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1. INTRODUCTION 

The European Social Fund (ESF) delivers a substantial contribution to the Union strategy for 

smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and represents a substantial part of the budget of the 

European Union.  

 

In the light of the enhanced need for efficiency due to tighter budgets and more public 

attention to the effectiveness of EU policy instruments in general, the demand for 

demonstrating the impact and added value of ESF-supported initiatives is growing. In this 

respect, monitoring and evaluation play a key role in providing the necessary evidence. 

  

Against this background, and on the basis of the experience of the 2000-2006 ex-post 

evaluation, the new Cohesion Policy Regulations entail strengthened monitoring and 

evaluation arrangements. This should ensure that monitoring produces robust and reliable data 

that can be aggregated at EU level and that evaluation activities focus on assessing the 

effectiveness and impact of ESF support. Nevertheless, evolution but not a complete overhaul 

of the system reflects the spirit of the Commission's proposals.  

 

This document aims at providing concise and practical guidance for the implementation of the 

new rules by the competent Member State authorities as well as by all relevant actors. It sets 

out some important changes in the understanding and organisation of monitoring and 

evaluation. The most important one is the emphasis on a clearer articulation of the policy 

objectives. This is key to implement a results oriented policy and moving away from an 

excessive focus on the absorption of funding. The second major concern is the better 

specification of differences in tasks between monitoring and evaluation. It sets out more 

clearly the different types of evaluation and calls for more methodological rigour in capturing 

the effects of our interventions.  

 

While Structural Funds are governed by the same general regulation, some differences occur 

when it comes to implementation. Therefore this guidance paper covers the European Social 

Fund. For the Regional Development Fund and the Cohesion Fund a separate guidance paper 

will be issued.  

 

This paper does not include detailed guidance on evaluation methods or on the assessment of 

projects. Guidance on methods can be found in the online portal EVALSED, maintained and 

updated on the website of the Directorate-General for Regional Policy. The paper deals 

neither with Commission proposals on conditionality and the performance framework. 

Guidance on these issues may be provided separately if considered necessary.  

 

Strengthening monitoring and evaluation, thus moving towards a results-oriented cohesion 

policy, will depend on the commitment of all actors involved, at European, national and 

regional level.   

 

This guidance is part of the overall support which the Commission intends to provide to 

Member States and relevant actors.  

 

TBD 
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2. PROGRAMMING 

  

Operational Programmes (OPs) are the essential instrument to establish a close link between 

the ESF and the strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth (Europe 2020). The 

analyses done by the Member States in view of preparing and assessing the NRP, 

complemented by regional needs analysis whenever necessary, and the analytical body 

available in the context of the European semester constitute the basis for identifying the 

particular challenges a Member State or region faces in reaching its Europe 2020 objectives. 

National or regional statistics might also be useful to complement the above analysis   and 

highlight specific regional needs. The choice of thematic objectives and their financial 

allocations, as well as the choice of the investment priorities and their corresponding specific 

objectives must contribute to achieving the objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy, address 

the challenges identified in the National Reform Programme (NRP) and the relevant country 

specific recommendations. This process of strategic programming will support managing 

authorities to focus on the most pressing challenges identified in the context of the Europe 

2020 strategy and the corresponding thematic objectives and investment priorities. The aim of 

strategic programming is thus to establish a clear intervention logic which addresses Europe 

2020 objectives at national or regional level. A clear intervention logic constitutes the 

essential prerequisite for the evaluability of the programmes. 

 

Operational programmes will continue to be built around priority axes. Each priority axis 

shall, as a rule, correspond to one thematic objective as defined in the Regulation (CSF Reg., 

Art. 9 + 87).  

For the ESF, the Regulation sets out the following four thematic objectives:  

 Promoting employment and supporting labour mobility 

 Investing in education, skills and life-long learning 

 Promoting social inclusion and combating poverty 

 Enhancing institutional capacity and efficient public administration 

Within each of these thematic objectives, the ESF Regulation sets out a number of investment 

priorities. An OP priority axis may consist of one or more investment priorities (ESF Reg., 

Art. 3). 

 

3. MONITORING & INDICATORS 

 

Monitoring has two sides: on the one hand, it is to be understood as a continuous and 

systematic process of generating quantitative data on implementation. On the other hand, it 

includes a more qualitative side – the examination of these data in the MC. This guidance will 

mostly deal with the former, i.e. with generating the data. 

 

Essential to programme monitoring is to observe on the basis of quantitative data whether 

programme implementation is proceeding in accordance with the initial plans. Monitoring 

takes place both at the level of operations as well as at programme level. Except for data on 

longer-term indicators, monitoring is carried out during an operation and the programme's 

lifetime.  
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Monitoring is thus a tool. It helps to detect any deviation from initial plans and programme 

objectives. Monitoring can lead to decisions about corrective actions so to improve 

programme performance. In addition, monitoring delivers data contributing to establish a 

solid basis for evaluating longer-term results and impacts. 

