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Pre-amble: Strategic rationale of the North Sea Region 
Evaluation Plan1 

 
The vision of North Sea Region 2014-2020 is: Joining efforts to lead the way to 
stronger, more sustainable economies and societies around the North Sea. 
 
The programme aims to embed greater cooperation in working practices across the 
North Sea Region (NSR) as a way of tackling joint challenges, pooling expertise and 
building lasting links between businesses and institutions throughout the NSR. 
The programme has been prepared against the background of slow recovery from the 
economic crisis which has created pressures on financing as well as ever greater 
demands for high quality projects that complement other national and regional 
initiatives. In content terms, the crisis has underlined the relevance of the Europe 
2020 policy framework and the preceding Lisbon Agenda: The North Sea Region 
needs to strengthen its knowledge economy so there are more businesses generating 
growth and jobs in sectors where the NSR can maintain a strong competitive position 
in global markets. Efforts to promote this change should focus on SMEs, which 
represent the vast majority of businesses in NSR economies but where innovation 
capacity often needs to be increased. 
 
Additionally, the strategy of the NSR programme recognises that there are a number 
of other threats to the long-term stability and well-being of the region. Climate change 
and environmental degradation could undo progress in other areas if they are left 
unchecked. This strategy therefore considers steps that the programme can take to 
reduce carbon emissions and prepare for the environmental changes already 
underway as a result of climate change. The strategy and the more detailed 
information in the priorities Eco-Innovation and Sustainable North Sea Region also 
address wider environmental issues such as wise management of natural resources, 
water and air quality, pollution and biodiversity. The measures suggested 
acknowledge that human interests and environmental interests must be balanced to 
achieve sustainable development.  
 

                                                
1
 In accordance with Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 the managing authority should ensure that evaluations of 

cooperation programmes are carried out on the basis of the evaluation plan and include evaluations to assess the 

effectiveness, efficiency and impact of those programmes.  

Source: REGULATION (EU) No 1299/2013 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 17 December 

2013 on specific provisions for the support from the European Regional Development Fund to the European territorial 

cooperation goal (paragraph 26).  
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Lastly, the programme addresses transport as a special theme. The North Sea Region 
is the international trade hub for most of the continent because of its deep water 
ports. The transport sector is therefore a major contributor to the region’s economy 
and provides essential links to the outside world. However, it faces enormous 
challenges if it is to break the reliance of transport on fossil fuels particularly given 
that transport flows continue to increase. This trend is also found at a local and 
regional level, as transport systems have generally been based around car and truck 
use. By having a specific priority on transport - Green Transport and Mobility – the 
programme aims to bring focus and new impetus to efforts to demonstrate how the 
North Sea Region can start to move away from fossil fuels for transport.  
 
Ambitious themes have been selected for the programme but the budget to address 
them is limited. Obviously, making significant, lasting change on issues such as carbon 
reduction will require contributions from many sources. Links and coordination with 
other EU funding programmes and policy initiatives are therefore included in the 
relevant section of the Cooperation Programme. Compared to these other schemes, 
transnational cooperation specifically focuses on the territorial integration of the 
North Sea Region. It addresses current barriers, such as uncoordinated sectoral 
policies, mismatches between administrative boundaries and functional boundaries, 
insufficient use of stakeholder knowledge and views, and a lack of long-term visions 
for planning and objective setting. By taking their starting point in the territory and all 
of the relevant influencing factors on the territory, transnational projects should 
transcend administrative and sectoral barriers, and actively pursue horizontal 
coordination (across sectors) and vertical coordination (across different levels of 
administration). In this way, transnational cooperation can make a real difference by 
demonstrating what is possible as well as delivering real change through practical 
action in regional and local communities.  
 
Considering the ambitious strategy behind the Interreg NSR 2014-2020 Programme 
and with a specific focus on result orientation, it is imperative to have a well-designed, 
feasible and flexible evaluation plan. Acknowledging the strategic strengthens of the 
programme area, it is suggested that the evaluations will be looking at capturing the 
impact in the following areas: 
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Table 1: Example - Table of Impact Evaluation 

    

                                   
Thinking Growth Eco-Innovation Sustainable NSR Green Transport & Mobility 
    

SO 1       SO 2       SO 3 SO 1     SO 2 SO 1     SO 2 SO 1     SO 2 
Investment in Innovation 
Research/Development 
Growth & Productivity 
Support for 
commercialisation of 
Products and services 
Innovation- Capacity 
building and collaboration 

Carbon reduction 
Resource efficiency, 
including Bio-diversity 
Circular economy 
Green energy technologies 

Climate Change 
Eco-system management 

Green multi modal 
transport 
Carbon reduction 
Mobility 
 

(SO = specific objective)    

 
The table provides an overview of how all specific objectives could be covered in addition to 
related topics/themes. It is important to note that all specific objectives must be covered, but 
an impact evaluation is not needed for each one. Examples of topics are indicated in the table 
above, however finalization of the topics will be agreed upon in the Evaluation Steering Group 
when the Terms of Reference are prepared. 
 
Such an approach enables the programme to cover the most relevant topics for the North Sea 
Region at the time of impact evaluation –taking into consideration the projects approved and 
political topics under discussion at that moment in time, thereby ensuring relevance. 
 

 
The evaluation plan of the North Sea Region programme has been drafted by the Evaluation 
Steering Group (ESG). This group is made up of representatives from all partner countries and 
the Joint Secretariat (JS) who are having a steering role throughout the process.  
 

The evaluation plan will be submitted for approval to the Monitoring Committee (MC) at its 
meeting on the 11-12 May 2016 in Gothenburg. Following its adoption, it will be sent to the 
European Commission (EC) for information through the SFC portal. The evaluation plan as 
well as the outcomes of the evaluations will be published on the programme website.  
 
Planned evaluations which are described in the present plan provide an indicative sketch and 
framework for evaluations beyond the next 3 years. The programme is aware that evaluation 
priorities could shift and is prepared to be flexible in regards to new evaluation needs which 
could arise during programme lifetime. Therefore, the evaluation plan will regularly be 
reviewed by the Monitoring Committee (suggested annually) and it should be adapted to 
reflect the most relevant programme requirements, including informing on future evaluation 
activities. 



 6 

 

A. Objectives and purpose, coverage, coordination 

A.1 Introduction to the evaluation plan, its main objectives and purpose 

a. Regulatory framework  

The evaluation plan of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme has been prepared in 
compliance with the following regulatory framework:  
• Common Provision Regulation – CPR (Regulation (EC) No 1303/2013), in particular Article 

54 describing the general provisions on evaluation, Article 56 on evaluation during the 
programming period, Article 110 defining the functions of the monitoring committee and 
Article 114 focusing on evaluation.  

 
• European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) Regulation (Regulation (EC) No 1299/2013, in 

particular Article 26 on the responsibility of the managing authority on carrying out 
evaluations on the basis of the evaluation plan and Article 14 describing the requirements 
for submission of implementation reports.  

 
In addition, the evaluation plan builds on the following relevant European Commission (EC) 

guidance documents:  
• The programming Period 2014-2020. Guidance Document on Monitoring and Evaluation. 

European Regional Development Fund and Cohesion Fund, Concepts and 
Recommendations. March 2014. 

