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1. Background on the Remote Jobs and Economic Development 
(RJED) program 

The Remote Jobs and Economic Development program 

On 13 February 2024, the Government announced $707 million to fund the Remote Jobs and 
Economic Development (RJED) program to start in the second half of 2024. This announcement was 
made as part of the 2024 Closing the Gap Implementation Plan. You can read the joint Ministerial 
media release here. 

The RJED program will fund 3,000 jobs in remote communities over three years. It will support 
people in remote communities to move into employment by funding jobs that communities want. It 
will give flexibility to communities to determine local programs and services that support economic 
development. Eligible community organisations will be funded to create new jobs to employ local 
people at least at the minimum wage plus conditions. Jobs will be part-time in most cases, reflecting 
community feedback for flexibility. 

A $185 million Community Jobs and Business Fund will be an important element of the RJED 
program. As part of this fund, community organisations and local government can identify projects 
the community needs and apply for funding of capital and equipment. Funding for the RJED program 
including the Community Jobs and Business Fund will be provided through grant processes which 
will be administered by the National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA.  

Acknowledging that each community is different, the RJED program will work differently in every 
place. The RJED program is being designed as a national program with flexibility to take account of 
local conditions so it works for communities at a local scale.   

The RJED program is being developed in partnership with First Nations people and a First Nations 
Reference Group has been established to work in partnership with the Government to help design 
and implement the RJED program. The First Nations Reference Group is co-chaired by the Minister 
for Indigenous Australians and includes economic development experts from across remote 
Australia and representatives from a range of organisations. Further information about the First 
Nations Reference Group, including meeting communiques and the Terms of Reference are available 
via the RJED program webpage.   

The design and delivery of the RJED program is also being informed by consultation with remote 
community members, peak bodies, First Nations people, Community Development Program (CDP) 
providers and participants and other stakeholders. The first phase of consultation was conducted in 
2023 and took a ‘listen and learn’ approach to understand what the new program should look like. 
Findings of this phase of consultation have been published in the Replacing the Community 
Development Program Consultation Report. Phase two of consultations are currently underway to 
help determine the final program design recommendations to the Government. Further information 
is available on the Remote Jobs and Economic Development Program Consultation webpage.   

The RJED program is the first step in replacing the Community Development Program (CDP). The 
design of the RJED program will be focused on supporting jobseekers to transition into employment, 
and how to make it easier for communities and organisations to interface with the government. 
Employment services will continue to be provided through the CDP until June 2025 before a new 
remote employment service begins. 

Community Development Program and job trials 

The CDP provides employment services to people on income support in remote Australia. CDP 
participants connect to their local CDP provider to receive support to find a job and to engage in 
productive activities in return for their income support payment. CDP operates in approximately 
1,000 communities spanning 75 per cent of Australia’s land mass. As at 31 March 2024, there were 
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40,716 people on the CDP caseload, with 35,175 being First Nations people (86 per cent of the CDP 
caseload). 

The Government is committed to replacing CDP with a program with real jobs, proper wages and 
decent conditions, designed in partnership with First Nations people. To help build the best possible 
new jobs program within remote Australia, the NIAA has been trialling practical solutions and 
consulting on new ideas. As a first step, Minister Burney announced the CDP Trial at the Remote 
Employment Roundtable in August 2022. This enabled CDP providers to redirect around 25 per cent 
of their funding to work with remote communities to fund jobs through programs and services that 
communities identified as needed. Progress is also being made under the New Jobs Program Trial 
which opened for applications in September 2023. Further information about job trials is available 
on the NIAA website.  

Closing the Gap 

The RJED program aims to contribute to progress against Closing the Gap Outcomes 7 and 8 and all 
four Priority Reforms. These targets and reforms are listed below. Further information is available at 
National Agreement on Closing the Gap | Closing the Gap. 

Outcomes: 

7: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth are engaged in employment or education 

8: Strong economic participation and development of people and their communities. 

Priority reforms: 

1: Formal Partnerships and Shared Decision Making. 

2: Building the Community-Controlled Sector. 

3: Transforming Government Organisations. 

4: Shared Access to Data and Information at a Regional Level. 

2. Purpose of the Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) 
Framework 

This project is to develop a Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) Framework for the RJED 
program. The MEL Framework is required to support: 

 continuous improvement and shared learning from the program design, delivery and 
outcomes 

 assessments of quality of program design and implementation, program performance, and 
program outcomes (including both intended and unintended). 

The MEL Framework will outline NIAA’s approaches to: 

 Monitoring 

o Monitoring will primarily focus on tracking and assessing the ongoing processes, 
activities, and outputs of the RJED program. It will be set up to ensure that activities are 
implemented as planned while identifying any issues or deviations in real-time. It will 
also ensure that the correct data is being collected to measure relevant outcomes.  

o Monitoring will need to be continuous and occur throughout the RJED program’s 
implementation and delivery. It should involve regular and systematic data collection 
and analysis to inform decision-making and adjustments as needed. This will help 
program managers and providers identify problems early, enabling timely corrective 
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actions. Monitoring will need to generate information at both the grant level and at the 
program level, and support reporting on performance at both levels.  

o Monitoring activities will need to rely on routine and ongoing data collection methods. 
This may include checklists, progress reports, feedback mechanisms, and other tools to 
track performance against predetermined indicators.  

 Evaluation 

o Evaluation activities must be designed to be Indigenous-led to assess the quality of 
program design and implementation; program performance; the outcomes of the 
program (intended and unintended), and inform how the program can be improved 
over time. Key evaluation questions and focal areas will be informed by stakeholder 
input during the development of the MEL Framework. The evaluation may consider 
social impacts and economic impacts as well as employment outcomes.  

o Evaluation should be conducted periodically, at key milestones and/or at the end of a 
program. 