 

 The Commission recommends that the managing authority provides updated 

monitoring data to each meeting of the monitoring committee. This will allow the 

monitoring committee to examine in detail all issues that affect the performance of the 

programme (CSF Reg., Art. 43.2). 

 

 

Monitoring will also allow aggregation of key information at European level across all OPs in 

order to be accountable to the Council, Parliament, the Court of Auditors and EU citizens in 

general on what the Structural and Cohesion Fund resources are spent on. This is mainly the 

task of the common indicators. 

 

Data on all indicators, common and programme-specific ones alike, are submitted a structured 

data to the European Commission electronically as part of the Annual Implementation 

Reports (AIR). An implementing act will set out a model for AIRs. These data should be 

annual; the SFC2014
1
 will automatically calculate the cumulative values of the former years 

together with the reporting year.
2
 The data shall be transmitted in structured form 

electronically for each investment priority (ESF Regulation, Art. 5.2).  

Monitoring of OPs uses indicators  

Indicators are the main instrument of monitoring. Indicators are proxies to capture outputs and 

results. Their limitations are acknowledged, in that they can only to a limited extent capture 

the complexity of the programmes and their effects.  

 

 Indicators should be clearly defined, the chosen measurement unit shall be indicated 

and they shall be periodically measured.  

 

Indicators relate to partially or fully implemented operations  

The definition of fully implemented operations is synonym with the definition of completed 

operation given in Article 2 of the CSF Regulation.
3
 Partially implemented operations refer to 

operations which fulfil the condition of operations as set out in Art. 2 of the draft CSF 

Regulation, but are not yet fully implemented.  

 

Programme monitoring uses three different types of indicators: 

Financial indicators, output indicators and result indicators (CSF Reg., Art. 24.3.) 

                                                 
1
 "SFC2014" is a working title for the electronic data exchange system established pursuant to art 63.4 CSF Reg.. 

2
 The guidance on ERDF and Cohesion Fund monitoring and evaluation requires cumulative data to be reported 

every year. SFC will accommodate these different reporting requirements.  
3
 Two different terms are used in the Regulations to capture the difference between physical operations 

(physically completed) and operations where activities do not involve physical investment (fully implemented). 

For example training is fully implemented after the last day of the training programme, when certificates are 

given to the trainees or after the final exam. At this stage there may still be expenditure which has not been 

incurred or paid (salaries for example) and the final payment to the beneficiary may follow considerably later. 
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 Financial indicators relate to the expenditure allocated. They are used to monitor 

progress in terms of the (annual) commitment and payment of the funds available for 

any operation, measure or programme in relation to its eligible cost.  

 Output indicators relate to operations supported. An output is considered to be 

everything that is obtained in exchange for an operation supported by public 

expenditure. Outputs can be measured at the level of people as well as entities. Output 

indicators are expressed in absolute numbers (for instance the number of unemployed 

participants).  The data for each indicator collected from partially and fully 

implemented operations shall be reported in one single data set, i.e. data stemming 

from fully implemented operations do not need to be reported separately from data 

stemming from partially implemented operations. 

 Result indicators relate to individual priorities. They are supposed to report the effects 

on participants or entities brought about by the programme, for example, the 

employment status of participants. Result indicators are expressed in absolute 

numbers. Results can be immediate or longer-term. For immediate result indicators the 

data shall be recorded when the participants leave the supported intervention. This 

moment does not need to coincide with the full implementation of the operation in 

which the reported person participated. Longer-term result indicators are recorded 

some time after leaving (for participants) or implementing (for entities) the operation. 

It goes without saying that external effects may influence the result. 

  

Result indicators need to meet certain quality criteria. They should be (CSF regulation, 

annex IV): 

a) robust: reliable, that means analytically sound, correct and statistically validated; 

b) normative: having a clear and accepted normative interpretation (i.e. there must be 

agreement that a change towards a particular direction or its opposite is a favourable 

or an unfavourable result); 

c) responsive to policy: linked in as direct way as possible to the operation or priority 

axis for whose monitoring they are used; 

d) timely collection: data needs to be collectable in time;  

e) public availability of data: data should be made publicly available in the 

appropriate, lowest accepted aggregated form.  

 

 Programme monitoring shall always use financial, output and result indicators. 

 

3.1 Common ESF indicators  

 

Common ESF indicators reflect two types of the above indicators, namely output and result 

indicators. They are listed in the Annex of the draft ESF Regulation (annex 2 of the 

guidance). They are common in the sense that all OPs supported by the ESF (mono- and 

multi-fund, national and regional OPs alike) are required to record and transfer the data for 

these indicators.  

