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1. Introduction

The regulation for the 2014-2020 European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF)
 represents a radical change for operational programmes. The Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) emphasises programme objectives, the logic of intervention to achieve the expected results and the evaluation of effectiveness and impacts.  Furthermore it requires from Managing Authorities and the Commission annual reporting on outputs and results, including findings of evaluations where available. In order to strengthen the contribution of evaluations to the effectiveness of the programmes, the CPR makes it compulsory for Managing Authorities to design evaluation plans at the beginning of the programming period.

An evaluation plan shall be drawn up by the managing authority or Member State for one or more operational programmes. The evaluation plan shall be submitted to the monitoring committee no later than one year after the adoption of the programme.  (Article 114(1) CPR).  
In previous programming periods, evaluations have tended to focus more on implementation issues than capturing the impacts. For 2014-2020, the CPR requires Managing Authorities to carry out evaluations which assess the effects of the ESIF programmes. This is an essential element of the strengthened results-focus of the policy and is reflected in Article 56(3) of the CPR.

During the programming period, the managing authority shall ensure that evaluations, including evaluations to assess effectiveness, efficiency and impact, are carried out for each programme on the basis of the evaluation plan and that each evaluation is subject to appropriate follow‑up in accordance with the Fund‑specific rules. At least once during the programming period, an evaluation shall assess how support from the ESI Funds has contributed to the objectives for each priority. All evaluations shall be examined by the monitoring committee and sent to the Commission. (Article 56(3) CPR)

This document provides guidance to Managing Authorities on the contents of evaluation plans.
2. Role of the Evaluation Plan
Evaluation should be an essential part of the life cycle of a programme. Evaluations should serve to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of programmes as well as to assess their effects.  They are meant to increase knowledge of what works and what does not in order for decision makers to make timely decisions to support the implementation of programmes and to draw conclusions for policy making. To support this knowledge building, the Commission intends to collect evidence from evaluations covering the same policy fields across Member States: where a sufficient number of good quality evaluations cover the same fields, it will carry out meta-analyses and to the extent possible build a repository of evidence for policy making. The results of these analyses will be disseminated widely. The Commission will also encourage exchange of information between Member States on available evidence and also on fields lacking strong evidence.
The role of the evaluation plan is central to achieving this aim: it will support quality evaluations as well as their effective use by Managing Authorities; it will facilitate sharing of knowledge on what works and how in different policy fields; and, ultimately, it will contribute to the design and implementation of evidence based programmes and policies.  
Tasks of the evaluation plan

- Improve the quality of evaluations through proper planning, including through identification and collection of necessary data (Article 54(2) CPR);
- enable informed programme management and policy decisions on the basis of evaluation findings;
- ensure that evaluations provide inputs for annual implementation and progress reports;
- facilite the synthesis of findings from different Member States by the Commission and the exchange of available evidence;

- ensure that resources for funding and managing the evaluations are appropriate.(Article 54(2) CPR).

In particular, the evaluation plan will ensure that evaluations are available on time to inform the different reports on results that Member State authorities will have to deliver from 2016 onwards: annual implementation reports and progress reports  in 2017 and 2019 (Articles 50 and 52 CPR); as well as the summary report and synthesis of findings of the available evaluations of programmes to be transmitted by the Commission each year from 2016 to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of Regions (Article 53). The strategic reports of the Commission due in 2017 and 2019 will draw on Member States progress reports (Article 53 CPR).
Furthermore, at least twice during the programming period an evaluation should assess the effectiveness, efficiency and impact of the joint support by the ESF and the Youth Employment Initiative including for the implementation of the Youth Guarantee. The first should be completed by end 2015 and the second by end 2018 (Art. 19(6) ESF). The main findings of the evaluations assessing the joint support from the ESF and the YEI should also be presented in the annual implementation reports and progress reports (Art. 19(4) ESF).
The evaluation plan should also ensure that the essential material is available in time for the Managing Authorities to meet their obligation laid down in article 114.2 (CPR) to submit a report summarising, for each operational programme, the findings of evaluations carried out during the programming period, to be submitted by managing authorities to the Commission by 31 December 2022 (Article 114(2) CPR).
	Who?
	What?
	When?
	Reference

