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Introduction
Public health advocates use a variety of strategies to influence policymakers 
regarding public health policies.1 Evidence-based submissions to 
government inquiries and other decision-making bodies are a comparatively 
low-cost advocacy activity used by public health advocates globally to 
outline arguments and propose specific strategies.1 To date, limited studies 
internationally, and none in Australia, have examined the effectiveness of 
submissions on public health policy. To address this gap, the Public Health 
Association of Australia (PHAA) developed an evaluation tool in 2019 to 
determine submission effectiveness. 

Evaluating submissions may identify barriers that generally limit this 
advocacy strategy’s effectiveness.2 This study aims to pilot the PHAA 
submission evaluation tool by examining submission writing as an advocacy 
strategy in the Australian context. 

Methods
We piloted the tool using submissions by the PHAA (sourced from its website) 
to Federal public health nutrition policy inquiries from 2010–2019. We limited 
our data to submissions from the PHAA, as it is one of Australia’s leading non-
government advocacy organisations for public health and offered a pragmatic 
sample to demonstrate the tool’s usefulness. Submissions were included if 
there was a corresponding, publicly available government report published 
on the inquiry and if they focused on public health nutrition broadly (rather 
than additive-specific changes to Australia’s Food Standards Code). The 
time period studied captures periods of government by both major parties, 
which have differing ideologies. The ideology of the Federal Liberal National 
Coalition (the Coalition), which was in power from 2013–2022, emphasises 
minimal state involvement and free market economics3, while the social 
democratic ideology of the Australian Labor Party (ALP), which was in power 
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Table 1.	 Pilot results for the Public Health Association of Australia (PHAA) evaluation toola

a See Supplementary File 1 for PHAA evaluation tool scoring matrix (available from: doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.21938714.v1): low influence = 0 points, moderate influence = 1 point, high influence = 2 points, 
very high influence = 3 points.

b Governing party at the commencement of the inquiry.
c Government reports did not reference any organisations’ submissions. 
Coalition refers to Federal Coalition of Liberal Party and National Party; ALP = Australian Labor Party; N/A = not applicable..

Report Year Inquiry topic Governing 
partyb

Submission 
quality

Government receptiveness Organisational influence 
of PHAA

Policy outcome

Inquiry features Previous momentum Mentions Alignment

Review of 
food labelling 
law and 
policy6 

2011 Examine policy drivers for food 
labelling, evaluate current food 
labelling policies and consider the 
role of government in the regulation 
of food labelling

ALP Very high High Moderate N/Ac High None 

Food security 
in remote 
Indigenous 
Australians 7

2014 Assess the effectiveness of the 
Department of the Prime Minister 
and Cabinet’s implementation of 
food security initiatives for remote 
Indigenous communities

Coalition Very high High Moderate Low Very high None 

Labelling of 
sugars on 
packaged 
foods and 
drinks8 

2018 Seeks information about labelling 
of sugars on foods and drinks to 
identify a preferred policy option 

Coalition Very high Low Moderate N/Ac High Government inquiry 
ongoing at time of 
evaluation 

Review of fast 
food menu 
labelling 
schemes9 

2018 Review the effectiveness of 
introduced fast-food menu labelling 
schemes 

Coalition High Moderate Moderate Low Moderate Government inquiry 
ongoing at time of 
evaluation

Obesity 
epidemic in 
Australia10 

2018 Investigate stakeholder opinions on 
a national obesity strategy

Coalition Very high Moderate Moderate Very high High Government inquiry 
ongoing at time of 
evaluation

Health Star 
Rating system 
draft five 
years report11 

2019 Acquire information regarding the 
Health Star Rating calculator and 
interim uptake targets 

Coalition Very high Very high Very high N/Ac Very high Health Star Rating system 
modified 
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Discussion & conclusions
A limitation of this pilot is that only one organisation’s 
submissions were assessed and that we present only a 
limited correlation in this brief report. Both in Australia 
and internationally, policymaking is a prolonged, 
complex process with many influential factors, including 
worldviews and vested interests of stakeholders, 
interpretation of evidence, and other advocacy strategies. 
Beyond submissions, studies have acknowledged the 
influence of relationships with policymakers as a lever for 
policy change, which can be challenging to establish and 
maintain for advocates.12 

We encourage others to iteratively test and refine this 
tool to improve its usefulness in evaluating submission 
impact. Focusing on a specific public health topic and 
analysing a broader scope of submissions would be 
useful for future research using the tool. The tool may also 
be helpful for advocacy agencies prior to submission 
writing, that is, to align submission language to existing 
government policy and/or to share resources with other 
health advocacy organisations. As submissions take 
considerable time, the results from this pilot study are 
particularly important for advocates when considering the 
best allocation of their time and efforts.
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