With regard to the common indicators relating to people, all participation records resulting 

from an ESF supported operation in a given year should be reported. This implies that those 
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persons who participated in more than one ESF supported operation in a given year are 

reported as many times as the person has benefitted from the support of a separate operation.  

 

Every single participation record shall at least provide data for all common output indicators 

which cover personal data (i.e. employment status, age – as applicable – and education), 

broken down by gender. If not all the personal data required by the common output indicators 

can be recorded, no data at all on the participation record shall be submitted.  

Under all ESF investment priorities data for all common ESF indicators shall be recorded, 

although the values might be zero for some indicators.  

Example 

 

All participants entering an operation are to be recorded, including those who leave the 

operation early for unknown reason during the reporting year. This means that for instance a 

person who participated in an operation from January to August shall be reported just like the 

participant who stayed on until the end of the same year. 

The data for all common indicators - as far as they concern supported people - shall be broken 

down by gender.  

 

Annex 3 of this guidance contains the definitions for each common indicator. They largely 

rely on existing international definitions (e.g. LMP; LFS, ISCED…). Each individual 

indicator captures only one single dimension. The reason behind this is that the common 

indicators shall reflect as broadly as possible – subject to the definitions - the target groups 

receiving support. For instance, the common indicator "unemployed participant", should 

record all unemployed, independently of the type of support they receive and the aim of the 

project they benefit from.   

 

 Programme monitoring shall always use common indicators as set out in the Annex of 

the draft ESF Regulation and may use programme specific indicators whenever 

appropriate.  

 

3.1.1. Common output indicators 

 

Relate to persons as well as entities; reported annually, starting in 2016. 

 

The Annex of the draft ESF Regulation uses the term participants. Participants refer to 

persons benefiting directly from an ESF investment. Only those persons who can be identified 

and asked for their personal data (i.e. gender, employment status, age, and educational 

attainment) and for whom specific expenditure is earmarked shall be reported as one 

participation record. Persons benefiting indirectly from an ESF operation should not be 

reported as participants.  

Investment priority on active and healthy ageing: The output indicator "participants below 

25 years" will typically be reported either as 0 or as a very low value. In contrast the 

output indicator "participants above 54 years" will record much higher values because this 

group of people is expected to constitute a target group of this investment priority. 
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Example for persons benefitting indirectly  

 

 
 

Data on participants shall be collected when the person enters an ESF supported operation. 

Data shall be reported at the earliest possible date after a person has entered the operation, 

even when the operation is still on-going (i.e. partially implemented) and the person is still 

benefiting from the support. No recording is needed on leaving participants. One individual 

participation record shall only be reported once, even if the participation continues over two 

or more reporting years. If deemed necessary the data may be corrected retroactively in SFC 

for the years concerned. 

 

The total number of participation records will be calculated based on the following three 

common output indicators "unemployed, including long-term unemployed", "inactive" and 

"employed, including self-employed". There is no need to report the total number of 

participants separately. 

 

3.1.2. Common immediate result indicators  

 

Relate to persons only; are reported annually, starting in 2016. 

 

Through the monitoring system common immediate result indicators measure effects which 

appear directly after the participant has left the operation. It is conceivable that for one 

participation record two results could be reported in the course of a single intervention. They 

should be reported separately under the relevant result indicator.  

Having regard to the definitions of the common result indicators (given in Annex 3 of this 

guidance), the following combinations of immediate results for one individual participant are 

possible:  

 "inactive participant newly engaged in job searching upon leaving" and "participant 

gaining a qualification upon leaving"; 

 "participant in education/training upon leaving" and "participant gaining a 

qualification upon leaving"; 

 "participant gaining a qualification upon leaving" and "participant in employment 

upon leaving". 

 

No other combination of different immediate result indicator for one single participation 

record is possible. 

 

3.1.3. Common longer-term result indicators  

 

Investment Priority "Reducing early school-leaving and promoting equal access to good-

quality early childhood, primary and secondary education". 

 

Under this investment priority a school has been supported through curriculum 

development. Pupils attending this school would benefit indirectly from the support. They 

should therefore not be reported under the common indicators. 
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Relate to persons only; reported only in the AIR 2019 and in the final report.  

 

The common longer-term result indicators measure effects 6 months after the participant has 

left the operation. The data for longer-term result indicators are collected differently than for 

immediate result indicators. Namely the data are not generated through the regular monitoring 

procedures, but through for instance surveys commissioned by the managing authorities based 

on participants' samples.  

