
Ex-post assessment – guide on panels and processes

Using the Policy Quality Framework to assess papers for quality of analysis and advice
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This guide gives advice on how to run an ex-post assessment 
process that optimises quality assurance and learning for 
agencies. It should be used in conjunction with the ‘Ex-post 
assessment template’. The template uses the Policy Quality 
Framework (PQF) to assess quality. These products can be found 
on the Policy Quality Framework webpage.

The PQF sets out four characteristics of quality policy analysis and 
advice. Detailed criteria sit under each of these characteristics. 

Assess to improve

Treasury requires that agencies with an appropriation for policy 
report annually on the quality of advice provided. Most do this by 
assessing papers that have been provided to Ministers ‘ex-post’ 
(after the advice has been provided) and often as a one-off 
exercise at the end of the year. There is no central agency 
requirement for ex-post assessments to be done at a particular 
time of year, or for them to be undertaken by external or 
independent assessors. 

To get the most benefit out of this assessment process, consider 
setting up an internal quality panel and staggering the 
assessments. This enables the results to drive improvements and 
learning throughout the year.1

Assessing a small number of papers several times throughout the 
year also helps distribute the work to avoid the busiest times. 

1 This approach has been approved by both The Treasury and Audit New Zealand.

This guide
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The Policy Quality Framework

https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/policyproject/policy-quality
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Deciding which papers are suitable

Assessment should be based on a cross-section of papers that 
ideally should meet the definition of ‘policy advice’ set by Cabinet 
and The Treasury. This means that it should progress:

– the development of high-level government outcomes

– whether government intervention is necessary or desired to 
achieve those outcomes; if government intervention is 
required

– the selection and design of government intervention 
directed at those outcomes

– how government interventions are to be implemented and 
funded.

Agencies might consider how they can earmark papers that fit 
with the above criteria throughout the year. This would make it 
easier to collate batches of papers for ex-post assessment. 

Choosing papers for assessment

2 Department of Internal Affairs, Inland Revenue, Ministry for the Environment, Ministry for Primary Industries, Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, 
Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Social Development, Ministry of Transport, Te Puni Kōkiri, The Treasury

Sample size

The Treasury’s annual policy measurement exercise captures data 
on the policy advice functions of the 12 largest policy agencies.2 

For these agencies, The Treasury calculated a recommended 
sample size. For smaller agencies this is around 20 papers. For 
larger agencies it is around 30.

Agencies could take this as a guide to the number of papers to 
assess. 

The template

Sample pages of the ex-post assessment template are shown 
below. The template provides space for discussion of the paper’s 
performance against each of the PQF’s four quality characteristics 
and star ratings against detailed criteria. 
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Quality assessment panels

Size and membership

Three or four assessors is usually adequate. Larger panels can be 
costly and difficult to administer. 

A mixture of internal and external members can be beneficial. 
External members are not required, but your agency might see 
benefit in bringing in an external chair or subject matter expert. Panel 
members could also include representatives from other agencies in 
the same sector, or with similar functions. Smaller agencies may want 
to team up and run joint quality assessment panels. 

Roles

All members of the panel should familiarise themselves carefully with 
both the assessment template and this guidance.

• Chair

– Needs to have credibility and experience in policy.

– As the panel moderator, ensures that the assessments are 
consistent and fair across all papers, and must be able to 
make decisions when there are conflicting opinions between 
panel members

– May take on the task of writing up results, or may delegate 
this to an administrative support role.

• Panel members

– Must be skilled in giving constructive feedback of policy 
papers.

– Must be able to commit time to the panel and be supported 
by their manager to participate.

• Panel support

– Providing support to the panel can be a good development 
opportunity for less experienced staff members. Consider 
involving an analyst or advisor to take notes, or assist in 
writing up reports and feedback summaries.

– A checklist to help with setting up the ex-post assessment 
process is provided in the appendix.
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Before the panel meeting

Try to make papers available at least a week before the panel 
convenes. Give assessors adequate time to review papers.

