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Evaluating cohesion policy for better
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SUMMARY

The principles guiding cohesion policy for the 2014-2020 period include efficiency and
a results-oriented approach. Evaluation is an important tool for assessing the impact
of cohesion policy programmes and the contribution of funding to EU objectives,
evidencing the performance of policies with concrete data. It can also translate into
better efficiency, improved implementation and more effective policy design.
However, evaluation also encounters challenges related to resources and
administrative capacities, political pressures, the availability of data and the
limitations of evaluation methods.

The regulations on the European Structural and Investment Funds lay down a variety
of reporting requirements, evaluation procedures and indicators to be monitored.
Evaluations are carried out at the ex-ante, interim and ex-post stages, applying
various quantitative and qualitative methods. Member States and the European
Commission prepare reports at various points in the programming period using the
findings obtained in the process of evaluating themes, programmes and projects.

Ex-post evaluations for the 2007-2013 programming period are still under way, with
a number of preliminary findings already available. The first implementation reports
for the current 2014-2020 period were released in May this year, while a summary
report from the European Commission is expected by the end of 2016.
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Background
Cohesion policy accounts for one third of the EU budget (€351.8 billion). It aims to reduce
socio-economic disparities between EU regions and provide a major source of investment
to support the delivery of the Europe 2020 strategy. In some Member States, the
European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) are an important source of co-financing
for public investment, their share reaching over 70% (see Figure 1). These levels of
funding entail the need to evaluate the efficiency of cohesion policy programmes and
their contribution to the achievement of EU objectives and policy priorities.

The financial and economic crisis brought a decline in overall investment, which made
maximising the impact of ESIF a priority. The reforms introduced for the 2014-2020 period
brought in a results-oriented approach, thematic concentration (focus on priority areas)
and simplification of procedures. The evaluation requirements were strengthened, with
an obligation to produce a variety of reports and monitor a number of indicators in order
to evaluate progress towards objectives more effectively. In the spirit of evidence-based
policy-making, the results of evaluation at various stages can improve implementation
and feed into policy design. This trend is also aligned with the objectives of better
regulation and the 'budget focused on results' initiative.

The current approach to evaluating cohesion policy funds is based on a legal obligation
to evaluate, shared responsibility of various government levels for evaluation,
involvement of stakeholders in the process and a multi-stage evaluation structure. The
regulatory framework also places an increasing emphasis on clearer links between
evaluation, programming and resource allocation, with an ever-stronger focus on results
and the contribution of interventions to tangible change.

Evaluation is an essential part of the policy cycle. It serves to improve the effectiveness
and efficiency of programmes as well as to assess the impact. The findings of evaluations
can help practitioners and decision-makers to optimise the implementation and design
of policies. The importance of evaluation is increasing and part of the technical assistance
allocations available within the cohesion policy framework can be used to build capacity

Figure 1 – Share of ESIF funding in public investment, 2014-2016

Data source: European Commission, 2015.

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/available-budget/
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/contracts_grants/funds_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1469715549849&uri=CELEX:52015DC0639
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-1011_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/evaluation/guide/guide_evalsed.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/better-regulation-why-and-how_en
http://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/better-regulation-why-and-how_en
http://ec.europa.eu/budget/budget4results/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/evaluations-guidance-documents/2013/evalsed-the-resource-for-the-evaluation-of-socio-economic-development-evaluation-guide
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
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in this area. However, evaluation also has limitations relating to resources and
administrative capacities, political pressure for short-term results, and the availability of
data and ability of evaluation methods to capture complex socio-economic realities.

Legal framework
The requirements for the monitoring and evaluation of cohesion policy are set out in
Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 establishing the common provisions for the European
Structural and Investment Funds (Articles 47 to 57). This Common Provisions Regulation
(CPR) specifies the general procedures, while the regulations on each of the ESI Funds1

specify further details along with an annexed list of indicators to be monitored. The basic
aim is to assess the effectiveness, efficiency and impact of programmes funded under
cohesion policy.

Evaluations are required at the ex-ante, interim and ex-post stages and feed into a variety
of reports tracking the effects of cohesion spending. These include the implementation
reports, progress reports and summary reports produced by the Member States and the
Commission at various points in time (see Figure 2).

Evaluation timetable

At the beginning of the programming period, evaluation plans are prepared by the
managing authorities2 responsible for programme implementation in the Member States
to outline how evaluation will be organised over the whole funding period. They must be
submitted no later than one year after the adoption of the operational programmes and
can cover one or more programmes. Moreover, one of the ex-ante conditionalities is to
ensure 'a statistical basis necessary to undertake evaluations to assess the effectiveness
and impact of the programmes'.3 This means that the Member States are required to
develop evaluation capacities enabling the efficient monitoring of data and programme
results.