	Member State
	In the AIR: Synthesis of the findings of all evaluations of the programme (including YEI where appropriate)
	By 31 May each year from 2016 until 2023, by 30 June in 2017 and 2019
	CPR Art. 50

	Commission
	Summary report based on the annual implementation reports of the Member States; as well as a synthesis of the findings of the available evaluations of programmes
	Each year from 2016
	CPR Art. 53

	Member State
	In the progress reports: Progress made towards achievement of the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, as well as of the Fund-specific missions (including YEI where appropriate)
	By 31 August 2017 and by 31 August 2019
	CPR Art. 52

	Commission
	Strategic report summarising the progress reports of the Member States
	By 31 December 2017 and 31 December 2019
	CPR Art. 53

	Member State
	Report summarising the findings of evaluations carried out during the programming period
	By 31 December 2022
	CPR Art. 114


3. Elements of the evaluation plan 

The evaluation plan should contain three main parts as outlined below.
3.1. Objectives, coverage, coordination
· An introduction on the main objectives of the plan, and if the evaluation plan concerns more than one operational programme, the coverage and rationale (Article 114(1) CPR).
· An analysis of relevant evidence available in order to decide where the evaluation efforts should be most concentrated. When operational programmes are designed at regional level, the Commission suggests that this collection of evidence is coordinated at a national level as many interventions are similar in different programmes.

· It would also be good practice to set up mechanisms within a Member State for coordination and exchange between Managing Authorities on evaluations planned, evaluation findings and methodologies.  This would allow for a better coordination of evaluations carried out in certain policy fields and favour exchange of knowledge and practices between managing authorities. A specific area of coordination is the integrated approach according to Article 15(2) of the CPR. For example, of an integrated approach is applied to address the specific needs of a target group at high risk of social exclusion through different operational programmes, the evaluations of the relevant interventions could be coordinated. The programmes' Technical Assistance could be used to support this process.  
3.2. Evaluation framework
The evaluation plan should specify:

· The evaluation function with a clearly defined responsibility for designing and delivering the evaluation plan, and coordinating, monitoring and promoting the quality of evaluation activities throughout the whole evaluation cycle. 
· Description of the evaluation process led by the Managing Authority (responsibilities of involved bodies: evaluation steering group, technical working groups, scientific or other expert academic input, monitoring committee etc.).  
· The involvement of partners in evaluation (Art. 5(2) and (3)(d) and art. 49(3)) within the framework of the monitoring committees or in specific working groups established by the monitoring committees; and their consultation on the report(s) summarising the  findings of evaluations due by 31 December 2022.

· The source for evaluation expertise (internal/ external/ mixed) and provisions ensuring the functional independence of evaluators from the authorities responsible for programme implementation (Art. 54(3) CPR)
.
· Possibly a training programme (for example, seminars, workshops, self-study and working with other evaluators) for people from Managing Authority dealing with evaluation.
· A strategy to ensure use and communication of evaluations: how their findings will be followed up; how the evaluations will be made public (Article 54(4) CPR); how they will be transmitted to the Commission. Transmitting  final evaluation reports through SFC
 with the Terms of Reference, the budget, and the evaluation methodology is good practice; this will allow the Commission to provide examples of methodological approaches used in different fields to the evaluation community, to analyse the evidence produced and as far as possible build a repository of evidence for policy making.
· An overall timetable showing how the evaluations will feed into implementation and the various reports on programmes; 