 
• The programming Period 2014-2020. Monitoring and Evaluation of European Cohesion 

Policy. European Regional Development, European Social Fund and Cohesion Fund. 
Guidance Document on Evaluation Plans. Terms of References for Impact Evaluations. 
Guidance on Quality Management of External Evaluations. February 2015.  

 
 

b. Objectives and purpose 

 

With a fundamental shift in the programme period 2014-2020, to a more result-orientation 
focus of programmes funded from the European Structural & Investment Funds (ESIF). 
According to the European Commission, programme evaluations in the previous period 
focused primarily on management and implementation issues without giving proper attention 
to what the projects/programmes actually achieved in terms of the results and legacy with the 
use of the programme funds. 
 
Already from the beginning of the programme it is necessary to establish an evaluation plan, 
which covers the whole period of implementation. The evaluation plan should guide 
programme development and implementation of management structures and decision 



 7 

making processes including those that have a basis in policy frameworks. This means that the 
evaluation aims to identify, capture and disseminate lessons learned over the programme 
period. It will provide information to explain and justify deviations in Programme 
performance (i.e. achievement of Programme results) as a means of improving programme 
delivery. At the end of the day, it is vital to show how the evaluation can work as a catalyst in 
order to improve the programme as we carry on (for example, in regards to project selection 
and how they drive the programme’s growth perspective in terms of learning). Thinking 
ahead, it is anticipated that findings and results will be used as a basis for developing future 
policies, identifying strengths and weaknesses to enhance, address and inform on EU, 
national and regional level policies and actions. 
 
 
Accordingly, a coherent and integrated monitoring and evaluation system should ensure an 
increased focus on the project level and the ‘correlation’ of the strategy of the programme 
with the performance indicators’ system. The logic model (Figure 1) of programme 
implementation (page 9) illustrates how the different key evaluations inform on programme 
implementation and with the aim of improving efficiency and effectiveness. The purpose of 
this Evaluation Plan is to outline how the Managing Authority, in compliance with EU 
Regulations, will monitor and evaluate the North Sea Cooperation Programme to assist in its 
effective management and delivery.  
 
In order to ensure that the programme maximizes effectiveness, efficiency and impact2, the 
evaluation plan will provide the structure for appropriate planning mechanisms with a strong 
focus on quality and the flexibility to make adjustments as necessary. 
 

                                                
2
 Definitions: Effectiveness analysis considers how successful EU action has been in achieving or progressing towards 

its objectives. Efficiency considers the relationship between the resources used by an intervention and the changes 

generated by the intervention (which may be positive or negative) seen as outputs and results. Reference: The 

Commission Staff Working Document (SEC (2011) 867 final). Impact reflects the change that can be credibly attributed 

to an intervention – answering the questions how and why. 
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In accordance with the EC Guidance Document on Evaluation Plans the main objectives of the 
evaluation plan are to: (Table2) 
 • improve the quality of evaluations through proper planning, including 

identification and collection of necessary data (Article 54(2) CPR)  
 

 • enable informed programme management and policy decisions on the 
basis of evaluation findings; 
 

Main Objectives • provide a framework to plan impact evaluations (Article 56(3)CPR)  
 

 • ensure that evaluations provide inputs for annual implementation and 
progress reports;  
 

 • facilitate the synthesis of findings from different Member States by the 
EC and the exchange of available evidence  
 

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

 

Example research questions for the evaluation plan (also found in Annex 4) 

• Was the programme delivered effectively and efficiently, if so, how and what were the 
net benefits achieved? 

• What was the proportion of time and effort and resources was taken up by audit, 
controls and administration and did this support programme effectively and improve 
programme management? 

• What did participants, applicants, Member States and staff feel worked well in 
delivering the programme, why and how?  

• What did they feel worked less well in delivering the programme, and why? 
• Was the policy implemented “on the ground” in the way it had been planned? (e.g. 

what were the “take up”, of compliance and the unintended consequences) 
• Did the programme meet its targets for outputs/impact against each priority? If yes, 

examples of these impacts and if not, why and what resolutions/risks were mitigated 
• Was the logic model (set out below) linking policy and outcomes support the delivery 

of the programme? 
• How effective were risk management strategies in anticipating and mitigating risks to 

delivering key impacts from the programme? 
• Did delivery meet budgetary and VFM expectations when implemented or were there 

unforeseen issues and hidden costs not expected? 
• How might the programme be refined or improved going forward? 
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To this end, and in order to ensure clarity regarding what the programme aims to achieve, 
how it will go about meeting its aims, and the impacts it expects to see as a result, the 
following logic model (Fig 1) outlining the different components of programme 
implementation has been developed. The logic model is a key tool in evaluation to help 
inform the design and definition of the data that needs to be collected to help us understand 
what the actual practice and experience of the programme was, following implementation 
(rather than what was expected or intended, which forms part of appraisal).



 10 

Figure 1 – Logic Model of Programme Implementation 
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Finally, it is intended that the annual implementation reports (likely in the years of 2017, 2019, 
and the final report) will be used to document the progress in implementing the evaluation 
plan including the results from the evaluation activities, if and when they are available. By 31 
December 20223, the MA will submit to the EC a report summarising the findings of 
evaluations carried out during the programme period.  
 
 

A.2 Coverage and rationale of the evaluation plan 

 

The evaluation plan covers the transnational cooperation programme Interreg North Sea 
Region 2014-2020.  
 
The programme area covers 49 regions in 7 countries including Belgium, Denmark, Germany, 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and the United Kingdom.  
 
The Interreg North Sea Region Programme area has shared territory with other transnational 
and cross-border programmes. The possibility of a joint evaluation plan and/or joint 
evaluation with other programmes, which was discussed at the INTERACT event in September 
2015 has been considered. However, this was determined not to be a feasible approach as 
the geographical and thematic overlaps with other programmes cannot be sufficiently 
demonstrated and programmes’ intervention logics differ quite a bit. The programme does 
consider it beneficial though to share the evaluation plan and evaluation results at least with 
other relevant transnational cooperation programmes in order to facilitate further learning, 
build inter-programme capacity and exchange experiences. 
 
The time-frame coverage of the evaluation plan ranges until the year 2023 considering the 
final implementation report of the programme to be submitted to the EC. 
 

A. 3 Analysis of relevant evidence available 

 

The evaluation plan builds on various evidence, gathered both during the implementation of 
the North Sea Region 2007-2013 Programme and the preparation of the successor Interreg 
North Sea Region 2014-2020 Programme.4 A short summary of the main findings are outlined 
in the following sub-sections (a-f) and the full content can be found in Annex 1. 

                                                
3
 Need confirmation from the EU COM if it is 2022 or 2023 –this was a question from the INTERACT Impact Evaluation 

seminar with David Alba in September 2015 
4
 For an in depth analysis of available evidence – see Annex 1 
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a. NSR ongoing evaluation 2007-2013 

The ongoing evaluation5 of the 2007-2013 programme was performed by an independent 
external evaluator and concluded in 2015. Some thematic themes have been evaluated at 
early stages of the on-going evaluation, e.g. the thematic theme “financial management and 
control set-up”, so the programme can adopt recommendations of the on-going evaluation to 
further development the programme implementation throughout the running programme 
period. Some thematic themes have been evaluated at the end of the on-going evaluation, 
e.g. the thematic theme “legacy”, when more projects have been finalised and conclusions can 
be drawn from these finalised projects. 
 