From 2016 until 2023, Member States and/or managing authorities must prepare annual
implementation reports (AIR) with findings from preliminary evaluations of the

Figure 2 – Evaluation requirements for cohesion policy, 2014-2020

Data source: European Commission, 2015 and Regulation No 1303/2013.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/2014/working/evaluation_plan_guidance_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/eac_guidance_esif_part2_en.pdf
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programmes. Moreover, at least once during the whole period an evaluation must be
conducted of the contribution of the ESIFs to the objectives of each priority.

Every year, on the basis of the AIR reports, the
Commission produces a summary report and a
synthesis of the findings of the programme
evaluations available. These yearly summary
reports are transmitted to the European
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic
and Social Committee and the Committee of the
Regions for information. In 2017 and 2019, the
Member States must present progress reports on
the implementation of the partnership agreements,
focusing in particular on the progress made towards
achievement of Europe 2020 strategy and fund-
specific objectives. On that basis, in 2017 and 2019
the Commission will prepare strategic reports to be
submitted to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and
the Committee of the Regions for debate.

In 2019 a performance review will take place in order to assess progress against the
milestones set for the programmes and priorities. If the targets are met or exceeded, a
'performance reserve' (6% of total allocations, or 5 to 7% of the allocation to each priority
within a programme) will be allocated to reward good performance in programme
implementation. While the performance reserve can be a powerful motivating tool, it is
also argued that it carries the risk of targets being set too low so that they are easier to
meet.

The Member States' final ex-post evaluations must be completed by the end of 2024,
while the Commission will prepare a synthesis report with the main conclusions from the
ex-post evaluations by 31 December 2025.

Organisation of evaluation
Member States are required to provide the
resources for carrying out the evaluations and
establish procedures for data collection,
especially with regard to the common and
programme-specific indicators. Evaluations can
be carried out by internal or external experts,
provided they are functionally independent of
the authorities responsible for implementation.
A 2014 study on evaluating the effectiveness of
regional policy demonstrated that the majority
of cohesion policy evaluations are conducted by
external contractors, such as consultancies or
academic institutions. There is, however, a
growing trend towards internal evaluation with
dedicated evaluation units within the public
administration (for example in Italy, Scotland, France and Austria). The European
Commission provides guidance for the actors involved in evaluation, including guidelines

Monitoring committees
Monitoring committees are set up to
monitor the implementation of one or
more operational programmes
(Article 47 CPR). They are composed of
representatives of Member State
authorities, intermediate bodies and
relevant stakeholders. In reviewing
programme implementation and
progress towards objectives, the
monitoring committees focus on
compliance with EU procedures, but they
can also make suggestions regarding the
implementation process.

Ex-ante conditionalities
Ex-ante conditionalities are special
institutional conditions to be met for the
disbursement of funds, set out in
Article 19 and Annex XI of the Common
Provisions Regulation No 1303/2013.
They may be of a thematic or general
nature and include strategic national
plans in the fields of research and
innovation, energy, employment,
education, poverty reduction and
efficient public administration. Non-
fulfilment of ex-ante conditionalities can
lead to non-payment or suspension of
interim payments.

http://ec.europa.eu/contracts_grants/agreements/index_en.htm
http://www.rekenkamer.nl/Publicaties/Onderzoeksrapporten/Introducties/2014/02/EU_trendrapport_2014
http://www.eprc.strath.ac.uk/eorpa/Documents/EoRPA_14_Conf/EoRPA_Paper_14-6_Final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/evaluations/guidance/
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on content, organisation and method. Evaluations must be examined by the monitoring
committees and submitted to the Commission. They are also made available to the public.
The relevant stakeholders are also involved in the monitoring and evaluation process.

It is worth noting that the European Court of Auditors (ECA) performs an audit of all
expenditure under EU budget headings (including 'economic, social and territorial
cohesion') with the aim of ensuring sound financial management, accountability and
transparency. For the purposes of the CPR, this audit is included among the provisions on
financial control rather than among those relating to evaluation. However, the ECA's
special reports on selected cohesion policy implementation themes (such as SMEs,
transport or energy efficiency) can offer useful insights into the performance of specific
cohesion policy interventions.