· The overall budget for implementation of the plan (covering the cost of evaluations, data collection, training etc.). Including a budget, human resources and possibly a training programme contributes to meeting the legal obligation of Member States to provide the resources necessary for carrying out evaluations (Article 54(2) CPR). 
· A quality management strategy for the evaluation process: drafting good terms of reference and managing contracts have an important role to play in delivering good evaluation results. See guidance in Annexes 1 and 2.
3.3. Planned evaluations
The plan should contain a list and timetable of the evaluations to be carried out throughout the period, including an explanation for the selection of the themes covered. If the plan covers more than one operational programme or more than one fund, it is important that a balance of themes among the programmes and funds is ensured.
It is clear that new evaluation needs may emerge in the course of the programme life cycle.  The list thus needs to be regularly reviewed by the Monitoring Committee. It is suggested that the theme, scope and broad focus of the methodology of evaluations planned beyond a 3 year period are indicative. More detailed evaluation questions can be developed nearer the time of launching the evaluations. 
On the other hand, it is important to plan sufficiently in detail the impact evaluations required by the regulation for each priority axis at an early stage to ensure that appropriate data will be available (see below).  
The evaluation plan is not restrictive: Managing Authorities may also conduct ad hoc evaluations if needed during the course of the programme life cycle.  
In addition to the theme or topic, the evaluation plan should specify for each evaluation:

· the subject and rationale: background, coverage, guiding evaluation questions.
· Methods to be used and their data requirements: according to the evaluation subject, different methods may apply: a process evaluation may use data analysis, interviews, surveys while an evaluation on the effects of the programme may involve other methods such as literature review, focus groups, case studies or setting up comparison groups (see below).
· Commitments that particular data sets required for certain evaluations will be available or will be collected and the timeframe; experience shows that the lack of systematic collection of evaluation data significantly increases the cost of collecting them retrospectively (the evaluator has to reconstruct ex post a set of data) or leads to using less rigorous methods (where collecting these data is not feasible). This requirement for availability of data is part of Member States obligation imposed by Article 54(2) CPR and by the general ex ante conditionality on statistical systems and result indicators.


Public data registers

Particular attention should be given to public data registers storing time series data covering samples or total populations of entities and participants. In order to use such data, contacts with authorities holding registers should be made sufficiently in advance. If some particular data are needed, the managing authority may need to negotiate with the relevant authority (e.g. national statistical office) to collect these additional data through their questionnaires. These interviews would have to be scheduled as soon as possible, when drafting the evaluation plan. 

· Duration and a tentative date. These are linked with the evaluation subject and coverage and the methods selected, e.g. an impact evaluation can only be carried out once results are achieved, while some methods, where the necessary data have to be collected, are more time consuming than others.  
· Estimated budget for each evaluation: the cost is linked to the selected methods and the duration of the contract.
It is suggested to annex fiches to the evaluation plan detailing information on each planned evaluation.  
4. How to plan impact evaluations? 
Article 56(3) requires that, at least once during the programming period, an evaluation shall assess how support from the ESIF Funds has contributed to the objectives for each priority axis.  Article 50(4) CPR requires that the annual implementation report submitted in 2017 assesses progress towards achieving the objectives of the programme, "including the contribution of the European structural and investment funds to changes in the value of result indicators, when evidence is available from relevant evaluations." 

4.1. What is required by the Regulation?

Results are at the core of the ESIF programmes. They are routed in the intervention logic of the programmes and some of their measurable dimensions are captured by result indicators reflecting the main outcomes expected for each specific objective. The contribution of the programme to these results must be assessed by impact evaluations covering each priority axis. This impact needs also to be assessed "in relation to the targets under the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and, having regard to the size of the programme, in relation to GDP and unemployment in the programme area concerned, where appropriate" (Article 54(1)).