As set out in the Annex of the ESF Regulation, the data collected for the longer-term result 

indicators is based on a representative sample of participation records under each investment 

priority. Hence not the entire population of participants need to be reflected in the data 

submitted under the longer-term result indicators.  

 

Representative samples are established at the level of the socio-economic characteristics of 

the participants as captured by the output indicators. It is in particular required for those 

output indicators (i.e. participants' characteristics) for which targets were set or which 

constitute a main target group within the priority axis.  

 

Example  

 

 
 

Representativeness shall also be ensured for the regional dimension of the output indicators 

which are linked with quantified target values. Regional representativeness shall be ensured to 

the NUTS level which is below the level of the programme.
4
 For instance, for an OP at NUTS 

2 level representativeness should be ensured at the level of NUTS 3. 

 

Internal validity of the sample should be ensured.  That means that the data can be generalised 

at the level of investment priority. 

 

The required sample can include participants who left the support more than 6 months ago. 

For the two reporting rounds (i.e. 2019 & 2023) two distinct samples with non-overlapping 

participation records shall be established. The data from the first sample is to be reported in 

the AIR 2019 and cover operations up to mid 2018. The second sample covers participants 

who benefitted from support between mid 2018 until the end of 2022. 

 

                                                 
4
 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/nuts_nomenclature/introduction 

Investment priority "Access to employment for job-seekers and inactive people, including 

local employment initiatives and support for labour mobility"  

 

Output targets have been set for the following common output indicators: unemployed, 

long-term-unemployed, participants below 25 years and participants with primary/lower 

secondary education. The sample of participants included in the survey for collecting data 

on the longer-term result indicators shall be representative only with regard to these four 

common output indicators. I.e. a representative sample of unemployed participants needs 

to be included in the survey. In contrast the sample does not need to be representative for 

the other characteristics. That means that in this example representativeness does not need 

to be ensured for inactive participants because no target was set for them.  
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3.2 Programme-specific ESF indicators 

 

Reported annually, starting in 2016 

Operational Programmes may use programme-specific indicators in addition to common 

indicators. They can be financial, output and/or result indicators. It is for the Member 

States/managing authority to decide on the need for and design of programme specific 

indicators. The data are transferred to the European Commission in electronic format using 

the SFC2014 system.  

Unlike ESF common indicators which each capture only one single socio-economic feature of 

a participant and do not cover the type of support granted, programme-specific indicators can 

be very specific in order to highlight certain aspects of the ESF support which are of 

particular importance for the Member States/regions. A programme-specific indicator 

consisting of more than one dimension also allows the managing authority and the monitoring 

committee to monitor more specifically than the common indicators selected specific aspects 

of programme implementation.   

Example  

 

It is obvious that the more dimensions are included in one single indicator, the more focused 

the indicator becomes. Although a limited number of specific indicators for monitoring may 

be important, a multi-dimension indicator also carries the risk of excluding (or not recording) 

a potentially large number of participation records. In the above example workers above 54 

years who receive training to improve their ICT skills are not be recorded under this 

programme-specific indicator.   

 The Commission strongly recommends establishing clear, unequivocal and easy to 

understand definitions of the indicators. The definitions need to be made available 

from the very start of programme implementation. Beneficiaries should be made 

aware of them. In this way, any ambiguity in reporting data can be avoided. 

 

In addition to setting out indicators in the operational programmes, managing authorities may 

consider it useful setting indicators and/or targets for internal purposes only. These indicators 

and/or targets do not require the Commission's approval.  

 

Investment priority "active and healthy ageing" 

A programme specific output indicator could be "unemployed between 45 and 54 

participating in ICT training". This indicator measures four different dimensions: 1) the 

employment status of the participant (i.e. unemployed), 2) the age range (i.e. between 45 

and 54 years old), 3) the type of support (i.e. training), 4) the subject of the training (ICT).  

A related programme specific immediate result indicator could be "unemployed between 45 

and 54 certified in ICT ". 

A related programme specific longer-term result indicator could be "unemployed between 

45 and 54 in employment xy months after leaving" 
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3.3 Baselines and Targets 

 

Baseline values are required for all result indicators. No baseline is required for any output 

indicators.  

Baselines currently mostly used are simple statements of a value for an indicator at the time of 

drafting the programme. The baseline is established when designing the programme against 

which progress is subsequently measured. That means it captures the situation at the 

beginning of the programming period for the dimension covered by the respective result 

indicator.  

A baseline could also be drawn from analyses or reference values from similar types of 

activities or situations of target groups. Such an approach can help to understand the planned 

instrument better by putting it into relation with past or comparable activities or analytical 

evidence. 

 

Each OP shall set cumulative quantified target values for output and result indicators for 2022 

(ESF Reg. Art. 5.1). In addition Member States/regions may set additional annual targets or 

targets for certain years during the programming period.  