 Learning 

o Learning activities will be focused on continuous improvement and capacity building.  

o The RJED program is being developed iteratively, therefore learning activities should 
support that change over time. Learning is an ongoing and iterative set of process, 
woven into the fabric of NIAA activities. The focus should be on learning from 
experiences, both successes and failures, to inform and adapt future actions. 

o Learning encompasses a broad Indigenous context and organisational context, aiming to 
capture institutional knowledge, insights, and best practices. It extends beyond 
individual activities or initiatives, fostering a learning mindset among individuals and 
teams and a culture of continuous improvement. 

o Learning could involve reflective practices such as after-action reviews, knowledge-
sharing sessions, deep listening, and collaborative discussions. 

3. Key Activities  

The successful supplier (the supplier) will be required to undertake the below activities in 
collaboration with relevant parties (see section 6 – Stakeholders). 

Project inception meeting 

Participate in a project inception meeting with team members from the NIAA Remote Employment 
Branch, Economic Empowerment Group, and Strategic Insights Branch to discuss/agree the project 
scope, key deliverables, timelines and expectations. 

Develop a project plan that: 

 outlines how the components of the MEL Framework will be developed 

 provides a stakeholder engagement strategy detailing how stakeholders will be engaged 
throughout the project 

 includes a project schedule with timelines for key deliverables 

 includes a risk management plan. 
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Develop a Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning Framework that includes: 

 An RJED program logic and theory of change: 

o The theory of change will clearly articulate how and why the RJED program is expected 
to lead to intended outcomes.  

o An updated version of the RJED program logic: revising and updating the RJED program 
logic to reflect consultation outcomes and program design decisions since the current 
program logic was developed.  

 Three briefing/scoping papers that: 

o Outline issues being considered as part of development of the MEL Framework. These 
should be short papers of 1–2 pages of text, exclusive of diagrams etc. 

 A Monitoring framework and implementation plan that: 

o Incorporates accurate baseline data, rapid local feedback loops, expert advice and 
regular reports to inform continuous improvement, and complement the evaluation 
component. Data collection must be supported by a Data Management Plan. 

o Collects qualitative and quantitative data and information that enables the RJED 
program to assess a range of questions relating to activities, processes, outputs, and 
outcomes. 

o Provides a clear description of how the RJED program is operating in different regions 
and tracking against goals.  

 An Evaluation plan that: 

o Outlines what the evaluation is intended to do, the stages of activity it will cover, its 
primary intended use, timing, and who it is for.  

o Includes evaluation design options that clearly measure and analyse activities and 
processes and identify what is working, for whom, in what context and why, and what 
aspects of the RJED program require improvements.  

o Develops key evaluation questions in collaboration with key stakeholders. 

o Includes an indicative evaluation timeline that outlines the sequence and timing of 
ethics review processes, evaluation activities, and project deliverables. 

 A Learning plan that: 

o Provides a link between the past, present and future, providing the means to engage in 
ongoing feedback, reflection, and learning loops that will inform change throughout the 
life of the RJED program.  

 An implementation plan for the MEL Framework that: 

o Identifies how the MEL Framework will be put into practice and include activities and 
deliverables, training and support, ongoing support of sites, and ethics approval 
considerations. 

4. Data and methods  

The MEL Framework will need to use robust and appropriate data sources and methods, and provide 
a clear rationale for why these have been included. The rationale for these should engage with 
academic literature and established good practice in monitoring, evaluation, and learning in the 
Indigenous context, and include an outline of strengths and limitations.  
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A Data Management Plan must be developed that describes how data collected for the monitoring 
framework will be entered, stored, and analysed, and deals with matters of data ownership, sharing, 
security and access. This must meet privacy requirements, including the Australian Privacy Principles. 

Data arrangements should reflect the Framework for Governance of Indigenous Data and the Maiam 
Nayri Wingara Data Sovereignty principles.  

The Framework should include a data matrix that shows the link between indicators, data sources, 
data collection methods and key evaluation questions. There should be an emphasis on monitoring 
using multiple sources. The MEL Framework should consider other NIAA programs, and where 
appropriate consider opportunities to align data and analysis activities and draw on insights 
generated by other programs. 

The MEL Framework should consider and, where appropriate and feasible, set out plans to collect or 
access and analyse: 

 Data on the experiences of participants (people employed in jobs created under the RJED 
program): development of the Framework should consider ways to collect data directly from 
participants on a regular or rolling basis. 

 Data analysis of individual-level and community-level outcomes, including employment 
outcomes and other social and economic outcomes: in addition to using grant reporting and 
NIAA administrative data, the Framework should also consider options to analyse other 
Commonwealth agency administrative data.    

Methods should be collaborative where possible, and strengths-based. Prioritisation should be given 
to utilising Indigenous specific research and evaluation methods. The evaluation can draw upon a 
variety of qualitative and quantitative methods. Data collection could include surveys, interviews, 
focus groups, yarning and yarning circles. The Framework should include plans for new data 
collection tools and reporting templates to be developed and tested with relevant stakeholders to 
ensure they are fit-for-purpose and culturally appropriate. 

5. Project governance arrangements 

The Remote Employment Branch will manage the project to develop the RJED MEL Framework. 

Final decisions and approvals for this program rest with the Branch Manager, Remote Employment 
Branch. However, high level advice, direction and feedback on program direction, activities and 
outcomes may be sought from the following groups. 