A comprehensive set of recommendations and follow up measures were included on the 
basis of the collected evidences. Recommendations addressed both implementation of the 
2007-2013 programme and the design of the new Interreg North Sea Region 2014-2020 
programme. Important examples of lessons learnt can be found in Annex 1. 
 

b. Strategic Orientation Report6 

So far territorial cooperation programmes have been considered as a separate objective but a 
specific regulation is new and follows the request of many stakeholders working on regional 
cooperation in Europe. In order to guide the strategic preparation of the Interreg North Sea 
Region 2014-2020 programming period with a continued focus on making a real contribution 
to wider policy goals, the Interreg North Sea Region Programme Secretariat prepared the 
Strategic Orientation Report. The report gives an overview of the state of play of the current 
North Sea Region Programme and summarizes the fact finding mission for the next 
programme period from 2014 until 2020. More information can be found in Annex 1.  

c. North Sea STAR – ESPON project7 

The Interreg North Sea Region Programme 2007-2013 participated in an ESPON project 
entitled North Sea STAR which was a Targeted Analysis that was user driven and took place in 
2013. The Targeted Analysis focused on the experience of energy related projects in the North 
Sea Region 2007-2013 Operational Programme.  
 
The North Sea STAR project ran alongside the development of the new North Sea Region 
Operational Programme for 2014 – 2020 and the final recommendations focused on matters 
related to future project development and evaluation, programme management, and the 
development of tools to support territorial cooperation on energy related issues. Further 
information and examples can be found in Annex 1. 

                                                
5
 Link to Executive Summary: 

http://archive.northsearegion.eu/files/user/File/NRSP_Papers/NSR_Ongoing_Evaluation_Executive_Summary_2015_

04_29.pdf 

 
6
 Link will be available for the final version of the evaluation plan 

7
 Link to Executive Summary: 

http://www.espon.eu/export/sites/default/Documents/Projects/TargetedAnalyses/NSS/FR/NSS_Executive_Summary

_FR_31-03-2014.pdf 
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d. INTERACT Achievement Report 2007-20138 

As there has been a lack of hard evidence on what Interreg programmes deliver in terms of 
results and what benefits they bring to the communities they serve and which has been 
recognised as a major weakness of European Territorial Cooperation programmes, INTERACT 
carried out a typology of Interreg projects which would measure the main project 
achievements covering the 2007-2013 programming period. This resulted in the INTERACT 
Achievement report, Interreg NSR 2007-2013 programme participated with a majority of 
projects responding to the questionnaire as part of their final activity report. A summary of 
the Results can be found in Annex 1. 
 

e. NSR Ex-ante Evaluation 2014-2020 

The ex-ante evaluation of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme9 which was carried out 
by independent external evaluators focused on five main components in accordance with the 
relevant EC Guidance Document. The ex-ante evaluation confirmed that the 2014-2020 North 
Sea Region Programme has been developed in line with relevant regulations and 
requirements. The Programme has developed a robust rationale and ‘logic’ for its proposed 
interventions and has focused strongly on delivering outputs and results which address needs 
in the Programme area and contribute to Europe 2020 goals. More information in Annex 1. 

 

f. NSR Baseline and Targets 2014-2020 

The establishment of baselines10 for the programme specific result indicators (as described in 
Annex 30 of the Cooperation Programme adopted by the EC on 17.08.2015) is based on the 
identification of thematic key characteristics of the entire programme territory. Given the 
nature of the Programme’s activities and the type of change it seeks to address, qualitative 
analyses were used to develop quantitative baselines and targets for each of the 
Programme’s nine Specific Objectives.  For detailed information on the methodology used –
see Annex 1. 
 

A.4 Mechanisms of Coordination 

 

The Cooperation Programme of the Interreg North Sea Region Programme has highlighted a 
foundation which encourages the coordination with ESI funds and other relevant Union 
instruments – therefore this evaluation plan will aim to achieve that. 
 

                                                
8
 Final Report: http://admin.interact-

eu.net/downloads/9559/_INTERACT_Analysis_TYPOLOGY_OF_INTERREG_PROJECTS_10_2015_.pdf 
9
 Ex-ante evaluation report: 

http://archive.northsearegion.eu/files/user/File/NSRP_2014_2020/Final_ex_ante_report_June2014_im.pdf 
10

 Annex to Cooperation Programme – link will follow shortly 
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The benefit of coordinating with other programmes of the European Territorial Cooperation 
(ETC) objective has been recognized, and even though the possibility of joint evaluations does 
not seem possible with the differences in territorial coverage and thematic 
concentration/priority axes, the Programme seeks to ensure coordination with relevant 
stakeholders.  Examples could include: The Interreg North Sea Region Programme exploring 
possibilities to exchange with other managing authorities and internal evaluation staff of 
other ETC programmes, in regards to the planning and implementation of evaluations. It may 
also be an option to identify potential learning opportunities which are mutually beneficial, 
specifically where evaluation methodologies and results overlap between programmes. 
 
 
INTERACT facilitates an evaluation network within the ETC programme framework which aims 
at supporting programmes both in the development of their evaluation plans but also 
throughout the evaluation process of the 2014-2020 period. The evaluation network provides 
an important platform for knowledge exchange, sharing and collaboration between 
transnational cooperation programmes which the Interreg North Sea Region programme will 
pro-actively participate in. The NSR evaluation plan will aim to link and align work that is being 
developed by INTERACT to evaluation outcomes and impacts, where possible. However, it still 
remains to be seen how this will be done in practice. 
 
It is envisioned that national coordination committees, which are set up to support the 
Monitoring Committee members will provide a wide representation of relevant stakeholders 
and a platform for exchange. This will be the forum for channelling feedback, 
recommendations and suggestions from other national/and or regional programmes 
throughout the lifetime of the programme and which will help to ensure/maintain relevant 
coordination mechanisms to support programme implementation. The focus will be on 
streamlining and providing information to the Interreg North Sea Region Programme 
evaluation from national and regional programmes.  
 

B. Evaluation Framework 

B.1 Evaluation functions  

 

The main responsibilities and functions for the programme evaluation process rest with the 
managing authority (MA) and the monitoring committee (MC) and are specified as follows:  
 

a. Managing Authority and Joint Secretariat  

With reference to the Interreg North Sea Region 2014-2020 Cooperation Programme (p. 120) 
‘All tasks, with the exception of the formal communication with the European Commission will 
be delegated to the Central Denmark Region as Intermediate Body and delivered by the Joint 
Secretariat’. Therefore, in accordance with Article 114(1) CPR, the Joint Secretariat on behalf of 
the Managing Authority will draw up an evaluation plan and submit it to the MC no later than 
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one year after the adoption of the cooperation programme. The Joint Secretariat has to 
submit the evaluation plan, and any of its amendments approved by the MC, to the EC for 
information.  
 