Targets shall be quantified values in absolute numbers. They shall be set for a limited number 

of common and for programme-specific indicators at the level of investment priority. Limited 

means in this context that not all indicators need to be linked with a quantified target value.  

 

To set targets for output indicators essentially means to apply unit costs. For many investment 

priorities it will be possible to base the computation of unit costs on past experience, be it a 

programme co-financed by the ESF or national schemes or based on the use of sectoral 

norms. If an intervention is completely novel, setting targets can be challenging. At the 

programming stage, the planning body should give a best estimate and should update the 

target as soon as better information is gained through implementation. 

It is recommended to logically link targets for result indicators with targets for output 

indicators.  

 

The targets for result indicators shall take account of the baseline set for the respective result 

indicator, national Europe 2020 targets as well as the particular challenges identified in the 

context of the European semester. Targets translate a political intention for change in a certain 

direction into a quantified value. 

 

3.4 Data collection and storage 

 

The CSF Regulation entails specific provisions geared to establish sound data collection 

systems. All official exchanges of information between the MS and the Commission shall be 

carried out using an electronic data exchange system established by the Commission. (CSF 

Reg., Art. 63.4). This system will be based on the current SFC2007. This guidance tentatively 

calls the new system SFC2014. The Commission will adopt delegated acts laying down the 

modalities of the exchange of information (CSF Reg., Art. 114.8).  

 

CSF Reg., Article 62(d) sets out that Member States shall provide for a computerised system 

for i.a. the recording, filing and transmission of data on indicators, for monitoring and for 

reporting. This system shall record and store in computerised form data for each operation 

necessary for monitoring, evaluation, financial management, verification and audit, including 
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data on individual participants in operations (CSF Reg., Art. 114.2(d)).  The processing of 

records containing information on individual participants (microdata) is important to provide 

the managing authority with sufficient flexibility in monitoring programme implementation.
5
 

Microdata are also a sine qua non for undertaking impact evaluations. The Commission does 

not require nor receive the data on individual participants, but solely aggregated data. 

 

It is for the Member State/managing authority to decide at which level of the management and 

control system it establishes this data processing system containing individual participants 

records. These data shall be processed in order to be used for management, evaluation and 

audit purposes. National Data protection rules implementing Directive 95/46/EC shall apply 

to the processing taking place.  

 

The CSF and the ESF Regulations establish a legal obligation on the managing authority 

(MA) to process personal data in the form of individual participants data. The MA has the 

function of a data controller in the meaning of Art. 2 of the Directive on protection of 

individuals with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such 

data. Art 7 of the Directive sets out criteria for making personal data processing legitimate. 

One of these criteria is that processing is necessary for compliance with a legal obligation to 

which the controller is subject. The CSF and ESF Regulations thus constitute the legal basis 

for the legitimate processing of personal data by the MA. How the processing is organized 

will be regulated by the applicable national law. As regards sensitive data, Art. 8 of the 

Directive provides that, subject to the provision of suitable safeguards, Member States may, 

for reasons of substantial public interest, lay down exemptions to the prohibition of 

processing special categories of personal data either by national law or by decision of the 

supervisory authority.  

 

To ensure usability of these data to researchers and evaluators, the Commission recommends 

that Member States/regions establish from the start of the programme a data access system – 

possibly remote data access - for accredited researcher or designated institutions to access 

restricted micro data for evaluation purposes, possibly through approved safe data centres 

(e.g. research data centres).  In this respect, in line with the national rules implementing article 

17 of the Directive 95/46, the controller must implement appropriate technical and 

organizational measures to protect personal data against accidental or unlawful destruction or 

accidental loss, alteration, unauthorized disclosure or access, in particular where the 

processing involves the transmission of data over a network, and against all other unlawful 

forms of processing. 

 

Managing authorities are required to submit data for ESF and match funded operations. The 

Commission recommends that data are entered into the system throughout the year (e.g. on a 

quarterly basis) by the beneficiaries and not only at the end of the reporting year.  

 

 The Commission strongly recommends verifying as early as possible whether the data 

collection and storage systems currently in place are appropriate in the light of the 

requirements set out in the CSF Regulation. If the systems need to be further 

                                                 
5
 Definition of processing of data is set out in the Directive on the protection of individuals with regard to the 

processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data, EC Directive 95/46, OJ L 281, 23.11.1995, 

p.31. Processing of data covers all operations performed upon personal data, whether or not by automatic means, 

such as collection, recording, organisation, storage, adaptation or alteration, retrieval, consultation, use, 

disclosure by transmission, dissemination or otherwise making available, alignment or combination, blocking, 

erase or destruction.  



