be that some voluntary agencies are reluctant to realize the ambition of the strategy as it may result in the diminution of their services (2008: 217)”.  He points to the shift in emphasis of the recent evaluations and strategies towards long-term accommodation as the solution to homelessness and the resulting de-emphasis of emergency and transitional accommodation.  The impact on service providers – both non-profit and private in the case of emergency accommodation – is likely to be steadily decreasing funding for their activities and a need to shift into other areas of service provision or risk ‘going out of business’.  In fact, going out of business is exactly what the Homeless Agency is designed to do – leaving behind a service system infrastructure that can respond adaptively and effectively to the changing needs of people experiencing homelessness.  A time line covering the period 1988 – 2008 showing the key policies, major implementation phases and outcomes is provided in figure 2 below.   
Figure 2:  Timeline of policies, implementation phases and outcomes
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Evaluations

For the purpose of this paper, the following definition of evaluation is used: ‘a systematic assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of programmes, policies, personnel, products, and organisations to improve their effectiveness’ (Adapted from the American Evaluation Association).   Some material has been included that might not normally be considered to be an evaluation, but nevertheless fits the definition proposed above.  These are typically research or reviews commissioned by NGOs that examined a specific policy initiative or legislation .  These are particularly evident at the beginning of the period of study during which time the non-profit sector engaged in an advocacy campaign to influence government legislators and local agency service providers in the area of homelessness policy and service provision.  This section is organized chronologically using the same phase groupings as in the previous section and at the end a timeline of evaluations is presented.

Phase I:  Challenging the ‘system’
In the period 1988 – 1995, three important evaluations were produced.  The first two were commissioned by the non-profit sector, largely with the goal of highlighting the lack of action on the part of the government and statutory agencies.  The third was an audit of existing homeless services in the Dublin region, commissioned by the two main statutory agencies with responsibility for homeless service provision in this region.  

1990 – Caught in the Act: The Implementation of the Housing Act 1988 (Kelleher, 1990) 
This report was an analysis of the operation of the Housing Act 1988 on a national level, commissioned by a large non-profit organisation, which concluded that the Act had made little impact on homelessness.  
1992 - Promises Promises: an assessment of the Effectiveness of the Housing Act 1988 in housing people in Ireland (National Campaign for the Homeless, 1992) 
This report, which was commissioned by a consortium of non-profit organisations concluded that local authorities used different definitions of homelessness; a minority of local authorities prioritised provision of housing to homeless people; and whilst there had been significant improvements in co-operation between statutory bodies there had been much more limited consultation with the non-profit sector.
1995 - Review of Service Provision for the Homeless in the Dublin Region: Report to the DoE and the DoH (Dublin Corporation and the Eastern Health Board, 1995)
This review recommended that most existing homeless services should be continued or enhanced; dedicated health services for homeless people should be developed; and a resettlement service should be established with Dublin Corporation (now Dublin City Council) taking overall responsibility for this.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the report recommended new administrative arrangements in the form of a new organisation, to ensure improved delivery of services.  This body, when it was established in 1996, was called the Homeless Initiative, which subsequently became the Homeless Agency in 2001.

Phase II:  Learning what ‘works’ across the network
In the second phase under implementation, the key decision / action taken was the formation of the Homeless Initiative which originated in the recommendations in the 1995 evaluation. The evaluations of the Homeless Initiative carried out by Richard Boyle and colleagues at the Institute of Public Administration in Ireland provided an opportunity to examine the ‘entity’ called the Homeless Initiative, and to study a number of elements of the homeless services system. The four reports produced during the existence of the Homeless Initiative were: 
1997 – Homeless Initiative: 1997 Evaluation Report (Boyle R. and P. Brown, 1997) 

1998 – Homeless Initiative: 1998 Evaluation Report (Boyle, R. and M. Worth-Butler 1999) 

2000 – Homeless Initiative: 1999 Evaluation Report (Boyle, R., M. Butler & O. O’Donnell, 2000) 