First Nations Reference Group (FNRG)  

The MEL Framework will require Indigenous oversight and leadership. This will include consulting 
with the First Nations Reference Group (FNRG) on development of the MEL Framework for the RJED 
program. The supplier will be expected to present to and consult with the FNRG on the draft RJED 
MEL Framework. It is expected the supplier will meet with the FNRG on two occasions. The ‘scoping 
papers’ outlining options and approaches being considered for the MEL Framework, included in 
section 11 below, will support consultation with the FNRG as well as other stakeholders.  FNRG 
meetings may be virtual or may be held in Canberra or another location.   

Indigenous Evaluation Committee 

The NIAA’s Indigenous Evaluation Committee (IEC) will review and provide feedback on the draft 
MEL Framework. The supplier will also be invited to provide participate in a short briefing and 
discussion (via MS Teams) on the MEL Framework to the IEC. Further information about the IEC, 
including the Committee’s membership, can be found on the NIAA website. 
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8. Materials 

The following materials will be provided to the successful supplier: 

• RJED program design documents, including existing program logic 

• collated outcomes from consultations (confidentialised material only) 

• previous evaluation and research reports 

• information on NIAA administrative data.  

The supplier must have an in-depth understanding of the following documents: 

 Indigenous Advancement Strategy Evaluation Framework  

 Productivity Commission Indigenous Evaluation Strategy 

 Australian Government guidance on evaluation frameworks including the Commonwealth 
Evaluation Policy.  

9. Project management  

The supplier will be required to provide the NIAA with fortnightly project updates detailing how 
project is progressing against the project plan, including risks, sensitivities, and key upcoming  
activities. These reports will be due by 3pm (AEST/AEDT) every second Friday.  

10. Ethical requirements  

The project must adhere to the principle s of the following Australian research ethics frameworks: 

 National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2018)  

 Ethical conduct in research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and 
communities: Guidelines for researchers and stakeholders (2018)   

 Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies’ (AIATSIS) Code of Ethics for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Research 

The development of a MEL Framework typically does not require ethics review by a Human Research 
Ethics Committee. However, it is expected that the supplier will provide regular updates to NIAA on 
any ethical issues that arise during the term of the project. In addition, the supplier will provide 
advice about ethical requirements for implementing all aspects of the MEL Framework.  

11. Timeframes and deliverables 

The proposed timeline for key activities and deliverables is provided below. Final dates will be 
agreed with the successful supplier. As the MEL Framework components are being developed, 
interim and draft documents will be shared with the FNRG and internally including with the 
Employment and Economic Development Board. Sharing work in progress will support ongoing 
engagement with key stakeholders to test thinking as the Framework is developed. Sharing work in 
progress will also support program planning and implementation, given interactions between 
monitoring, evaluation and learning activities and other aspects of program implementation.  

The below table provides detail on expected sequencing for development and delivery of 
components of the MEL Framework. Table show expected progress of work; consolidated reporting 
and milestones will be agreed with the successful supplier.  

Document 1A

FOI/2425/057

R
el

ea
se

d 
un

de
r t

he
 F

O
I A

ct
 b

y 
th

e 
N

at
io

na
l I

nd
ig

en
ou

s 
Au

st
ra

lia
ns

 A
ge

nc
y 

(N
IA

A)

OFFICIAL

OFFICIAL



R
el

ea
se

d 
un

de
r t

he
 F

O
I A

ct
 b

y 
th

e 
N

at
io

na
l I

nd
ig

en
ou

s 
Au

st
ra

lia
ns

 A
ge

nc
y 

(N
IA

A)

OFFICIAL

OFFICIAL



 

NIAA | Statement of Requirement  10 

12. Expertise required 

The NIAA has a strong preference for responses from suppliers or consortia that are able to 
demonstrate strong Indigenous leadership throughout the project. The following experience and 
skills are required: 

 Proven skills and experience in developing comprehensive monitoring, evaluation and learning 
frameworks, or similar; 

 Expertise in relation to employment and government programs in remote Australia 

 Experience in managing evaluation stakeholder relationship and balancing competing 
interests related to the MEL Framework 

 Experience in designing and implementing MEL Frameworks with Indigenous 
stakeholders/communities based in remote contexts 

 Experience in developmental evaluation and participatory methods 

 Ability to produce a clear proposed approach that includes a description of and rationale for 
the approach which demonstrates understanding and application of Indigenous evaluation 
approaches.  

 Ability to produce a sound proposed plan to engage Indigenous employees or researchers 

 Ability to produce a sound and appropriate plan to deliver the requirements within 
timeframes. 

 Demonstrated expertise and experience of nominated team members in designing and/or 
implementing data collection, data governance and monitoring and evaluation activities 
within remote communities.   

 Demonstrated Indigenous leadership within the team and all personnel have demonstrated 
cultural competency and experience working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples and communities. 

 Ability to project manage projects that are dynamic and complex 

 Ability to produce clear, high-quality documents for a range of audiences, including external 
stakeholders.  