Methodology
Evaluations typically assess the relevance of objectives to needs and problems,
contribution to change (impact), effectiveness (whether objectives have been attained)
and efficiency (cost-effectiveness). A number of quantitative and qualitative methods can
be used for this purpose, with quantitative methods (such as econometric modelling)
making it possible to come up with exact numbers, and qualitative methods (such as
surveys and interviews) allowing in-depth insights into the processes of implementation.
However, both types of method have their advantages and limitations. Quantitative
methods provide more precise numerical data but may fail to capture the subtle
processes, such as quality of jobs, presence of discrimination or effectiveness of
partnerships. Furthermore, numbers have to be used with caution, bearing in mind that
they are more meaningful if used to compare changes in the same territory over time or
to compare results of similar territorial units, rather than all EU regions. Qualitative
methods, on the other hand, provide rich details embedded in local context, but raise
questions of representativeness. They can also prove to be more time-consuming. It is
important to note that with a wide variety of areas supported by cohesion policy, the
methods must be adjusted to measure the progress of a specific intervention. Some
impacts may be easier to measure than others, for instance the impact of support for the
unemployed or SMEs versus the impact of infrastructural or research projects, where it
may take longer for results to materialise.

In the context of cohesion policy, performance is usually evaluated at the level of policy
instruments, themes, programmes, priorities and projects. The European Commission
guidance (Evalsed) identifies two main types of impact evaluation: theory-based and
counterfactual. The theory-based evaluation answers the questions of why and how an
action had an impact, following the steps of the intervention logic and identifying the
causal links and mechanisms of change. Frequently used methods include literature
reviews, surveys, focus groups and interviews. Counterfactual evaluation attempts to
answer how much of the change was due to the intervention and who benefited from it.
The methods used usually involve control or comparison groups to assess the effects of
the intervention for the beneficiaries relative to those who did not undergo the
intervention.

When it comes to communicating the impact of cohesion policy to the public, it is easier
to prove the added value of policies using figures (see 'Cohesion policy achievements
2007-2013'). Even in this area, however, there is a tendency to shift the focus from
outputs (e.g. number of people trained or SMEs supported) to results (number of people
who obtained a job or number of SMEs with improved competitiveness as a result of an

http://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/MissionAndRole.aspx
http://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/AuditReportsOpinions.aspx?ty=Special%20report&tab=tab4
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/evaluation/guide/guide_evalsed.pdf
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intervention). In addition, qualitative data (e.g. feedback from beneficiaries or managing
authorities) provides important information that may translate into better design of
policies in response to needs and improved implementation procedures.

Cohesion policy achievements 2007-2013

While the final evaluations of the previous funding period are still ongoing, preliminary results
show that 940 000 new jobs were created, 254 800 SMEs received direct investment aid, 121 400
start-ups were supported and 2.4 million participants who took part in ESF access to employment
initiatives found a job within six months. In terms of infrastructure, broadband connectivity was
brought to 8.2 million EU citizens, 4 680 km of new roads and 287 km of new railways were built,
and 5.9 million citizens benefited from modernised water supply systems.

Strengths and limitations
Strengths
Evaluation can be a useful means of increasing the efficiency of cohesion policy
interventions. Its results can justify spending and offer proof of investments' value for
money, improving political accountability. In view of limited public spending, evaluation
can help design more efficient policies to achieve maximum effectiveness. EU evaluation
requirements have an additional spill-over effect on evaluation in Member States, by
raising its profile in policy-making and improving evaluation capacities. This is particularly
important in Member States with no established evaluation traditions. Understanding of
the issues encountered by beneficiaries during implementation can also lead to a
simplification of procedures, as was the case in relation to eligibility rules, simplified cost
options and e-governance in the new cohesion framework. The Commission guidance and
its Evaluation Network also help to disseminate standards and methods, generating a
harmonisation effect.

Limitations
Possible constraints on evaluation relate to resources, data and methods, timing, and
administrative capacities. Moreover, short-term mindsets and political pressure for
positive results can get in the way of a genuine evidence-based policy. The data collection
process and evaluation capacity of both the
public administration and external evaluators
can present shortcomings. In times of financial
austerity, adequate financial and human
resources might not be available for evaluation.
This is coupled with weaknesses in some
evaluation methods, whereby numbers can
sometimes fail to show the full picture of both
the positive and negative effects of measures.
Some of these challenges can be overcome, as
the evaluation practice becomes more
established and evaluation capacities are built
over time. Additional financial resources for
evaluation can also be drawn from EU sources
(such as technical assistance under the ESI
Funds), while human resources can be developed through training and the exchange of
best practice (via the Evaluation Network).