2001 – Homeless Initiative: Final Evaluation Report (Boyle, R., M. Butler and O. O’Donnell, 2001) 
Overall, the evaluations suggested that the essentially administrative and network development approach of the Homeless Initiative had had significant impact in aligning the goals and activities of the service providers; had directly led to a major improvement in the quality of data collection on homelessness; and, perhaps as a result of this, had been very influential in the drafting of the first national strategy for Homelessness.  Furthermore, while the impact on service delivery and outcomes was limited during the Homeless Initiative’s lifespan, the positioning of the Homeless Agency to take over from the Homeless Initiative – only this time with significant funding under its control – boded well for future inroads in addressing homelessness. 

Phase III:  Multi-level evaluations and the shift to strategic planning

In the third phase of implementation, the Homeless Agency took a central strategic role in driving the implementation of the national strategy in the Dublin region, as well as continuing the work of the Homeless Initiative to understand more about what worked and how it worked in homeless service provision.  In addition to the evaluations and research commissioned by the Agency, key players in the non-profit sector commissioned their own reports on the progress being made in meeting the needs of people who are homeless.  These tended to be focused at the national level, with the Homeless Agency reports focused on the Dublin region and its own effectiveness.  A new type of evaluation also made an appearance – the service specific evaluation - which introduced the opportunity for comparisons between service providers in the area of quality, access and cost.  This period also saw more attention being paid to the resources used in providing services, particularly towards the end as the finances of the Irish government begin to deteriorate.  The key elements of nine separate evaluations are summarised below:    

2002 - Housing Access for All? (Focus Ireland, 2002)
This research conducted by four national non-profit agencies was carried out to determine what contribution a number specific government policies including homeless action plans which originated in Homelessness – An Integrated Strategy 2000 had made at local level to ensure access to housing for all who needed it.  In general, the report found that a number of plans were undeveloped, and that the social housing investment targets set out in the National Development Plan had not been met.  Key recommendations included: improved collection of data about housing need and homelessness by statutory bodies; putting homeless action plans on a statutory basis; and an independent review of the implementation of the government’s homelessness strategy. 

2003 - Homeless Agency Evaluation 2003 (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2003)

This evaluation assessed the Homeless Agency’s performance against the targets in its first action plan Shaping the future (Homeless Agency, 2001).  It noted that the external environment was leading to an increase in homelessness and so working against the efforts of the Homeless Agency and homeless service providers.  It identified tensions between different groups involved in the partnership.  The evaluation concluded that despite the challenging external environment, the Homeless Agency had either fully or partially completed over 50% of the objectives set out in Shaping the future, and in the case of high priority objectives, 72% were achieved.

2005a – Settlement First: Assessment of the Effectiveness of the Housing Act 1988 and Integrated Strategy 2000 in meeting housing needs o f people who are homeless (Simon Communities of Ireland, 2005) 
This report found that there was no commonly agreed definition of homelessness in use among statutory bodies, or non-profit organisations and concluded that counts of homelessness were unreliable.  The two main recommendations were the adoption of a ‘settlement first’ approach by all relevant players, that would prioritise long-term housing of homeless people; and a reassessment of the role and effectiveness of transitional housing and emergency accommodation.
2005b – Work Worth Doing: A review of staffing in homeless services (Brooke, 2005)
The principle finding of this national review was that the homeless services sector was very heterogeneous, with great variation in service size; extent of voluntary involvement; use of quality standards, and staffing levels. It recommended greater use of quality standards that would be a requirement of funding; standardisation of service size, staffing levels; job descriptions and salary scales; and a review of funding arrangements.

2005c – Review of Temporary Accommodation in Dublin (Courtney, 2005)

This review, which was commissioned by the Homeless Agency, found that whilst considerable positive progress had been made in recent years, that arrangements for temporary accommodation for homeless people remained fragmented and disjointed with a lack of cohesion and effective co-ordination.  It recommended greater use of the information management system (LINK) that had been initiated by the Homeless Agency; improved assessments of clients’ needs; more social housing; and compulsory licensing of temporary accommodation.