 13 

developed, this work should start as early as possible in order to avoid implementation 

problems.  

 

In addition to exchange of information between Member State/managing authority and 

Commission, the Regulation sets out that no later than 31 December 2014, all exchanges of 

information between beneficiaries and managing authorities, certifying authorities, audit 

authorities and intermediate bodies shall be carried out solely by means of electronic data 

exchange systems (CSF Reg., Art.112). The Commission will adopt an implementing act 

setting out detailed rules concerning the exchange of information. (CSF Reg., Art. 112.3) 

 

 

 

3.5 Implementation reports 

 

The first Annual Implementation Report (AIR) is due in 2016 (CSF Reg., Art. 44 and 101). 

This AIR shall cover the financial years 2014 and 2015. The deadline for submitting this and 

the following AIRs is 30 April. The deadline for submitting the final report is 30 September 

2023. The CSF Regulation aims to simplify the annual reporting. Therefore most annual 

reports follow a simplified procedure (for the years 2016, 2018, 2020, 2021, 2022). The 

annual report submitted in 2017 and 2019 as well as the final report of 2023 are of a more 

strategic nature. The Commission will consider the implementation reports admissible only if 

they contain all the required information as set out below.  

 

The simplified AIR is mostly geared to provide quantitative data on OP implementation.  

Besides financial data, this will require providing quantified values for common and 

programme-specific indicators and milestones
1
 at the level of investment priorities. Data on 

common and programme specific indicators shall be submitted to the Commission using the 

European system of structured data exchange (SFC2014). The data reported shall reflect the 

participation records encoded for the reporting year. Cumulative values will be calculated 

automatically by the system when the annual data is uploaded into SFC2007. Values will 

relate to partially or fully implemented operations as defined above (art. 5 ESF). 
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AIRs 2017 & 2019 shall in addition set out and assess 

o the information above  

o the implementation of the principles of compliance with Union and national law, of promotion of equality between 

men and women and non-discrimination and sustainable development;  

o and report on support used for climate change targets; 

o progress in implementation of the integrated approach to territorial development, including sustainable urban 

development, and community-led local development; 

o progress in implementation of actions to reinforce the capacity of Member State authorities and beneficiaries to 

administer and use the Funds; 

o progress in implementation of any interregional and transnational actions; 

o progress in implementation of the evaluation plan and the follow-up given to the findings of evaluations; 

o the specific actions to promote equality between men and women and to prevent discrimination, including 

accessibility for disabled persons, and the arrangements implemented to ensure the integration of the gender 

perspective in the OP  and operations; 

o the results of the information and publicity measure of the Funds; 

o progress in the implementation of actions in the field of social innovation; 

o progress in the implementation of measures to address the specific needs of geographical areas most affected by 

poverty or of target groups at highest risk of discrimination or exclusion, with special regard to marginalised 

communities including the financial resources used; 

o the involvement of the partners in the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the OP. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The AIR 2019 and the final report 2023 shall in addition provide information on and assess 

o the programme's contribution to achieving the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth. 

AIRs 2016, 2018, 2020, 2021, 2022 shall set out 

o information on implementation of the programme and its priorities by reference to the financial 

data, common and programme-specific indicators and quantified target values, including 

changes in result indicators, and the milestones defined in the performance framework. They 

shall set out actions taken to fulfil the ex ante conditionalities and any issues which affect the 

performance of the programme, and the corrective measures taken. steps taken to fulfil the ex 

ante conditionalities; 

o any issues affecting the performance of the programme, including the achievement of targets 

and corrective measures taken;  

o progress in preparation and implementation of joint action plans. 

Structure of Annual Implementation Reports and Final Report 
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4. EVALUATION 

Evaluations are meant to improve the design and implementation of programmes. They shall 

also assess their effectiveness, efficiency and impact (art. 47 CSF Regulation). In this way, 

they support implementing bodies and decision makers in shaping their strategies, inform 

about what works and what doesn't and in fine allow them to learn what has been achieved 

with the ESF support.  

Member States are required to provide the necessary resources and to ensure that procedures 

are in place in order to produce and collect the data necessary to carry out good quality 

evaluations. 

The overall approach to evaluation should be linked to the intervention logic and in particular 

the specific objectives and longer-term results a programme aims to achieve. Specific 

objectives, by their very nature as they respond to the particular challenges of a Member State 

or region, are not only influenced by the programme's interventions, but also by external 

factors. It is one of the primary tasks of evaluations to identify the effects which can be 

directly attributed to the ESF.  

 

4.1 Ex ante evaluation 

 

The Member States/regions are responsible for ex ante evaluation (art. 48 CSF Regulation). 