Conforming to Article 56(3) CPR, during the programme implementation, the Joint Secretariat 
on behalf of the MA will provide assurance that programme evaluation, including evaluations 
on the effectiveness, efficiency and impact of the programme, are in accordance with and 
follow the approved evaluation plan. Where necessary, appropriate follow up measures 
should be carried out which are in line with and reflect the perspectives of the relevant 
programme bodies involved (i.e. the ESG and MC). It should be clear from the evaluations how 
support from the ERDF has contributed to the objectives which are outlined for each 
programme priority. Additionally, it is a requirement that all evaluations are examined by the 
MC and sent to the EC.  
 
The Joint Secretariat on behalf of the MA has the responsibility for adhering to appropriate 
tendering procedures and therefore the procurement of external experts, which will 
participate in the evaluation as independent evaluators. Due to the division of responsibilities 
outlined above, the Joint Secretariat (JS) is responsible for tasks which involve organization, 
monitoring and quality control of evaluation activities planned from the beginning to the end 
of the evaluation process. 
 
Additionally, in order to fulfil the requirements of Article 114(2) CPR the Joint Secretariat on 
behalf of the MA will submit a summary report in 2022 outlining the findings of the 
evaluations including the main outputs and results of the programme. If necessary, additional 
comments will be provided to substantiate the conclusions. 

b. Monitoring Committee  

In accordance with Articles 110(1)(b) and 110(2)(c) CPR the MC has to examine and approve 
the evaluation plan (including any amendment) and the progress made in its implementation 
as well as the follow-up measures to the findings of evaluations which will be reported within 
the annual implementation reports in the years 2017 and 2019 (according to Article 111(4)(a) 
CPR). The MC reviews the implementation of the evaluation plan preferably on an annual 
basis.  
 
Additionally, the Monitoring Committee is responsible for taking decisions on evaluation-
related matters, including approval of updates to the evaluation plan, selection of external 
evaluators and approval of final evaluation reports. A risk analysis and mitigation plan is 
necessary to concretely outline what the expectations of each role are i.e., what information 
(summary report) will be provided to MC, specific time frames and the types of decisions MC 
will need to make. Additionally, it should be indicated how risks/issues will be 
logged/mitigated and escalated  to the MC and member states if there is risk to delivery 
support or management of the programme.  This should include likely scenarios where 
evaluation/impacts are not happening against what the Programme set as targets for success. 
Further information regarding this risk analysis and the set up of a risk mitigation plan will be 
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detailed in the Terms of Reference as indicated in section B.8 –Quality management strategy 
for the evaluations 

 

B. 2 Evaluation Process 

 
Following the “European code of conduct on partnership in the framework of the European 
Structural and Investment Funds” (article 16 (1) of Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) No 
240/2014) and with the above mentioned guidance documents of the EC on evaluation and in 
view of supporting the MC, the MC has agreed to establish an Evaluation Steering Group 
(ESG) which consists of the following members (as of March 2016): 
 
Programme Committees 

Lidwien Slothouwer-van Schipstal/Frank Everaarts, Netherlands Enterprise Agency 
Stefaan Pennewaert, Enterprise Flanders 
Debbie Brown, Department for Communities and Local Government 
Vidar Jensen, Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation 
Jens Kurnol, BBR 
Cecilia Lagerdahl, Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation 
Asger Andreasen, Danish Regions  
 

National Contact Points (NCPs) 

Carolien Ruebens 
Alison Childs 
Kate Clarke 
Sabine Hilfert 
Maike Horn 
Hans-Åke Persson 
 
NSRP Joint Secretariat (JS) 

Carsten Westerholt 
Kira Petersen 
Jesper Jönsson  
 
The ESG fulfils the following functions:  

• representing the programme stakeholders and allowing their participation in the 
implementation of the evaluation plan,  

• providing expertise to support the implementation of such a plan, e.g. providing input on 
the evaluation questions and on the terms of reference for the selection of evaluation 
experts; being involved in the selection of external experts based on the Terms of 
Reference (ToR), reviewing the evaluations reports; proposing and monitoring of follow-
up measures based on evaluation findings. 
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This evaluation plan has been drafted by Interreg North Sea Region’s Managing 
Authority/Joint Secretariat (MA/JS) and provided to the Evaluation Steering Group (ESG) for 
further discussion. Rules of the ESG are outlined as an Annex to the Evaluation Plan and have 
been approved by the Monitoring Committee (October 2015 – MC 1) as the ESG operates 
under the responsibility of the MC. The MA/JS has the main coordination responsibility on 
activities related to the set up and implementation of the external evaluation (i.e. drawing up 
the evaluation plan and ToR including the assessment criteria for the selection of the external 
evaluator), whereas the ESG will be providing input, feedback and advice. 
 

B.3 Involvement of partners 

 

In accordance with the CPR Articles 5(2), 3 (d) and 49 (4) participation of competent partners in 
the programme evaluation should be ensured. It is envisioned that this will be organised 
through national coordination committees (as mentioned above) who will support the MC 
members in carrying out of MC tasks including the monitoring and evaluation of the 
programme. This adheres to the required multi-level governance approach as outlined in 
Article 5 CPR. These committees provide a relevant forum/platform where national 
organisations and representation can influence the implementation of the programme by 
expressing their opinions on strategic and management areas of interest. Programme 
evaluation will therefore include inputs, reflections, recommendations and suggestions from 
relevant institutions regarding issues, outcomes and possible follow up measures.  
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These representatives may be from: 
 
•  Public administrations 
•  Economic and social partners 
•  Civil society/third sector  
•  Bodies responsible for promoting social inclusion, gender equality and  

non- discrimination 
 
Any evaluations undertaken at the national/regional levels which also include the involvement 
of partners/stakeholders could be relevant to consider making use of in terms of the 
programme evaluation to try and ensure a holistic approach. 
 
The use of surveys and interviews are planned as additional data sources which will feed into 
the operational and impact evaluation. Various relevant stakeholders including programme 
beneficiaries and experts will be targeted to provide a unique perspective, valuable 
information and insight. The forum for this could be a stakeholder seminar, for example. 
Evaluation findings will also be shared with relevant partners through various communication 
channels (see also chapter B.5).   
 

B.4 Source of evaluation expertise and training 

 

The programme impact evaluation will solely be carried out by an independent external 
evaluation team ensuring the functional independence of experts from the programme 
bodies (in accordance with CPR Art. 54.3). It is planned that the operational evaluation will be 
carried out internally but external expertise will be contracted where necessary. In the case of 
the Interreg NSR Programme the two operational evaluations will be used to understand how 
the Programme is progressing in terms of implementation and to ensure that Programme 
bodies are operating at an optimal level. If not, it is expected that the necessary adaptations 
will be identified and taken on board, where relevant. The Programme bodies (MA/JS) are 
subject to independent checks on their efficient and effective functioning capacity already as 
part of an internal audit – these checks will be incorporated into the overall operational 
evaluations. The programme intends to guarantee an efficient use of the human and financial 
resources allocated to evaluation activities as well as to ensure ownership of such activities 
from the programme. Therefore a mixed approach of internal and external expertise will be 
used. 
 