Evaluation Network
The Evaluation Network is made up of
representatives of Member States
responsible for evaluating cohesion
policy. Its meetings – held two or three
times a year – are coordinated and
chaired by the European Commission
(the Evaluation Unit of the Directorate-
General for Regional and Urban Policy).
The network provides a forum for
discussion and the exchange of best
practice in the areas of evaluation
methodology, indicators, evaluation
plans, progress and results.

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/evaluations/ec/2007-2013/
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/what/key-achievements/
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/evaluations/network/
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Stakeholders' views
In its 2012 statement on the 2014-2020 cohesion policy framework, Eurocities – which
represents local authorities – stressed the importance of the partnership principle and
the role of city authorities in the preparation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation
of programmes. BusinessEurope, meanwhile, in its 2012 position paper supported the
focus on performance and the results-oriented approach of reformed cohesion policy, as
well as independent evaluation and effective monitoring. It also welcomed the funds'
focus on 'priority areas with a clear impact on growth and jobs'. The Council of European
Municipalities and Regions (CEMR), in its 2016 position paper on 'Simplification and
cutting red tape in ESIF' welcomed the framework of results-based targets and called for
efforts to be made to explore the potential to reduce bureaucracy and streamline audit
procedures.

The European Parliament and institutional perspectives
In its resolution of 28 October 2015 on cohesion policy and the review of the Europe 2020
strategy, the European Parliament supported the orientation of cohesion funding
towards thematic objectives as a way to maximise the impact of investments. It also
emphasised the limitations of the available evidence of cohesion policy's contribution to
the Europe 2020 objectives and called for better information on outputs, results and
contributions in this area. In its resolution of 26 November 2015, 'Towards simplification
and performance orientation in cohesion policy 2014-2020', Parliament urged the
Commission to eliminate the existing bottlenecks and prepare a roadmap to streamline
and simplify control, monitoring and reporting activities for both beneficiaries and
managing authorities. In its resolution of 11 May 2016 on acceleration of implementation
of cohesion policy, Parliament underlined the importance of administrative capacity at
national, regional and local level as a key precondition for the timely and successful
performance of cohesion policy.

The Committee of the Regions (CoR), in its 2013 opinion on better spending, supported
the 'evaluation culture, which allows for continuous improvement of the quality of
strategies and procedures', and stressed the importance of exchanging best practice
among national and regional authorities in Europe. In its 2016 opinion on the future of
cohesion policy beyond 2020, the CoR called for the continuation of evaluation based on
previously agreed indicators and using adequate monitoring and evaluation systems to
strengthen the incentives for efficiency and impact. The European Economic and Social
Committee (EESC), in its 2016 opinion, 'Maximising the contribution of ESI Funds',
supported the focus on results rather than outputs, and the shift from financial figures to
real improvements. It also suggested reducing programme-specific indicators in favour of
common indicators to allow for better comparison between cohesion policy interventions
in different countries.

Outlook
Evaluation is a legal requirement in cohesion policy, aimed at maximising the
effectiveness, efficiency and impact of funding. The importance of evaluation is
increasing, marking a shift towards more results-oriented and evidence-based policy
making. While cohesion policy is sometimes considered 'over-evaluated' relative to other
EU policies, evaluation of the impact of the ESI Funds is a major driver for disseminating
evaluation practices across the EU, fostering improved methodologies and increasing the
evaluation capacities of public administrations. Reflections on the challenges of

http://www.eurocities.eu/eurocities/documents/EUROCITIES-Statement-City-Delivery-EU-Structural-Funds-2014-2020-WSPO-92AJPF
https://www.businesseurope.eu/sites/buseur/files/media/imported/2012-00366-E.pdf
http://www.ccre.org/img/uploads/piecesjointe/filename/CEMR_Simplification_and_cutting_red_tape_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2015-0384
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2015-0419&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2016-0217&language=EN&ring=B8-2016-0562
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52013IR3609
http://cor.europa.eu/en/activities/opinions/pages/opinion-factsheet.aspx?OpinionNumber=CDR%201814/2016
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52016AE0351
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evaluation and the best ways to overcome them are an important part of the debate on
the future of cohesion policy post-2020.
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Endnotes
1 The five European Structural and Investment Funds include the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the

European Social Fund (ESF), the Cohesion Fund (CF), the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD)
and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF). Only the first three funds are formally part of EU cohesion
policy.

2 Managing authorities are designated to manage cohesion policy programmes. Their role includes providing
information on the programme, selecting projects and monitoring implementation. They are usually designated at
the national or regional level (e.g. ministries, regional government offices, etc.).

3 See Annex XI of the Common Provisions Regulation No 1303/2013, on 'Statistical systems and result indicators'.
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