The CSF regulation sets out a number of requirements for the ex ante evaluation.  Apart from 

its principal role in supporting and improving the quality of programming, the ex ante 

evaluation can also play a useful role in verifying baselines for result indicators and 

understanding data needs for future evaluations.  

 

The ex ante evaluation shall contain an executive summary and shall be submitted to the 

Commission together with the operational programme.  

 

In view of timing the ex ante evaluation Member States should keep in mind that the 

operational programmes shall be submitted to the Commission at the same time as the 

Partnership Contract (CSF Reg., Art. 23) and that the latter must set out a summary analysis 

of the ex ante evaluations of the programmes. Therefore, the ex ante evaluations will need to 

be ready in time to allow for the summary analysis. 

 

More detailed guidance on the ex ante evaluation will be made available by the Commission. 

 

 

4.2. The evaluation plan  

 

The purpose of an evaluation plan is to improve the quality of evaluations carried out during 

the programming period and the management of the programme. 

 

Each operational programme shall be covered by one evaluation plan (art. 49 CSF 

Regulation). The managing authority shall submit the draft evaluation plan to the first meeting 
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of the monitoring committee. The Commission recommends approving the plan in the first or 

second meeting of the monitoring committee. 

 

Where a single monitoring committee covers more than one operational programme, an 

evaluation plan may cover all the operational programmes concerned (art. 104, CSF 

regulation). 

 

In addition, if a Member State sees the need, it may establish a national or multi-regional or 

thematic evaluation plan, covering several OPs.  

 

 

Elements of the evaluation plan 

 

It shall contain: 

- a list of evaluations to be undertaken, their subject and rationale;  

- methods to be used for the individual evaluation and their data requirements; 

- provisions that data required for certain evaluations will be available or will be collected; 

- an overall timetable; 

- internal/ external/ mixed expertise used; 
- human resources involved; 

- possibly a training map; 

- a strategy to ensure use and communication of evaluations; 

- the budget for implementation of the plan. 

 

The planning for evaluations to be carried out early in the programming period is likely to be 

more precise than for evaluations planned for a later point in time. However, for certain 

evaluation techniques, baseline data need to be created at the beginning of the programming 

period and omissions in this respect cannot be properly addressed later in the programming 

period. 

 

If need be and in addition to evaluation arrangements set up at the level of the OPs, Member 

States may set up a national evaluation coordination mechanism (e.g. a central/ coordination 

unit that may cover several funds or several programmes). 

 

Review of the evaluation plan  

 

Among the functions of the monitoring committee are the examination and approval of the 

evaluation plan and its review (art. 100.2, CSF regulation). The Commission recommends that 

the monitoring committee reviews the implementation of the evaluation plan at least once a 

year and approves changes if deemed necessary. Member States may also conduct ad hoc 

evaluations not foreseen by the evaluation plan.  

 

4.3. Evaluation during the programming period  

 

During the programming period, managing authorities shall carry out evaluations including 

evaluations to assess effectiveness, efficiency and impact, for each programme on the basis of 

the evaluation plan. At least once during the programming period, an evaluation shall assess 
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how support from the CSF Funds has contributed to the objectives for each priority axes (art. 

49.2, CSF Regulation).  

 

Evaluations can be horizontal, covering one or several programmes, priority axes, themes 

across programmes, etc. Member States may find it useful to carry out a mid-term evaluation. 

 

Evaluations shall be carried out by experts that are functionally independent of the authorities 

responsible for programme implementation. This provision does not exclude the possibility 

that internal experts within the administration undertake evaluations. Verification of 

functional independence should be carried out on a case by case basis. As a general rule, 

functional independence within the same institution may be assumed when the entity carrying 

out evaluations does not have a hierarchical link with the entity responsible for programme 

implementation.
6
 

 

This guidance paper focuses on two types of evaluations without wishing to diminish the 

importance other types of evaluations may have for the Member State or the Commission.  

4.3.1 Implementation evaluations 

 

Implementation evaluations are likely to be carried out in the early stages of implementation. 

They typically look at how a programme is being implemented and managed: typical 

questions are whether or not potential beneficiaries are aware of the programme and have 

access to it, if the application procedure is as simple as possible, if there are clear and relevant 

project selection criteria, if there is a documented data management system, if the results of 

the programme are communicated, etc..  

 

 

 To date, ESF evaluations have tended to focus more on implementation issues than 

capturing the effects of interventions. For the 2014-2020 period, the Commission 

wishes to redress this balance and encourage more evaluations which assess the 

impact of ESF interventions. This is an essential element of the strengthened results-

focus of the policy. 

 

4.3.2. Impact evaluations 

  

A variety of methods are available to capture the impacts of ESF supported interventions: it is 

for the managing authorities to decide which one, or which combination of methods, is most 

suitable to satisfy the regulatory requirements.  