13. Budget 

The total value of the contract will be agreed upon successful negotiation between the supplier and 
the NIAA. Note: the supplier will book for all travel-related expenses and invoice NIAA for 
reimbursement.  The Supplier may only claim reimbursement of expenses when:   

 the expense has been agreed in advance with the NIAA prior to booking/purchase, 

 domestic air travel is economy class, 

 amounts claimed for accommodation and other expenses do not exceed the total amount 
specified in Table 2 of TD 2023/3 or the applicable financial year’s Taxation Determination 
issued by the Australian Taxation Office, and 

 a claim for reimbursement is submitted supported by a copy of the paid Tax Invoice. 
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1 Executive summary 

The Remote Jobs and Economic Development program (the RJED Program) is a once-in-a-generation 

opportunity to improve socio-economic outcomes for First Nations Australians living in remote 

communities. Working in partnership with communities, this $707 million investment aims to deliver real 

jobs, proper wages, and decent conditions that match community needs and expectations. If implemented 

successfully, the RJED program will make significant contributions towards achieving the Closing the Gap 

targets and delivering on the four priority reforms – and, at the local level, will set communities up for social 

and economic development for decades to come.  

The expectations on the program are high, particularly given strong criticism of its predecessor program. If 

designed poorly, or implemented without leadership from First Nations Australians, careful planning, and 

iterative learning and refinement, the Commonwealth Government and the National Indigenous Australians 

Agency (the NIAA) risk further entrenching socio-economic disadvantage in remote communities. It is 

crucially important to avoid repeating mistakes of the past which saw investment targeted to activities that 

did not reflect communities’ needs or provide meaningful improvement to the lives of First Nations 

Australians.  

An effective monitoring, evaluation and learning framework (MEL Framework) will equip the NIAA to closely 

track the RJED’s implementation progress and outcomes, identify emerging risks, gaps and unintended 

consequences. It will give remote communities, service providers and other stakeholders the data and 

insights to understand the change that the RJED seeks to make and to identify opportunities to course 

correct as necessary. In so doing, it will increase the likelihood of the program’s success in achieving the 

desired outcomes. 

Nous Group (Nous) understands that the MEL Framework must be designed in a way that accounts for 

differing community needs and contexts, and structured to facilitate analysis of local as well as regional and 

nation-wide impact. It must also reflect judicious selection of indicators and data collection methods to 

ensure that is both effective and minimally burdensome.  

We are excited by the opportunity to work with the NIAA and your key partners – including remote 

communities, the First Nations Reference Group (FNRG) and the NIAA’s Indigenous Evaluation Committee – 

to collaboratively develop a MEL Framework for the RJED Program. We offer: 

• Leading expertise in monitoring, evaluation and learning in the context of First Nations programs. 

MEL activities will only be successful – and delivery progress and impact can only be effectively 

measured – if the MEL Framework centres Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s perspectives, 

priorities and knowledges. Our Expert Advisor,  is a world-leading expert in Indigenous 

approaches to evaluation, having led the work at the  

. Other members of our team 

have extensive experience working in partnership with First Nations communities including remote 

communities. This includes designing and leading evaluations for clients including the NIAA; the 

Australian Government Department of Health and Aged Care; the Northern Territory Departments of 

Health, Education, and Families, Housing and Communities; the NSW Departments of Education and 

Health; NSW Police; and the Aboriginal community-controlled sector.  

• Experience designing MEL frameworks for complex programs that aim to understand delivery and 

impact at multiple levels. One of the most significant challenges in designing the MEL Framework will 

be developing an approach that enables the Commonwealth Government and the NIAA to understand 

the overall impact of the RJED Program – that is, the changes being realised across Australia through 

the program – while accounting for the diversity of community-specific approaches. Drawing from our 

experience in complex policy and program evaluation, we propose that the MEL Framework take a 

nested program logic approach incorporating: 
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2 Project success 

This section discusses our understanding of your project requirements in the broader context of the 

challenges facing remote communities in Australia, especially for First Nations people. We outline 

what success looks like in developing an effective MEL framework that will help facilitate the success 

of the RJED Program, and the critical success factors to support delivery and continuous 

improvement. 

2.1 Insight on the challenge 

The Remote Jobs and Economic Development (RJED) Program is a once-in-a-generation 

opportunity to enhance socio-economic outcomes for First Nations people. 

The National Agreement on Closing the Gap (the National Agreement), agreed upon in 2020, was an 

ambitious call to fundamentally change the way governments work with First Nations and Torres Strait 

Islander people. Since then, some progress has been made toward achieving the outcomes and objectives 

in the National Agreement, but it has been slow and inconsistent. Last year’s review by the Productivity 

Commission highlighted persistent barriers, such as the lack of genuine joint decision-making and 

recognition that First Nations and Torres Strait Islander people know what is best for their 

communities.1The 2024 Implementation Plan therefore seeks to embed the principles of true partnership 

and shared decision-making across all initiatives.  

Such principles have informed the Government’s design of the RJED Program, to be launched in the latter 

half of 2024 with a funding commitment of $707 million. The RJED will replace the Community 

Development Program (CDP), and centre on initiatives that promise "real jobs, proper wages, and decent 

conditions.”2 The CDP has received extensive criticism for being a “failure,”3 given findings in a 2019 

government review that 36 percent of participants (83 percent of whom were Fist Nations people) thought 

their communities were worse off under the scheme4. This underscores the urgent need for viable 

alternatives.  

With the phase-out of employment services under the CDP by June 2025, the RJED therefore heralds a 

crucially important opportunity to make substantive progress on Closing the Gap Outcomes 7 and 8, 

related to improving socio-economic conditions for First Nations peoples. The way RJED is implemented 

can also contribute to progress on the four associated priority reforms, which concern partnerships and 

shared decision-making, building the First Nations and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled sector, 

transforming government organisations and enabling shared access to data and information at a regional 

level. 