The evaluation plan should specify how deeply the programme's contribution to the observed results (its impact) will be evaluated. This will depend on the nature of the result, the available knowledge in the field of intervention (if evaluations were already carried out on the same kind of intervention and/or the impact is likely to be achieved in the longer term, a meta-analysis of the findings of such studies or evaluations would suffice) and the importance of understanding the impact of some interventions for policy making. Thus the Regulation does not require every intervention to be evaluated, nor the same evaluative approach to be applied for all results across the programme. Each specific objective should be covered, however not to the same extent.
The evaluation plan should explain how the evaluation process will provide evidence to allow for overall conclusions on the contribution of each programme priority axis to their objectives. The evaluations planned should also allow the Managing Authority to conclude on the impact of the programme in relation to the targets of the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. The evaluation plan is thus a strategic document which will accompany the programme throughout its life and support its result orientation.
Concluding on the impact of programmes or priorities in relation to the targets of the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth will not in most cases be possible using quantitative analysis, due to the amount of resources allocated to the programmes as compared to the needs and the contribution of other factors.  Thus, in most cases, the assessment will be qualitative and take into account all the factors contributing to the evolution of these targets. 

4.2. Timing of impact evaluations
As a general rule, impact evaluations should be scheduled as late as necessary to give time for the expected results to appear and as early as possible to allow their findings to feed into the policy process. Benefitting from the results of early impact evaluations may help to improve the interventions if they continue to be supported by the programme (or by other sources of funding).

Achieving this balance is a challenge. The planning has to be realistic and consider the nature of the interventions to be evaluated: for example, the impact of support to individuals or SMEs can be assessed earlier than the impact of educational or large scale infrastructures or RDT projects. 
When results materialise in a longer time scale (e.g. infrastructure projects), impact may only be assessed after the end of the programming period: a possibility to cope with this difficulty is to carry out evaluations of the impacts of similar interventions supported in the 2007-2013 programming period. This can make sense as for many interventions it takes some years before the effects are fully realised and would bring interesting findings to improve the programme implementation.  Ex post Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA) is an evaluative approach that can be applied to large scale infrastructures only several years after it has become operational.
In relation to a training intervention targeted at the unemployed, the question is over what time scales higher rates of employment and wages might materialise. It is a well-established feature of training programmes that in the short run they tend to reduce employment among participants as they tend to divert unemployed trainees away from job search due to their attendance at courses. Thus, if impacts are calculated too soon they may well be negative. Thus, a compromise has to be reached between what is reasonable for a follow-up interval from the perspective of the intervention and the need of Managing Authorities for timely evidence on impacts.
The appropriate timing of different evaluations suggests that Managing Authorities will need to carry out impact evaluations at different points in time. They may also need to work with different evaluation teams offering specific skills in different policy fields and evaluation methods (specialists in innovation may not have a deep knowledge on environmental issues, and experts in counterfactual impact evaluations may not be experienced in theory based evaluations).  
Where possible, impact evaluations should be carried out in time to feed the report on evaluation results due by 31 December 2022. The main purpose of this report is to support the ex post evaluation that is under the responsibility of the European Commission in close cooperation with the Member States.  
4.3. Necessary data 

Evaluations capturing the impacts of priorities, whatever the methodological approach selected, will require data on supported entities and individual participants (micro-data). 
Data on supported entities are also required as information on support from the Funds (Annex XII of the CPR Regulation). They are important for the Managing Authorities to follow and understand how the programme progresses.  
Microdata are needed in order to carry out impact evaluations of interventions targeted on individuals. The CPR stipulates in Art. 125(2)(d) the legal requirement that Managing Authorities shall establish a system to record and store in computerised form data on each operation, including data on individual participants in operations.
Some types of impact evaluations will also need data coming from sources of information other than monitoring systems (e.g. social security, unemployment records or tax records). When planning their impact evaluations, Managing Authorities need to take into account possible data protection issues, especially in relation to sensitive data on participants.
 