 

Two broad categories of impact evaluations are widely recognised: 

 

 Theory-based impact evaluation, which follows each step of the intervention logic 

identifying mechanisms of change, answering the questions why and how an intervention 

works. This approach mainly produces a qualitative estimate of the impacts. 

                                                 
6
 This recommendation is inspired by art. 146 of the implementing rules to the financial regulation applicable to 

the budget of the European Communities. 
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 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, 

and in comparing the effects of different instruments (or the same instrument applied to 

different target groups). Rigorous quantification of the impacts of 

programmes/interventions involves counterfactuals which allow identify/estimate what 

would have happened in the absence of a specific intervention. Defining such 

counterfactuals requires to identify a control group (comprising people who might have 

been targeted, but were not subject to the intervention/programme) and to compare it with 

a group of programme participants (the treatment group). Essentially, two approaches to 

establishing a control group can be distinguished, i.e. experimental or quasi-experimental 

designs. 

 

Counterfactual impact evaluations and theory based impact evaluations should complement 

each other.  Experience shows that many of the types of support of the previous programming 

period continue with a new programme. Therefore, the Commission encourages MA to 

consider as far as possible including in impact evaluations data of previous programming 

periods.  

 

Already during the programming period 2007-2013, some Member States carried out impact 

evaluations. DG EMPL organised events where MS shared their motivation for conducting 

such evaluations and the methodologies used. This showed that a considerable body of 

experience exists in the managing authorities in using such methodologies to different types 

of ESF interventions and target groups.  

 

At the same time, experience has shown that conducting impact evaluations can present 

significant challenges, relating notably to availability and accessibility of data, capacity 

within the public administration and the evaluation community, and cooperation among 

authorities holding relevant data. Therefore, in order to support Member States in their efforts, 

DG EMPL will produce a practical guidance document for the ESF managing authorities to 

carry out counterfactual impact evaluations. This guidance will provide practical 

recommendations on how, when and why to carry out such evaluations and suggesting 

practical ways to overcome possible difficulties, such as data availability.  

 

DG EMPL strongly encourages MS to use the existing experience with such evaluations and 

further develop managing authorities' capacity in this respect.  

 

4.4. Summary report  

 

By December 2020 managing authorities shall submit a summary report for each OP (CSF 

regulation, art. 104.2). 

This report shall summarise the findings of evaluations carried out during the programming 

period and shall provide qualitative assessment of the main outputs and results of the 

programme.  

 

The main purpose of this report is twofold: 

 to support the ex post evaluation that is under the main responsibility of the European 

Commission in close cooperation with the Member States; 

 to assist Member States in preparing for the next programming period.  
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 4.5. Ex post evaluation  

 

The purpose of the ex post evaluation shall be to obtain a view of the programming period as 

a whole. It will examine the effectiveness and efficiency of the Funds and their contribution to 

the Union priorities of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.  

 

The ex post evaluations shall be carried out by the Commission, in close cooperation with the 

Member States and managing authorities. They shall be completed by 31 December 2023. 

The ex post evaluations will be facilitated by evaluations of Member States and Commission 

during the programming period, especially by the Member States' summary report of 

evaluations and main outputs and results. 

 

Member States may find it useful to carry out their own ex post evaluation covering one or 

several programmes or specific issues they consider particularly relevant. 

 

4.6. Transparency  

  

Evaluations and their follow-up shall be examined by the monitoring committee. The 

monitoring committee may issue recommendations to the managing authority regarding the 

evaluation of the programme. It shall monitor actions taken as a result of its recommendations 

(art. 43.4 CSF regulation). All evaluations are to be sent to the Commission in electronic 

format (art. 49.3 CSF regulation). 

 

All final evaluation reports shall be made public in their entirety, preferably via internet. 

English executive summaries are recommended in order to allow for a wider European 

exchange of evaluation findings. 

 

 

5. ROLE OF THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION 

 

The European Commission may carry out evaluations (CSF Reg., Art 49.4). Moreover, the 

Commission will cooperate with MS and will further support them, when necessary.  

 

DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion will: 

 

- make the knowledge and experiences of MS and regions in the field of evaluation 

available to their peers, for example via the publication of all evaluation reports on its 

CIRCA website; 

- facilitate the exchange of experience across MS, for example via the ESF Evaluation 

Partnership convened three times a year; 

- provide further guidance on evaluation approaches and methods; 

- organise seminars and conferences on evaluation topics. 
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ANNEXES (PARTLY TO BE DEVELOPED)  

 

1 Legal references  

2 List of common indicators 

3 Definitions for the common indicators 

4 Glossary 

 

 