2006 – Review of the Implementation of the Government’s Integrated and Preventative Strategies (Fitzpatrick Associates, 2006)

This review, which was commissioned by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, found that the successful progression of most of the actions in Homelessness: An Integrated Strategy (Department of the Environment and Local Government, 2000) had had a substantial positive impact on the homeless services, and the scale and extent of homelessness in Ireland.   The report also found that some good progress was evident with regard to the Homeless Preventative Strategy (Department of Health and Children et al, 2002) and noted that significant further development was anticipated.  The influence of previous evaluations, along with the action plans and annual reports of the Homeless Agency, can be clearly seen as the focus of the national review shifts from the coordination of service providers and the provision of targeted emergency and prevention services, to a more systemic and structural analysis of what needs to be done to achieve a clear objective.  The recommendations of this evaluation, along with later inputs from service specific evaluations in 2007 and 2008, appeared as the key elements of the next government strategy, The Way Home: A Strategy to Address Adult Homelessness in Ireland 2008 - 2013 (DoEHLG, 2008)

2007a – Transitional Housing Overarching Report (Fitzpatrick Associates, 2007) 

This report on transitional housing provision that was commissioned by the Homeless Agency provided an overview of the evaluations of 20 transitional housing and support services in Dublin.  It found that staff/client ratios varied significantly and that there were significant differences in the time spent in these services.  However, the quality of the services was high.

Recommendations included:  an absolute maximum stay of 2 years; funding reviews where occupancy fell below 80%; more long-term housing and greater focus on the private rented sector; revision of quality standards, and establishing a performance monitoring framework.

2007b – Emergency accommodation overarching report (Brooke and Courtney, 2007) 
This report, also commissioned by the Homeless Agency, provided an overview of the evaluations of 16 emergency accommodation services in Dublin.  Recommendations included changes in procedures to reduce repeat homelessness; immediate action to improve sub-standard services; further development of a ‘value for money’ methodology; ethnic monitoring of clients; compulsory licensing for all emergency accommodation services.
2008 – Evaluations of Homeless Services – 2008 Series (Simon Brooke and Associates, 2008)
This wide-ranging evaluation of homeless services in the Dublin area was commissioned by the Homeless Agency.  Key recommendations included: a new leasing scheme to provide housing for formerly homeless people using existing empty housing; rationalisation of many existing homeless services; provision of a comprehensive homeless service by all four Dublin local authorities; a new 24 hour homeless information and placement service; rationalisation of funding arrangements.
The evaluations are represented graphically in Figure 3 below against a timeline, and clustered into three groups signifying the level of the evaluation.  ‘National’ refers to evaluations that were performed at a national (Republic of Ireland) level; ‘Regional (Dublin)’ refers to evaluations that were focused on activities and outcomes in the Dublin region across a range of agencies and services; ‘Service Type (Dublin plus)’ evaluations focused on agencies and organisations providing a particular type of service, e.g., transitional housing.  Although those in the last group were local in focus, the findings were used to inform national policy and best practice for homeless service providers throughout Ireland.

As can be seen, the evaluations appear to follow a pattern, roughly aligned to the phases of implementation identified in the previous section.  In the first phase (1998-1995), only the non-profit organisations took any interest in formally assessing progress in implementing the provisions of the 1988 Housing Act, but by the end of this period, the statutory agencies in Dublin had published their findings on the state of play in the region – which led to the launch of the Homeless Initiative and the second phase of implementation.  Over the period 1996-2001, all of the action was at the regional (Dublin) level as the Homeless Intiative pursued its mandate and was evaluated regularly by the Institute for Public Administration.  This period ended with the publication of the first national strategy which drew heavily on the work of the Homeless Initiative and the evaluation findings, and led to the establishment of the Homeless Agency that built on the work of the Homeless Initiative, but with significantly increased funding and budgetary control.  During the last phase, we see an expansion of evaluations at national and service level and a re-entry of the non-profits into the evaluation arena. 