Two broad categories of impact evaluations are widely recognised: 

· Theory-based impact evaluation, which follows each step of the intervention logic identifying causal links and mechanisms of change, answering the questions why and how an intervention works. This approach mainly produces a qualitative estimate of the impacts. It is based on methods such as literature review, text analysis, interviews, surveys, focus groups and case studies.  
· Counterfactual impact evaluation, which uses control or comparison groups. This method is useful in answering how much of the change is due to the intervention and for whom
.  
Counterfactual impact evaluation requires: 
1. a credible control or comparison group, 
2. a large enough number of participants and entities and controls for statistical significance, and

3. good data on supported and non-supported participants and entities to compare results. It will be far easier to meet all of these conditions with appropriate planning from the outset, hence the importance of a good evaluation plan.
The two methodological approaches will include the analysis of the effects on participants and entities as an input to the judgement on the impact of the programme: the counterfactual impact evaluation on, say, an aid scheme for enterprises will compare the situation of the supported enterprises with a comparison group (comprising enterprises who were targeted but were not subject to the intervention) both before and after the completion of the operation. Similarly, to evaluate a training scheme for unemployed people, those trained (treated) will be compared to a similar group of eligible unemployed non-trained people or alternatively to unemployed people to whom a different aid was provided. As the appropriate selection of control groups is a complex exercise, it is recommended that commissioning authorities take early steps to identify potential controls and associated data requirements. 
Theory based evaluation will look at the results of the interventions and assess the mechanisms leading to them, and will complement this analysis with other methods to explore other factors before concluding on the impact of the programme on the observed result.
For further information on theory-based and counterfactual methods, see the Evalsed sourcebook on methods and techniques at
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/information/evaluations/guidance_en.cfm
and the Practical Guidance for ESF Managing Authorities on the Design and Commissioning of Counterfactual Impact Evaluations at
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=10805&langId=en
5. Adoption, review and follow up of the evaluation plan 

The evaluation plan (or part of it in case of a common evaluation plan covering two or more programmes) shall be submitted to the monitoring committee no later than a year after the adoption of the programme (Article 114(1) CPR). Due to the strategic dimension of the evaluation plans and to ease exchange between managing authorities, the Commission recommends that they are made public as are the programme (Article 115 (1)(b) CPR) and the AIR, for example by posting them on the website of the managing Authority.
Among the functions of the monitoring committee are the examination and approval of the evaluation plan and its review (Article 110(2)(c) CPR). The Commission recommends that the monitoring committee reviews the implementation of the evaluation plan at least once a year; it must approve any amendments which are deemed necessary. Monitoring committees can also set up specific working groups to involve relevant partners in evaluation.

The choice of the interventions, the impact of which will be evaluated more in depth is a strategic one: approving and reviewing the evaluation plan should be preceded by a debate in the monitoring committee on the expected main results of the programme, their policy importance, their timing and the availability of evidence in the field.  
The monitoring committee will also examine the progress in the implementation of the evaluation plan and the follow up given to the findings of evaluations (Article 110(1)(b)). This shall be reported within each annual implementation report (Article 111(4)(a) CPR).
The Commission will analyse the content of the evaluation plans and the findings of the different evaluations when they are available: this will feed into its reporting to the other European Institutions as well as its activities directed at increasing the knowledge base on ESIF effects and disseminating good evaluation practices amongst regions and Member States. To ease the process of collecting the evaluation plans, the Commission recommends sending them through SFC. 
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� Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and the Council of 17 December 2013 laying down common provisions on the ESI Funds, referred to throughout this document as the CPR (Common Provisions Regulation).


� See section 2.4. on functional independence in the Guidance document on ex ante evaluation �http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/information/evaluations/guidance_en.cfm#1     


� Structural Funds Common database


� Directive 95/46/EC on the protection of individuals with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data provides definitions of personal and sensitive data.


� In any case, the findings of counterfactual evaluations need to be complemented with qualitative methods to understand the mechanisms leading to the impact (or lack of impact) when it comes to policy decisions concerning the intervention.
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