RJED should not be viewed simplistically as an employment program to ‘get people off welfare and into 

work.’ Rather it should be seen as a significant investment in addressing both the challenges of thin 

markets in remote communities face and the opportunities arising from the significant skills shortages 

evident across the country. It is clear that there is not the workforce available in many sectors providing 

 
1 Productivity Commission. Review on the National Agreement on Closing the Gap. Study report, volume 1, Canberra. 2024. 

https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/closing-the-gap-review/report 
2 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. Next steps on Closing the Gap: delivering remote jobs. 2024. 

https://ministers.pmc.gov.au/burney/2024/next-steps-closing-gap-delivering-remote-jobs  
3 Ibid.  
4 National Indigenous Australians Agency. The many pathways of the Community Development Programme. 2019. 

https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/many-pathways-community-development-programme 
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essential services, and the pathways to fill those gaps are insufficient to meet current and projected 

demand.  

The challenge is acute in regional and remote Australia. Job vacancies in non-metropolitan regions have 

grown at much higher rates than those in urban areas.5 From Nous’ work in the Northern Territory, for 

example, we know that: 

• Repair and maintenance services for remote public housing have fallen well behind due in part to the 

paucity of trained contractors who can be deployed to assess damage and undertake the necessary 

minor works that can forestall more substantial deterioration of the assets. 

• There is an ongoing demand for educators, particularly Aboriginal educators, to work in early childhood 

education and care settings and schools.  

• In health, there is a constant need in remote communities for both clinical staff (doctors, nurses, allied 

health professionals, Aboriginal Health Practitioners) and non-clinical support and administrative staff 

(reception, clinic management, patient transport, interpreters) to enable the delivery of culturally safe 

and effective care, contributing to healthier communities.  

The RJED Program’s employment service support model can both alleviate these challenges and capture 

opportunities from emerging industries with a high demand for skills – such as the renewable energy sector 

– by facilitating access to essential training and supports, and arrange job placements. Designed well, the 

program can respond to the needs of communities and employers, creating pathways to align these. In so 

doing, it can support the economic development of communities while also elevating and valuing the 

knowledge, culture and languages of First Nations people in particular. 

An effective MEL Framework is essential to tracking progress, understanding outcomes, and 

fine-tuning implementation. 

A MEL Framework is a key plank in the foundations for a successful RJED Program, by enabling the NIAA to 

analyse implementation progress and outcomes against objectives, apply learnings, address emerging risks, 

and maximise both the value of the program to the communities and individuals it serves as well as the 

return on the Government’s investment. A robust and effective MEL Framework should provide the: 

• Basis for the theory of change, establishing a clear logic model that outlines expected outcomes and 

pathways from activities, fostering a shared understanding among stakeholders about how the RJED 

Program is expected to achieve its goals. 

• Plan for tracking and measuring progress and success through integrating leading and lagging 

indicators, incorporating a balanced mix of indicators (predictive and retrospective), both quantitative 

and qualitative, to support informed decision-making and adaptive management, enabling adjustments 

to be made based on real-time data and insights. 

• Foundations for evaluation, including a structured basis for the different evaluation types that may be 

required over the MEL lifecycle (e.g. developmental assessments, cost-benefit analyses, Social Return on 

Investment (SROI) evaluations, impact analyses). 

• Grounds for broad stakeholder buy-in and joint decision-making, ensuring clarity and consensus 

among stakeholders regarding the data collection process and its purpose, fostering effective 

partnerships, collective learning, and evidence-informed joint decision-making.   

We understand that the NIAA and your partners are looking for a comprehensive framework that 

incorporates monitoring, evaluation and learning components. While each of these components are 

different – and serve different purposes – they are inter-related and should be mutually reinforcing (for 

 
5 Regional Australia Institute. Regional Jobs 2022: The Big Skills Challenge. 2023. 

https://www.regionalaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Files/Regional%20Job%20Updates/The_Big_Skills_Challenge_R

eport.pdf 
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• Communicating insights back to evaluation participants, making sure that results are presented in a 

way that makes sense for the diversity of audiences who may be interested.  

2.2 Critical success factors 

It follows from the above, that there are five critical success factors to this work to develop a MEL 

Framework for the RJED. These are informed by Nous’ own understanding of best-practice approaches to 

monitoring and evaluation, as well as our extensive experience with similar undertakings. As indicated 

below, we have taken these into account in developing our proposed methodology and team design, to 

ensure that the MEL Framework is developed to measure impact, empower communities and align to their 

interests and needs.  

The five key success factors are set out below: 

1. Prioritising First Nations and Torres Strait Islander people’s perspectives and voices, to ensure the 

framework is reflective of and responsive to the definitions of success held by the First Nations 

communities it aims to serve. This will ensure that the MEL Framework is deeply aligned with First 

Nations communities’ own definitions of success and well-being. Such an approach is also vital for 

fostering trust and engagement among First Nations communities and other key stakeholders, which 

will be vital for the MEL Framework’s legitimacy and long-term effectiveness in empowering 

communities through self-determination. Nous’ team includes strong First Nations representation and 

our methodology centres Indigenous perspectives.  

2. Actively integrating and building on the learnings gained from RJED’s predecessor programs 

including the CDP and CDEP programs. This will require leveraging the insights and knowledge that the 

NIAA and other relevant stakeholders hold to distil the history of these programs, including their 

successes and areas for improvement. We will draw on community consultations concurrently being 

conducted by the NIAA to distil valuable lessons and principles for the RJED Program’s design, and 

from this understand how the MEL framework should be developed to support delivery and 

implementation over the course of its lifecycle. We will take a collaborative approach to working with 

NIAA to promote knowledge exchange, learning and co-development of key deliverables.  