Hearing from authors about the context of papers

It is helpful for the assessors to hear about the context of the 
paper from the author. 

This could include whether the paper was part of preliminary, mid-
stream or final advice, or whether important information was 
provided in other written advice (e.g. the problem may have been 
diagnosed in an earlier paper). This will help assessors to judge 
which quality characteristics and criteria are relevant to the paper.

It may also be helpful to discuss constraints to quality such as: 

• time and resources

• the experience of the primary author

• familiarity with the subject matter

• available evidence

• perceived constraints to providing free and frank advice.
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Insights on successful panel processes

Panel meetings

Discuss papers individually, using the ex-post assessment template to 
work through the following steps: 

1. Consider how the paper performs against each of the PQF’s four 
quality characteristics.

2. Reflect on the detailed criteria under each characteristic, and give 
a star rating (against all criteria that apply).

3. Identify what the author could have done that would have 
improved the ratings.

4. Give an overall score.

Remember these tips when scoring:

• The detailed criteria are there to help inform your overall 
judgement. 

• Avoid scoring until after discussing the paper. Giving a score up 
front can bias the discussion.

• Don’t adjust scoring based on constraints to quality. You will want 
to note these, but they should not affect the score. Assessors may 
want to reflect on which constraints most affect the quality of 
papers overall and any recurring themes.
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Analysing the results 

Looking beyond the score and into the details 
of assessment can pinpoint areas for improvement. 

Supplement this quantitative review with commentary and examples. 
Ex-post assessments are a valuable opportunity to collect exemplars 
of what was done well and what to avoid.

Reporting performance and setting targets 

Most agencies use an average score to report overall performance. 
Average scores provide a good headline, but may be misleading. They 
draw attention away from the outliers. For example, if an agency 
receives two high scores, two medium scores and two low scores, an 
average of these scores does not reflect the distribution of quality. 
Low scores on a few papers can drag down the average, which will 
not resonate with an agency if it knows most of its papers were good. 

A better option is to also present the distribution of scores, to show 
the percentage of papers that exceed, meet, or don’t meet quality 
expectations. This can help set policy quality targets (e.g. the target 
might be set as ‘70% of assessed papers score 7 or higher, 30% score 
8 or higher, and no more than 10% score 4 or less’).

Feedback to authors

Consider holding feedback sessions with authors, managers, 
and even peer reviewers. Look for opportunities to talk through 
the panel’s assessment of the paper, main strengths and 
weaknesses, and how it could have been improved. The most 
helpful feedback sessions focus on discussing the overall paper 
before moving on to scores.

This learning opportunity is worth incorporating into your 
planning schedule for panels and assessments. 

Lessons learned for the agency

Agencies should think about how they can share findings with 
policy teams across the agency. 

Key messages about areas to improve with links to resources 
can be helpful. 

Consider if there are recurring constraints to quality and what 
your agency can do to mitigate them. 

If you are staggering assessment panels across the year, 
consider tracking trends. For example, if the same weaknesses 
are recurring every quarter, stronger actions may be needed to 
improve in these areas.

Negative trends or deficits that put the agency’s reputation at 
risks can be escalated to senior leaders and organisational 
development teams. 

After the assessment panel
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Checklist for administrators

 Decide the process the agency will use (e.g. one-off panel or several sessions staggered throughout the year, 
independent or internal Chair etc.)

 Appoint a Chair and identify who will be taking notes during the panel meetings.

 Identify panel members who are open to giving and receiving constructive feedback, and secure agreement 
from managers. 

 With the Chair agree: 

 who is responsible for writing up the assessments and/or the final report

 how assessors can connect with authors if required 

 the schedule for meeting and assessments, and due dates of draft and final report

 how authors and their managers will receive feedback.

 Schedule panel meetings for members and secretariat (a good rule of thumb is 4 three-hour sessions, depending 
on the number of papers).

 Collect papers along with the author’s contact details.

 Have the chair brief the panel on process and distribute papers signalling when they need to be read.

 Organise sign off for draft and final reports.

 Schedule feedback sessions.

Appendix
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