In regards to competent and relevant evaluation expertise, the JS has the capacity for 
organizing the evaluation activities throughout the programming period. Specifically members 
of staff at the Joint Secretariat involved in designing and coordinating the implementation of 
evaluation plan, are very familiar with the proposed evaluation methods, which would be 
necessary for carrying out the various tasks. The JS internal evaluation group will be made up 
of 2-3 staff members, some of which were in charge of coordinating the previous ongoing 
evaluation of the North Sea Region Programme from 2007-2013. 
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Strong emphasis is being placed on ensuring that all evaluators selected are in adherence 
with applicable public procurement rules. The JS on behalf of the MA, can then utilize the 
internal evaluation group to provide the needed expertise for developing the Terms of 
Reference (ToR), which outlines the various specifications of the tasks to be delivered for the 
externally contracted evaluations. It will be a focus during the selection process that high 
quality and a strong methodological approach are given priority when considering the various 
expertises proposed. All relevant data, programme documents and any other relevant 
information that might be needed will be provided to the evaluators. Additionally, the JS will 
utilize data collected from monitoring progress of result indicators via online surveys. It is 
expected that this information will provide a solid foundation for supporting the impact 
evaluation. 
 
It is important to ensure that high quality data is provided which includes a harmonised 
understanding of result-orientation and indicator definitions as this has been problematic at 
the start of the programme. Therefore the JS is already exploring different ways of building 
capacity and training among applicants/beneficiaries, which will hopefully help ensure 
stronger applications and a smoother implementation process. A focus has been on 
improving the quality of guidance that applicants and beneficiaries are receiving, in order to 
avoid mis-understandings and ensure clarity of expectations. This is provided in the 
programme documents (guidance notes and fact sheets), via e-guidance as well as through 
several workshops and trainings (examples, Interwork events, national events and the 
planned stakeholder seminar Billund 5.2). It is an area in which the JS continuously strives to 
become better. Indicator targets and reported progress will be relevant in assessing the 
success of programme implementation, which will be highlighted as part of the programme 
evaluation and therefore this harmonised understanding is crucial. In regards to the 
evaluation, the Terms of Reference will need to establish appropriate mechanisms for 
ensuring reliable and valid data on the outcomes and impacts the Programme expects to see 
are being collated before and after implementation.  
 
 
It is expected that there will be an on going exchange and collaboration  between the 
evaluation team and the JS to help establish a solid understanding of programme 
implementation in practice and keep the evaluators informed about the progression and 
development of projects and their achievements throughout the evaluation period. 
 
There are various trainings on evaluation provided and guidance which is available by the EC, 
INTERACT and the European Institute of Public Administration (EIPA) that are important to 
consider during the various stages of the evaluation planning process. Members of JS staff 
have already participated in various seminars organised by INTERACT on programme 
evaluation, evaluation plan and impact evaluation. As necessary, other relevant trainings will 
be attended to further develop the professional skill set of the JS in regards to evaluation.  
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In addition, the Joint Secretariat will ensure the necessary exchange with other transnational 
programmes, the Evaluation Steering Group and the European Commission on the evaluation 
approaches and processes. 

 

B.5 Strategy to ensure use and communication of evaluation results 

 

As mentioned above, it is expected that evaluation results will be used to inform on and 
improve programme management and delivery – where findings will be considered valuable 
in future decision making processes. Throughout the evaluation process the MC will be 
involved in assessing the progress of carrying out the plan, in addition to discussing the 
findings in order to decide if adjustments are necessary. The evaluation reports approved by 
the MC will be submitted to the EC through SFC.  
 
If it is determined that there are recommendations for improvements needed, respective 
follow-up measures are proposed by the ESG which are subject to discussion and approval by 
the MC. Transparency is very important and therefore the MC will regularly review the 
implementation of follow up measures which will be coordinated by the JS/ESG.  
 
All evaluations, covering the main findings plus recommendations will be published on the 
programme website and other communication material to promote the results shared via the 
Programme’s social media channels (LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter etc). This is also based on the 
Programme’s communication strategy to visualize the results and findings of the evaluation 
plan within the different means of communication channels. 
 
Additionally, it is expected that evaluation outcomes will be made available to the relevant 
and competent partners of the MC via the national coordination committees. 
 

B.6 Indicative timetable for evaluations 

 

The timetable for all evaluations is expected to be carried out between 2016 and 2022. The 
indicative timetable shows the breakdown of each planned evaluation. The timetable also 
takes into account the relevant deadlines towards the EU Commission (particular submission 
of the annual implementation report and delivery of performance framework and result 
indicators). It should also be noted that the indicative timetable outlines the indicative process 
for writing the Terms of Reference, procurement stage and awarding of contract with the 
external evaluator experts.  
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Table 3: Time line for the approval of Evaluation Plan, Terms of Reference, and awarding 
contract to external evaluation experts 
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Table 4: Timeline for the initiation of evaluations and deadlines towards the EU Commission: 
 

 
 

11 

                                                

� 
11

 Obligatory information and assessment according to Article 111 (4), first paragraph, (A), and (B), of 

Regulation (EU) No 1303 / 2013: Progress in implementation of the evaluation plan and the follow up given to 

the findings of evaluation.  
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Taking concerns about the original suggested set up of the operational evaluation into 
account, the revised set-up as being proposed now aims to ensure fluidity by building on 
outcomes and lessons learnt throughout the process. This would be considered necessary to 
inform on efficient and effective programme delivery, implementation and management 
throughout the lifetime of the programme. In the set-up proposed now the operational 
evaluation (evaluation of the implementation, application and approval process) is considered 
as an on-going process in the North Sea Region programme and it is suggested to be 
comprised of three parts, which are evaluated at different times throughout the 
implementation period but which build on each other. In addition to this, there is the impact 
evaluation – both are described in more detail in the following sections. 

It is expected that the two operational evaluations and the impact evaluation carried out will 
contribute and feed the report on evaluation results which is anticipated to reach the EU 
Commission by 31 December 2022 / 2023.  

 

B.7 Financial resources 

 

For orientation the North Sea Region Programme has set aside €195 000 for the evaluations. 
This includes: 

� XX meetings with Evaluation Steering Group (ESG) and external contractors 
� Desk research and relevant data collection 
� Performance Framework and Result Indicators 
� XX questionnaires and interview rounds including inception report, draft evaluation 

report and final evaluation reports, including an Executive Summary of all evaluation 
findings compiled into one final evaluation report for the two operational evaluations 
and the impact evaluation. 

 
The final breakdown of the budget will be detailed in the Terms of Reference.  

                                                                                                                                                            

� The involvement of the partners in the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the Cooperation 

programme 

� Assessment of the Implementation of the Cooperation Programme 

� Specific actions taken concerning equal opportunities 

� Specific actions taken concerning sustainable development 

� Specific actions taken concerning support used for climate change objectives 

� Progress in the implementation of actions in the field of social innovation 

� The results of information and publicity measures of the Funds carried out under the Communication 

Strategy 

� Smart, sustainable and inclusive growth (Option Progress Report): Information on and assessment of the 

North Sea programme contribution to achieving the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth 
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B.8 Quality management strategy for the evaluations 

 

Once the North Sea Region Programme has adopted its evaluation plan, the details for the 
quality management strategy will be detailed and outlined in the Terms of Reference (ToR). 
The quality management strategy will set out proper and clear award criteria and quality 
requirements for the external evaluation expert to be contracted. Engagement with relevant 
stakeholders, such as the Evaluation Steering Group (ESG) and national coordination / sub-
committees (where appropriate) will take place on a regular place during the course of 
implementing the evaluation assignments. Necessary provisions for discussion of findings 
with evaluators will be considered in the quality management strategy. A kick off meeting will 
be held with the evaluators and during that meeting provisions will also be considered for the 
steering of the whole evaluation process.  
 