3. Ensuring data arrangements within the MEL framework comply with Framework for Governance of 

Indigenous Data and uphold the principles of Indigenous Data Sovereignty. Alignment and 

compliance is pivotal as the RJED Program's legitimacy and success are contingent upon the active 

involvement and endorsement from First Nations communities.6 By granting communities authority 

over their data, these principles will ensure that First Nations perspectives will be at the forefront of the 

MEL Framework.7 Ethical and responsible evaluation methods are imperative for securing trust and 

confirming that the MEL Framework’s findings accurately represent and bolster the RJED Program’s 

commitments to self-determination and empowerment. Indigenous Data Sovereignty principles infuse 

Nous’ approach to this work.  

4. Taking account of the opportunities and the challenges associated with improving employment and 

broader socio-economic outcomes for remote communities. The MEL Framework must be specific 

and appropriately focused on the objectives of RJED. That said, it must also ensure that its construction 

does not promote a skewed or narrow focus on the number of participants who secure work. While this 

reflects a central objective, it needs to be balanced with consideration of the ‘demand’ side of the 

equation – what employers need and are experiencing from the program – as well as the broader 

 
6 National Indigenous Australians Agency. Framework for Governance of Indigenous Data. 2024. 

https://www.niaa.gov.au/resource-centre/framework-governance-indigenous-data 
7 Maiam nayri Wingara. Indigenous Data Sovereignty Communique Indigenous Data Sovereignty Summit. 2018. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b3043afb40b9d20411f3512/t/63ed934fe861fa061ebb9202/1676514134724/Communiq

ue-Indigenous-Data-Sovereignty-Summit.pdf 
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contribution of RJED to lifting engagement in lifelong learning; bringing financial stability to 

households; giving recognition to the value of First Nations knowledge, culture and language; and 

contributing to economic development and community resilience. Nous will be guided by the NIAA, its 

stakeholders (including the communities with whom we engage) about the potential outcomes and 

impact of the RJED to ensure that the MEL Framework takes a take a broad and balanced view of what 

ought to be measured.  

5. Designing approaches that are pragmatic and low burden for users, ensuring that the Framework is 

easy for service providers to use while collecting high-quality, useful data. This approach is crucial for 

the sustainability of the MEL activities, as it will ensure that service providers can efficiently gather and 

report data without being subject to complex or time-consuming processes. Reducing the data 

collection burden will lead to greater uptake and success of key activities. The Nous team will draw on 

its previous experience – and team members’ ability to respectfully challenge thinking in the interests of 

ensuring a robust and implementable MEL Framework – to deliver a product that has a balanced set of 

indicators that can be tracked in a timely and efficient way.   
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3 Our team 

In this section, we outline the design of our team, how we will work together and the contribution of 

each team member. 

3.1 Team design  

Nous offers a team with significant First Nations-leadership, proven cultural competency and 

relevant experience working across remote First Nations communities. 

The Nous team will be led by Client Director, , who co-leads Nous’ public policy practice.  

works across Victoria, Canberra and the Northern Territory and has led multiple projects related to 

employment programs and services – including challenges related to service delivery in thin markets – as 

well as numerous reviews and evaluations.  

 will act as a hands-on Expert Advisor, collaborating with the Nous team at every stage of the 

project.  and has three decades of 

Indigenous and public policy and program management experience. For example, he has been instrumental 

in driving change in holding key national roles including  

 

 

 

Our Project Director, , has lived in  and leads  

 He has successfully led many complex evaluations involving engagement with 

remote communities.  has also led the collaborative development of theories of change, program 

logics and evaluation frameworks, and monitoring and evaluation plans. He will leverage his extensive 

experience in the on-the-ground challenges of data collection and reporting in remote communities to 

develop a MEL Framework for the RJED Program that is realistic, practical and low-burden.  

Our Project Manager,  with more than 15 years’ experience in operational 

leadership and public policy. This includes his previous position  

 has worked across various evaluations and reviews nationally, 

bringing his extensive insights into Nous’ evaluation practices and supporting teams to be culturally 

competent. This includes  

 as well as  

. Throughout these projects he has demonstrated his real-world application of 

Indigenous evaluation approaches through a realist lens, incorporating the experiences and context of First 

Nations communities meaningfully to provide improved recommendations and insights for clients.  

will support the Nous team to understand the context that Commonwealth agencies operate within and 

collaborate meaningfully with the NIAA project team to navigate the development of a MEL framework that 

measures outcomes and develops capability. 

Our Project Consultant,  is based in  and possesses a wide range of project experience 

in remote contexts. Most importantly, his recent work on key policy evaluations such as the Families as First 

Teachers program and in working closely with the NIAA in drafting the forthcoming Youth Services Action 

Plan (YSAP). Both experiences significantly developed  cultural competency, facilitation capability 

with remote stakeholders and knowledge of remote policy, in particular remote jobs programs and training 

initiatives.  
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4 Our approach 

Our approach is specifically designed to meet the success factors for the project and comprises:  

1. Conceptual approach – our guiding framework or lens for shaping a solution for this project. 

2. Methodology – how we will apply the framework in practical terms, namely the steps we will 

take to deliver the solution. 

4.1 Conceptual approach 

Figure 2 presents an overview of our overarching approach to the development of the MEL Framework. Key 

aspects of our approach are explained in more detail below. 

Figure 2 | Overarching approach to the development of the MEL Framework 
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A set of guiding principles will shape the development of the MEL Framework. 