Figure 3:  Time line of evaluations
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Conclusion: What worked? What challenges remain?
The purpose of the paper is to examine in detail the evidence in a particular example of a housing policy-implementation-evaluation cycle.  From this, we hope to shed light on those elements of the cycle that appeared to ‘work’ – in the sense that they achieved some outcome or influenced some action in the direction desired.  We present our findings in reverse order from the data, focusing in particular on the perceived impact of the evaluation reports and then following this with some reflections on what worked in the implementation and policy cycles, and concluding with what we see as the challenges for policy makers and practitioners highlighted by the case.

In terms of the evaluation, the case study shows a number of instances where evaluations can be seen to directly influence policy.  This can be seen most clearly where a policy making body has commissioned evaluations and where recommendations from these evaluations have been accepted by the commissioning body and subsequently incorporated into a policy initiative or policy statement produced by that body.  For example, the government accepted ‘the broad thrust’ of the recommendations of the Review of the Implementation of the Government’s Integrated and Preventative Strategies which had been commissioned by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, and many of the review’s specific recommendations were incorporated in the government strategy, The Way Home.  
Similarly, many of the recommendations in the reports commissioned and/or written by the non-profit agencies – generally of a critical nature at the lack of progress made by government agencies in addressing homelessness – appeared in subsequent strategy and/or policy documents.  From this observation we might propose that there is a fourth type of evidence/perspective applied in the formulation of evidence-based policy to add to the three identified by Head (2008).  This is one that situates itself in value-based claims for ‘social justice’, which is the platform from which many of the non-profit reports were launched.  In Ireland, the social justice perspective is morally based on the right of individuals to be treated fairly in relation to others by social institutions.  This is not to say that these evaluations did not draw on the types of evidence identified by Head (i.e., scientific, practical and political), but they were subservient to the moral evaluation of the failure of the state and society to live up to the precepts of social justice as conceived by the authors of these reports.   
In addition, evaluation reports appear to have influenced implementation over the period studied.  This is apparent in the evaluation / planning cycle of the Homeless Initiative and subsequently in the Homeless Agency Action Plans.  Each of the three action plans of the Homeless Agency had strong elements of evaluation of previous actions and the strategic focus of the Homeless Agency adapted over time to the identification of structural weaknesses in the provision of long-term housing as well as in service quality and inefficient resource utilisation
.  

So there is at least a prima facie case, in the example of homelessness in Ireland, that evaluations can influence policy and implementation. Connecting this to outcomes, however, is quite another question. The clear identification of cause (actions) and effect (outcomes) in complex policy areas such as homelessness remains an unsolved challenge in this example.  Novertheless, it should be noted that one of the clear impacts of the evaluation process was the continuous improvement and specificity in the measurement of homelessness in Ireland – or more precisely in Dublin, where the bulk of the homeless households were located.  In evaluation after evaluation, the critiques and recommendations for improvement were aimed at improving the measures of homelessness; only the Boyle et al (2001) final report on the Homeless Initiative included any positive comments about the measurement process.  The impact of this improvement is clear to see – albeit somewhat dismaying – in the significant increase in the number of households ‘counted in’ as homeless in 1999.  In fact, it may be that the only direct impact that evaluation has had on policy outcomes is on the clarity, accuracy and agreement around what constitutes policy outcome measures over time. 
A further observation we can make about evaluation and evidence is that, in this example, evaluations and evidence bases tended to multiply over time as more levels and targets for evaluation were established.  Specifically, three separate levels of evaluation emerged over the period – national, regional (Dublin) and service type – with the last being generally drawn from a Dublin-based sample but reported as being relevant for all services of the type analysed.  This suggests that an evaluation ‘industry’ can spring up around a policy domain that, while valuable in providing a plethora of data on which to base policy and implementation plans, may also lead to evidence and evaluation fatigue. Policy-makers and practitioners may be bombarded with different perspectives and recommendations which they cannot absorb nor react to before the next evaluation rolls around.