In terms of adoption, review and follow up of the evaluation plan, it is strongly recommended 
that the Monitoring Committee reviews the implementation of the evaluation plan at least 
once a year (Article 110 (2) (c) CPR). The Evaluation Steering Group (ESG) on behalf of the 
Monitoring Committee will examine the progress in implementation of the evaluation plan 
and the follow up given to the findings of evaluations (Article 110 (1) (B). This is also subject 
for reporting within each Annual implementation Report (Article 111 (4) (A) CPR). Once the 
evaluation reports are available they will be sent to the European Commission (via the SFC 
system). In addition, all evaluations shall be made public via the North Sea Region's 
programme website, following the condition of transparency (Article 54 (4) CPR).  
 

C. Planned Evaluations 

C.1 Background and key features 

 

A key feature of all planned evaluations is that the independence of evaluators is ensured. 
Data collection and monitoring ('operational evaluation') will be conducted primarily by the 
Joint Secretariat, while the impact evaluation will be carried out by independent external 
evaluation experts. The external evaluation experts will be granted a contract via public 
procurement. This will ensure the independence of the evaluators from the responsible 
authorities for the programme implementation which is in line with Article 54 (3) CPR).  
 
It is compulsory to assess the effectiveness, efficiency and impact of the programme. 
Efficiency and Effectiveness will be assessed via the Operational Evaluation (Evaluation of the 
implementation, application and approval process) where the main goal is to assess the 
effectiveness and efficiency of the programme management and implementation, including 
appraising if programme management structures are function appropriately. The Impact 
evaluation carried out will examine how ERDF funding via the Programme contributed to 
achieving the specific objectives of each priority, looking at specific topic related themes. This 
will be done in order to assess the effects of the Interreg North Sea Region programme 
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implementation, in terms of delivering impact on the territorial area of the programme and 
understanding the causes which can be attributed to this impact. 
 
As described earlier on, the evaluations for the North Sea Region programme will consist of 2 
major evaluations –an on going Operational (3 parts) and 1 ongoing impact evaluation 
(including a number of case studies). 
 
 

� Review of two-step application process (operational - part 1); Efficiency and 
effectiveness of communication and management structures (operational - part 2) and 
Efficiency and effectiveness of implementation of programme delivery (operational –
part 3) 

� Impact evaluation of Specific Objectives and specific topic related themes 
 
 
An overview of the details can be found in table C.2 below and detailed information regarding 
example questions for each part of the evaluation plan which have been suggested thus far, 
can be found in Annexes 3 and 4.
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C.2 List and time table of evaluations (Table 5) 

 

Evaluation bloc Timing Type of 

Evaluation 

Subject Evaluation methods Resources Results 

Evaluation of 
implementation, 
application and 
approval process – 
Part 1 - Review of two-
step approach 

As soon as 
possible 

Operational 
evaluation  (Part 
1) 

-Efficiency and 
effectiveness 
of two step 
approach 
-Project 
application 
and selection 
process 

Operational evaluation 
� Desk research 
� Data analysis 
� Survey 
� Interviews 
� Case studies 
� Monitoring of 

applications 
� Relevant material 

from the online 
monitoring system 

Internal  Inception Report 
 
Draft evaluation 
report 
 
Final Evaluation 
Report 

Evaluation of 
implementation, 
application and 
approval process  
 
Part 2- Efficiency and 
effectiveness of 
communication and 
management 
structure 

January 
2017 – 
December 
2017 

Operational 
evaluation  (Part 
2) 

-Efficiency and 
effectiveness 
of 
communicatio
n and 
management 
structures 
-Programme 
management 
structures 
-Programme's 
Communicatio
n strategy 
 

Operational evaluation 
� Desk research 
� Data analysis 
� Survey 
� Interviews 
� Case studies 
� Monitoring of 

progress reports 
� Relevant material 

from the online 
monitoring system  

Internal 
(external where 
necessary) 

Inception Report 
 
Draft evaluation 
report 
 
Final Evaluation 
Report 

Evaluation of January Operational Progress/achie Operational evaluation Internal Draft evaluation 
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implementation, 
application and 
approval process  
 
Part 3- Efficiency and 
Effectiveness of 
Programme Delivery 
and Implementation  

2018 – 
December 
2018  

evaluation (part 
3) 

vement of 
programme 
objs and 
expected 
results 
-Progress to 
performance 
framework 
milestones (15 
targeted 
Performance 
Framework 
Indicators 
broken down 
per priority 
axis) 
-Respect of 
horizontal 
principles 
-Contribution 
to EU2020 
strategy 

� Online survey 
� Focus group 

discussions 
� Monitoring of 

progress reports 
(content) 

� Monitoring of final 
reports (content) 

(external where 
necessary) 

report 
 
Final Evaluation 
Report 

Impact evaluation for 
Priorities 1-4 covered 
by 9 Specific 
Objectives & topic 
related themes 

2018 -
ongoing 

Ongoing Impact 
evaluation 

-Thematic and 
territorial 
impacts of 
programme 
implementatio
n 
- Effects of the 
programme 
implementatio
n of the 
specific 

Theory based impact 
evaluation 
Overall framework will be a 
number of case studies with 
additional data collection 
from: 
 
-Desk research 
-Data analysis 
-Surveys 
-Interviews 

Internal and 
external 
expertise; Result 
indicator focus 
group 

Inception Report 
 
Draft evaluation 
report 
 
Final Evaluation 
Report 
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objectives 
- Contribution 
to partnership 
involvement 
- Contribution 
to Result 
Indicators  

 
Operational evaluation of 
Result Indicators Progress 

� Survey 
� Focus group 

discussions 
� Monitoring of 

progress reports 
(content) 

� Monitoring of final 
reports (content) 

 
Will use programme’s 
monitoring system and 
expected that external 
evaluators will generate data 
and evidence from data 
sources 
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C.3 Operational evaluation – Evaluation of the implementation, 
application and approval process 

a. Subject and rationale 

For all evaluations there will be a part of operational evaluation. This operational evaluation 
will mainly be carried out by the Joint Secretariat; however the work will be carried out 
together with relevant stakeholders and external evaluations experts. The main goal of the 
planned operational evaluation is to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of the programme 
management and implementation, including appraising if programme management 
structures are function appropriately. Therefore the focus is put on the following evaluation 
criteria:  
 
• Effectiveness analysis considers how successful EU action has been in achieving or 
progressing towards its objectives.  