In order for the MEL Framework to be effective – to measure what matters to communities and service 

providers – agreed activities need to be underpinned by a set of guiding principles that shape data 

collection approaches, analysis strategies, communication mechanisms, and ownership and interpretation 

of findings. 

While at the  our Expert Advisor,  

.8 As we work with First Nations and Torres Strait Islander people, 

governance groups, the NIAA and other stakeholders in this project, we will ensure that the MEL Framework 

aligns with the guiding principles of this strategy: 

• Credible. MEL activities should use approaches and methods that are rigorous, fit-for-purpose, answer 

the questions that policy makers and communities want answered, and suit the context in which the 

RJED Program is being delivered. 

• Useful. MEL activities must be tailored to the audience(s) interested in the results, and insights must be 

able to be used to improve the delivery of the RJED Program. 

• Ethical. MEL activities must be conducted in an ethical way and align with established guidelines for 

research involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. As part of the development of the MEL 

Framework, we will work with governance groups and the NIAA to establish whether formal ethical 

review and approval will be required for any MEL activities.  

• Transparent. The process and outcomes of MEL activities should be made available to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people and other interested parties – so that all can learn from what works and 

understand where improvements are made. This includes a clear plan for communicating the results of 

any MEL activities back to community members and service providers.  

In addition to the principles outlined in the Indigenous Evaluation Strategy, it is critical that MEL activities 

are: 

• Indigenous-led. It is important that MEL activities centre the needs, desires, voices and perspectives of 

First Nations and Torres Strait Islander Australians. In order to do this, the development of the MEL 

Framework and eventual MEL activities must be Indigenous-led. 

• Cohesive. The MEL Framework must ensure that the NIAA and other stakeholders can understand what 

is being delivered at the whole-of-system level (i.e. across the entire delivery of the RJED Program) as 

well as at the local community and service provider level (i.e. the nuances of how the RJED Program has 

been designed and is being delivered in each community). To enable effective MEL, indicators at each 

level must complement and not duplicate each other, and must aim to measure progress against the 

same outputs and outcomes. 

• Low-burden. We know from our previous evaluation work – including with Indigenous Australians and 

in remote communities – that service providers are exceedingly busy and are often under-staffed. 

Effective MEL hinges on access to high-quality, complete and consistent data – and so it is critical that 

the final MEL Framework places a low-burden on stakeholders tasked with data collection. We know 

from experience that if you ask too much of service providers, you risk getting back poor quality or no 

data. 

• Place-based. By design, the RJED Program will operate differently in different communities. It is critical, 

therefore, that the MEL Framework take a place-based approach – with strategies to understand how 

the program is being delivered in each community, any community-specific barriers and enablers, and 

 
8  
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the community-specific outputs and outcomes that service providers are seeking to achieve. There can 

be no one-size-fits-all approach to MEL activities.  

As we work through the design of the MEL Framework, we will test, refine and confirm these principles with 

the First Nations Reference Group, NIAA’s Indigenous Evaluation Committee and other governance groups 

and representatives as relevant.  

We propose that MEL activities place a realist lens over the top of the RJED Program logic to 

understand what is working, for who, and why. 

Drawing from our experience developing MEL Frameworks for similar programs – and from conducting 

evaluations of these programs – we anticipate that the final MEL Framework will apply a realist lens to the 

RJED Program logic, as shown in Figure 3. We will test this thinking with you during project initiation. 

Figure 3 | Realist lens applied to the RJED program logic 

 

A realist lens is an analysis approach and way of thinking that acknowledges that “nothing works 

everywhere or for everyone.”9 Given that the design of the RJED Program explicitly acknowledges that each 

community is different, and thus the RJED Program will look different and work differently in every place, 

we propose this approach in order to understand the nuance of program delivery in different contexts.  

A realist lens is particularly important in the context of programs for First Nations and Torres Strait Islander 

people as it ensures that MEL activities account for important contextual factors that impact program 

delivery and success. These include: 

• Systemic and institutional racism – which may impact the extent to which First Nations and Torres 

Strait Islander people engage with certain service providers, or whether and how service providers tailor 

services to meet the needs of First Nations and Torres Strait Islander people.   

• The ongoing impacts of colonisation and intergenerational trauma – which impact the extent to 

which First Nations and Torres Strait Islander trust government and government institutions, and 

therefore the extent to which they are comfortable engaging in government programs.   

• Regionality – whilst many Australian government programs consider impact at the state and territory 

level, for many First Nations and Torres Strait Islander people and communities regionality is more 

important than jurisdictional boundaries. For example, there are likely common factors that support 

success in communities across the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands, which span across 

South Australia and into Western Australia and the Northern Territory. Similarly – barriers and enablers 

 
9 Westhorp, G. 2014. Realist Impact Evaluation: An Introduction: Accessed 23 March 2019. Available from: 

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/9138.pdf  
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are likely to be different between the Top End, Barkly and Central Australian regions of the Northern 

Territory.  

The RJED Program-wide program logic will be complemented by service provider-specific 

program logics to understand system-wide and on-the-ground delivery. 

As noted above, the RJED Program is specifically designed to work differently in each community, 

considering community need and context. To account for this diversity – and to enable an understanding of 

the local and collective impact of the RJED Program – we propose that the MEL Framework: 

• Define an overarching program logic with a discrete set of indicators to be collected by all stakeholders.  

• Outline an approach for service providers to develop their own service provider-specific program logics 

– aligned to the overarching program logic – to enable service providers to understand delivery and 

impact at the local level.  

We understand that have already developed an RJED Program-wide theory of change and program logic 

that details key inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes. We will work with you and key stakeholders during 

the first stage of the project to review, update and confirm this theory of change and program logic. 