In relation to what works in terms of policy, it would appear that good policy relies on good definitions of what problem is to be solved, which department(s) are responsible, and how success will be measured.  As these are basic tenets of public management reform, not much more needs to be said about this, except to note that there may be an inconsistency between the clear accountability implicit in this view of an effective policy environment and the network management approach that appears to have been effective in the case of a complex policy domain with many different actors having different views.  Nevertheless, the need to define: (1) precisely what is meant by homelessness; (2) the role(s) of the Departments of the Environment and Health in meeting the needs of people defined as homeless; and (3) what constitutes success in meeting those needs and preventing people from becoming homeless in the first place, was an ongoing theme in the recommendations found in this series of evaluations.  Although these definitions became ever clearer over time, it is still a work in progress that remains one of the core policy challenges in Ireland as well as in the EU.

Table I:  Irish Homelessness events / outcomes 1988-2008
	Date
	Event(s)

*Nat’l policy / strategy in BOLD
	Reported Msrs of Homelessness

	1988
	Housing Act, 1988: Section 10 defines homelessness and empowers Local Authorities (LAs) to assist people experiencing homelessness in a variety of ways.  Also requires LAs to conduct periodic assessments of housing need and a scheme of letting priorities
	Prior to 1989, no ‘official’ measures of homelessness

	1989
	First ‘official’ measures of homelessness published by DoELG – several different approaches used
	Homeless persons = 1491; homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 987

	1991
	Official counts of housing need and homelessness by local authorities – little happens institutionally
	Homeless persons = 2751; homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 1507

	1993
	Official counts of housing need and homelessness by local authorities – little happens institutionally
	Homeless persons = 2667; homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 1452

	1996
	Official counts of housing need and homelessness by local authorities; ‘Homeless Initiative’ established in Dublin 
	Homeless persons = 2501; homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 979

	1999
	Official counts of housing need and homelessness by local authorities;  count of households by ESRI commissioned by Homeless Initiative
	Homeless persons = 5234; homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 2216; homeless persons in Dublin region by ESRI = 2900

	2000
	Planning and Development Act, 2000 requiring a percentage of new developments to be reserved for social housing; Homelessness - An Integrated Strategy published requiring all LAs to produce plans for addressing homelessness in their areas
	

	2001
	Homeless Agency established in Dublin region – objective is to ‘eliminate homelessness by 2010’ Agency produces 3 year strategic plan to achieve nine ‘primary’ objective(s)
	

	2002
	Homelessness Preventative Strategy published; Official counts of housing need and homelessness by local authorities;  count of households by ESRI commissioned by Homeless Agency
	Homeless persons = 5581; homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 2468; Homeless persons in Dublin region  by Homeless Agency = 2920

	2004
	Homeless Agency produces second strategic plan – recognizing the need to address structural issues (housing availability) and improving services.  Six key aims are highlighted.
	

	2005
	Official counts of housing need and homelessness by local authorities;  count of households by SPSS firm commissioned by Homeless Agency
	Homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 2339; Homeless persons in Dublin region  by Homeless Agency = 2015

	2007
	Homeless Agency produces 3rd (and final) strategic plan focusing on three key aims: prevention; long-term housing; effective services
	

	2008
	‘The Way Home’ national strategy document is published with updated plans and specific implementation steps to eliminate sleeping rough; long-term (> 6 mos.) homelessness; and preventing homelessness by 2013; Official counts of housing need and homelessness by local authorities;  count of households by SPSS firm commissioned by Homeless Agency
	Homeless ‘households’ on waiting lists = 1394; Homeless Adults in Dublin region by Homeless Agency = 2366
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� “‘Social partnership’ is a term used to refer to the institutional arrangements adopted [by the Irish Government] since 1987 to bring together representatives from Government, Employers, Unions and Non-Governmental Organisations (since 1996) to negotiate a strategic consensus on economic and social policy.” (O’Sullivan 2008:208)


� Note that the outcomes (in terms of reported number of homeless households in Ireland) is a representation of the various figures documented in government, academic, and evaluation reports as there is no agreed consistent set of figures over the time period studied.


� Although it could be easily argued that the economic melt-down in government finances had more to do with this last point than any evaluation.
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