• Efficiency considers the relationship between the resources used by an intervention and the 
changes generated by the intervention (which may be positive or negative) seen as outputs 
and results.12 
 
 
Taking concerns about the original suggested set up of the operational evaluation into 
account, the revised set-up as being proposed now aims to ensure fluidity by building on 
outcomes and lessons learnt throughout the process. This would be considered necessary to 
inform on efficient and effective programme delivery, implementation and management 
throughout the lifetime of the programme. In the set-up proposed now the operational 
evaluation (evaluation of the implementation, application and approval process) is considered 
as an on-going process in the North Sea Region programme and it is suggested to be 
comprised of three parts, which are evaluated at different times throughout the 
implementation period but which build on each other. For example, as the two step 
application process was a test / pilot as outlined in the Cooperation Programme, it was 
decided by the Monitoring Committee meeting no. 1 that a review of the two step application 
should be initiated with the purpose of improving the process to overcome problems and 
difficulties envisaged during start-up. This is envisioned to act as a first step, which is a part of 
the wider review on the application, approval and implementation process. It is expected to 
inform on the following 2 parts of the operational evaluation to ensure that the programme is 
continuously evaluating what works and what does not, with the aim of improving the 
efficiency and effectiveness. The following suggest the three components, which would 
comprise the operational evaluation: 
 

� The review of the two step application process (part 1) 
� Effectiveness and efficiency of communications and management structure (part 2) 

                                                
12

 The Commission Staff Working Document (SEC (2011) 867 final) 
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� Efficiency and effectiveness of programme implementation / delivery (part 3) 
 
 
The review of two-step application process, efficiency and effectiveness of communication 
and management structure, performance framework, efficiency and effectiveness of 
programme delivery/implementation and review of result indicators will mainly be dealt 
through monitoring of reports and collecting data material from the online monitoring system 
which will feed into the daily management of the Joint Secretariat. Deadlines towards the 
submission of the Annual implementation Report is also targeted for the operational 
evaluation.  
 
Review of two-step application process (Operational evaluation – part 1) 

The first part of the operational evaluation will look at the review of the two-step application 
process. During the 2nd ESG meeting it was concluded that a discussion paper regarding the 
evaluation after second call would be drafted for MC2. The main purpose of the review 
process is to provide proposals for an action plan to improve the 2 step application process if 
and where necessary. A replacement of the process is not the main purpose and can only be 
the very last solution. The proposal from the ESG was to wait and see how the second call 
looks like and then feed into the draft discussion paper. However, it should not block the 
opening of call 3, so it would fall in place after 2 full rounds. It should be noted that this is 
considered to be the first step in a wider evaluation to assess the application, approval and 
implementation process. 
 
Effectiveness and efficiency of the application process  

� application process (covering planning of calls; guidance and support provided; OMS 
support: 

� Project application and selection processes 
� Communication and support 
� Key efficiency improvements needed 
� Decision-making processes needed 

 
A review should cover a comparison of the former and the current procedure (the informal 
pre-assessment and submission of a full application at once & the new two-step procedure) to 
find answers to the examples of main guiding questions which will be considered and are 
indicated in Annex 3. 
 
It is envisioned that the data can be mainly collected through desk research and surveys. It is 
proposed that the JS carries the task of data collection out. The JS would also provide a fist 
initial interpretation of outcomes. These interpretations can only be a starting point and in 
order to conclude and to avoid bias additional steps will be required.  
 
The outcomes of the review questions should therefore inform a wider group of stakeholders 
to discuss and propose follow-up actions. Programme stakeholder seminars have successfully 
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been carried out in the past. The first meeting about the VB period ('Billund 5.1') led to the '10 
golden rules for successful projects'.  
 
A 'Billund 5.2' seminar should discuss the outcomes with a view on proposing improvements. 
This set-up would have the advantage that outcomes would be reviewed by key-stakeholder 
groups which would at the same time ensure maximum transparency and maximum use of 
available expertise. Considering this input any proposals for the MC would then be of high 
quality.  
 
The detailed background, main approach and main evaluation questions will be more 
apparent after the MC 2 meeting in May 2016. However, examples of the main guiding 
questions will be re-examined and finalized by the Evaluation Steering Group when preparing 
the Terms of Reference. 
 
Findings from this review will inform on future application processes and project selection. 
 
Efficiency and effectiveness of communication and management structures (Operational Evaluation 

– part 2) 

The second part of the operational evaluation is looking at the efficiency and effectiveness of 
communication and programme management including management structures. Evaluations 
shall be carried out to improve the quality of the design and implementation of the North Sea 
Region programme. This part aims at evaluating if the programme has designed and 
implemented management structures and processes which are appropriate for delivering the 
programme as expected with the resources mobilized.  
 
Effectiveness and efficiency of communications and management structure 

� Programme management structures 
� Decision making processes 
� Programme's Communication strategy 

 
Examples of Main Guiding Evaluation questions to be considered are outlined in Annex 3. 
 
 

Efficiency and effectiveness of programme implementation/delivery (Operational Evaluation – part 

3) 

The third part of the operational evaluation will look at if the programme is on track for 
achieving the programme objectives. In order to do this, the North Sea Programme has 
maintained a focus with a limited number of objectives, clearly specifying the intended 
changes: 
 

Effectiveness and efficiency of programme implementation/delivery 
� Progress in terms of achievement of programme objectives and expected results 
� Project implementation and monitoring process 
� Progress in relation to performance framework milestones and targets 
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� Contribution to EU 2020 
� Contribution to horizontal principles 

 
Examples of Main guiding evaluation questions to be considered are outlined in Annex 3.    



 33 

 

b. Methods to be used and data requirements 

The main operational methods to be used for the operational evaluation is monitoring of key 
financial and relevant indicators through project progress  reports(finance and content) 
including key fact finding through the online monitoring system. Key data collected for the 
Annual implementation Report will also be used, where appropriate. Where appropriate and 
needed, case studies, surveys and interviews will be conducted. Specific information about 
this will be outlined in the Terms of Reference (ToR).  In addition, the North Sea Commission 
(NSC) is currently collating already existing, relevant data about the North Sea Region, which 
the evaluation might be able to use 

c. Indicative timetable 

Operational evaluation – part 1 ‘the review of the two step approach’ will start as soon as 
possible. The findings will feed into the application process for call for proposals, however 
should not hinder the opening of future calls and would fall into place after 2 full application 
rounds were completed. 
 
Operational evaluation –part 2 ‘efficiency and effectiveness of communication and 
management structure’ will start in 2017.  
 
Operational evaluation – part 3 ‘efficiency and effectiveness of programme delivery and 
implementation’ will start in 2018. 
 

C. 4 Ongoing Impact evaluation 

a. Subject and Rationale 

The second evaluation will be ongoing impact evaluation to assess the effects of the Interreg 
North Sea Region programme implementation in terms of delivering impact on the territorial 
area of the programme and understanding the causes which can be attributed to this impact. 
 
Impact reflects the change that can be credibly attributed to an intervention – it answers the 
how and why. 
 
In order to provide a solid basis for understanding the approach to impact evaluation of the 
North Sea Region programme, the following briefly describes the intervention logic and 
establishes the relationship between the programme priorities, specific objectives, result 
indicators and how this links to the selection of the example evaluation questions for 
measuring impact. 
 
The programme supports joint development of new and improved solutions, which combine 
knowledge, experience and resources from each of the partner countries. The tangible 
benefits delivered by each project (for example, a carbon emissions reduction) will be small 
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because the projects are small. The real value of these projects lies instead in validating new 
approaches and communicating successes to a wider audience so the whole North Sea 
Region can benefit from the work carried out. In this way, projects can be expected to have a 
major effect – though the full effect may not be felt for many years. It is this process of 
experimentation and dissemination which needs to be measured by the project output and 
result indicators. 
 