Once this is confirmed, we will then work with you to build an approach so that service providers can 

develop their own aligned program logics that describe:: 

• What activities service providers intend to deliver at the local level. 

• What are the immediate outputs from these activities. 

• What are the intended short, medium and long-term outcomes from these activities. 

We understand that NIAA is interested in understanding both the individual impact of RJEP program-

funded programs on the ground, and also the collective impact of the RJED Program as a whole across 

Australia. Careful planning and consideration will be needed to ensure that you can achieve these dual aims 

(Figure 4). In practice: 

• NIAA will need to work in partnership with service providers and stakeholders to define a discrete set of 

common indicators at the input, output and outcome level. These will, by necessity, need to be high-

level enough that they will be applicable across several RJED Program-funded projects, but specific 

enough that they provide relevant and useful data on the progress and impact of the RJED Program (as 

separate to other competing or complementary initiatives that may be being delivered in communities). 

• Once these common indicators have been developed and agreed, the MEL Framework will need to 

define an approach for service providers to develop specific, locally relevant indicators that will provide 

specific evidence around local progress and impact. In order to be meaningful – to ensure that we 

“measure what matters” – these local indicators will need to be developed in close partnership with 

service providers and recipients of services. It is critical that service providers and local communities are 

empowered to define what success looks like to them.  

The MEL Framework will include a simple and clear data matrix that provides detail on the agreed 

indicators, data sources, data collection methods, and baseline and target (if appropriate). 
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Nous’ guiding principles inform our ethical approach to engaging with First Nations 

communities, including remote communities. 

Nous’ staff are passionate about improving outcomes and enabling self-determination for First Nations 

and Torres Strait Islander communities across Australia. Nous aims for best practice in consulting with First 

Nations people and organisations, each of Nous’ practice groups work in partnership with the First 

Nations Practice Group (FNPG) to ensure a consistent approach. 

Nous has a set of guiding principles that inform our work with First Nations people and organisations. 

These principles support teams in their work that involve First Nations people and encourage teams to 

think carefully about what is most appropriate and applicable to their work. 

As we develop the MEL Framework – and as we think through how MEL activities should be delivered – we 

will be guided by these principles: 

• Ensuring cultural safety through a trauma-informed approach. Engagement approaches should 

support First Nations people to feel culturally safe and respected. This includes understanding and 

respecting the impact of intergenerational trauma. Approaches must carefully manage the risk of 

causing distress or vicarious trauma. 

• Using strengths-based language and approaches. Engagement approaches and MEL activities must 

highlight the strengths and resilience of First Nations people, acknowledge the context that 

contributes to poor outcomes, and elevate decolonising approaches. 

• Supporting self-determination - including in engagement, data analysis and reporting. MEL 

activities must elevate First Nations voices and support First Nations people to set priorities, make 

decisions and contribute to projects on their own terms. 

• Supporting genuine relationships, First Nations leadership and shared benefits – and allowing time 

for this. Effective delivery of the MEL Framework will be contingent on working in partnership with 

First Nations communities. Throughout the development of the MEL Framework, and as MEL activities 

are delivered, there is a need to go beyond the transactional and build transparent, reciprocal and 

enduring relationships. This means listening deeply, allowing time to build relationships, supporting 

shared benefits and decision-making, ensuring appropriate leadership, governance and partnership 

arrangements are in place, remaining flexible and learning continuously. 

Our approach to stakeholder engagement and communication will be targeted, sensitive and 

effective to build buy-in. 

1. Our stakeholder engagement and communication approach will be targeted, sensitive, and 

effective to foster buy-in and commitment to the development and successful implementation of the MEL 

framework. Effective engagement with communities, service providers, governance groups, the NIAA and 

partners is essential for a thorough process that will develop an effective, ethical and useful MEL 

Framework. When considering our approach to stakeholder engagement, we are: 

1. Targeted: We respect people’s time and ensure each engagement is productive, including by 

providing guidance in advance to assist with preparation and ensuring that lines of questioning 

are appropriately tailored.  

2. Sensitive: We ensure all engagements are trauma informed and culturally safe. We use the 

information we receive with discretion, protecting confidentiality as appropriate.  

3. Iterative: We build up a picture of current challenges, how they will be affected by proposed 

changes, and what data collection and analysis might look like for MEL practices through iterative 

engagement and testing. This ensures that stakeholders feel connected to the project and see the 

process as credible in capturing common themes.  
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Nous’ approach to stakeholder engagement approach on projects is set out in Figure 7. 

 

 

 reflects the Maiam Nayri Wingara definition (as outlined 

below), and is in line with the NIAA’s Framework for Governance of Indigenous Data. 

“The right of Indigenous peoples to exercise ownership over Indigenous Data. Ownership of data can be 

expressed through the creation, collection, access, analysis, interpretation, management, dissemination and 

reuse of Indigenous Data.”10 

Given that most Indigenous Knowledge and First Nations data is not in the possession of First Nations 

Peoples,  

 

 

  

 

 

 Notably, this includes activities related to the specific guidelines – ‘partner with Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people’ and ‘build an inclusive data system’ – as outlined in NIAA’s Framework for 

Governance of Indigenous Data across the full data lifecycle. 

 
10 Maiam nayri Wingara. Indigenous Data Sovereignty Communique Indigenous Data Sovereignty Summit. 2018. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b3043afb40b9d20411f3512/t/63ed934fe861fa061ebb9202/1676514134724/Communi

que-Indigenous-Data-Sovereignty-Summit.pdf 
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