All of the indicators should help to provide answers to three key questions regardless of 
theme: 
1. Have beneficiaries effectively pooled their ideas, experience and resources to arrive at new 
and better transnational knowledge and proposals on the theme in question? 
2. Have they validated this new knowledge through piloting and/or consultation with target 
groups? 
3. Have the findings been effectively communicated to other members of relevant target 
groups elsewhere in the programme area? 
 
The programme intervention logic of the North Sea Region aims to demonstrate how project 
outputs and results have a clear link to the Programme achieving its objectives.  
The definition of objectives, expected results and potential actions concentrates on those 
particular fields where a transnational cooperation programme can realistically bring about 
an actual change.  
 
With this the North Sea Region Programme has placed a strong focus on developing capacity 
and transnational solutions to address key strategic development challenges in Programme 
area.  Consequently, the Programme’s result indicators focus on ‘capacity’. By their nature, 
measures of capacity are subjective. They rely heavily on individual perception, judgment, and 
interpretation. In the context of the North Sea Region Programme, fixing a single baseline and 
target was further complicated by the extent and diversity of the Programme area and the 
financial scale of the Programme. Quantitative measures of capacity are, therefore, relative 
and not absolute. However, they do allow for comparison in a way that qualitative measures 
do not.  
 
Given the nature of the Programme’s activities and the type of change it seeks to address, 
qualitative analyses were used to develop quantitative baselines and targets for each of the 
Programme’s nine Specific Objectives which fall within the programme’s four priorities.13 The 
establishment of baselines for the programme specific result indicators (as described in 
Annex 30 of the Cooperation Programme adopted by the EC on 17.08.2015) is based on the 
identification of thematic key characteristics of the entire programme territory. The 
programmes results shall be measured with result indicators which will provide a solid basis 
for assessing the programme effects with the impact evaluation.14  
 

                                                
13

 See EPRC document on Baselines and Targets 
14

 European Commission, Guidance Document on Evaluation Plans, February 2015, p. 7.  
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b. Purpose 

The overall aim of impact evaluation is to assess how ERDF funding contributed to reaching 
the specific objectives of each programme priority (Article 56 (3) CPR). The impact evaluations 
should outline what change the programme achieved through its interventions and should 
assess the contribution of the programme to the change in the result indicator.’ It should be 
noted that the performance framework is only concerned with outputs and is therefore not 
relevant for impact evaluations. 
 

c. Theory-based or counterfactual impact evaluation?  

 

The European Commission has pointed out two main methodological directions for this 
evaluation period: Theory based evaluation and counterfactual evaluation.  
 
The theory based impact evaluation is focusing on why an intervention produces intended 
(or unintended) effects. The question is: Why and how it works? This is the question theory 
based impact evaluation aim to answer. It should be noted that, theory based impact 
evaluation is not dependent on control / comparison groups as it answers the question why 
things work. 
  
The counterfactual impact evaluation addresses the crucial question of casual inference 
and of 'what works'. What kind of effect did the public intervention have (positive or negative); 
the question is: Does it work? Is there a casual link? These are the questions counterfactual 
impact evaluation aims to answer. Counterfactual impact evaluation relies on using 
control/comparison groups in terms of answering how much of a change is due to a specific 
intervention; in other words, counterfactual impact evaluation seek to identify net effects or 
impacts of specific interventions. The counterfactual impact evaluation is mainly looking at 
quantifying effects and it requires a comparison to distinguish, what would have happened in 
the absence of an intervention. 
 
The European Commission guidance document on evaluation (February 2015) and many 
other transnational programme evaluation plans (such as Baltic Sea, Alpine Space, Central 
Europe, Northern Periphery) have had a major discussion on the possibility of not making use 
of counterfactual impact evaluation. The main argument for this is that counterfactual impact 
evaluation requires comparison group, a large number of participants and entities and 
controls for ensuring statistical significance, which is extremely resource-demanding. Another 
key argument is the limited programme budget. It is not feasible to fund such evaluation 
activities bearing in mind the overall budget set aside for the Programme's evaluation work. 
Working with multiple methods as part of a theory-based impact evaluation is more flexible 
for our Programme needs rather than the counterfactual one which always needs further 
support of control groups, and therefore is recommended as the chosen approach in the 
evaluation plan. Though the theory based approach is utilized, the use of empirical support 
should be highlighted - the main methods to be used for the impact evaluation monitoring in 
terms of key qualitative estimates of the impacts is based on process tracing, contribution 
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analysis, literature review, stakeholder analysis, text analysis of the results, interviews, 
surveys, focus groups and case studies. 
 

The impact evaluation covers the programme priorities and related specific objectives 
(innovation – eco-innovation – sustainable North Sea Region and green transport and 
mobility) by considering the guiding principles of a theory-based impact evaluation   : 
 
In particular, the theory-based impact evaluation answers the key questions why and how an 
intervention works; 'did things work as expected to produce the desired change'?15  The 
impact evaluations should outline what change the North Sea Region Programme achieved 
through its interventions. The provisional questions for the impact evaluation have been 
outlined above, but it should be noted that the crucial questions that needs to be asked are: 

• What is the objective of each priority?  
• What is most important that should be achieved by the North Sea Region Programme?  
• Is there a GAP between issues covered and not covered by the programme? 

 
By carrying out an impact evaluation, the North Sea Region programme responds to the 
condition that 'an evaluation shall assess how support from the ESI Funds has contributed to 
the objectives for each priority' (Article 56 (3) CPR).  
 
After the discussions with the ESG, both an approach which focused solely on covering the 
specific objectives and also a specific topic / themed approach were carefully examined. As 
there was no clear consensus regarding the preference for one approach or the other, it has 
been attempted to combine the two preferences in the evaluation plan. In practice this would 
mean that the impact evaluation would cover a number of programme relevant topics, which 
in parallel, also answer the main questions regarding the Programme’s contribution to 
achieving the specific objectives. It is envisioned that there will be 5 projects per each priority 
axis to be selected for 4 case studies. Each case study will cover parts of the 4 programme 
priorities and combined will cover all specific objectives. This will be further examined when 
preparing the Terms of Reference. 
 
It is important to note that all specific objectives must be covered, but an impact evaluation is 
not needed for each one. Examples of topics are outlined in Annex 4 to the Draft Evaluation 
Plan, however finalization of the topics and main guiding questions will be agreed upon in the 
Evaluation Steering Group when the Terms of Reference are prepared. 
 
Such an approach enables the programme to cover the most relevant topics for the North Sea 
Region at the time of impact evaluation –taking into consideration the projects approved and 
political topics under discussion at that moment in time, thereby continuously ensuring 
relevance. 
 
 

                                                
15

 Q&A Evaluation 2014-2020, INTERACT, 1st version, January 2016 (p.26) 
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It is envisioned that there will be 5 projects per each priority axis to be selected for the 4 case 
studies – one case study per priority. This will be further examined when preparing the Terms 
of Reference. 
 

 

Cross-cutting issue: 
Additionally, as a horizontal theme, the impact evaluation will also take into account the 
effectiveness and contribution to partnership involvement. There is a strong wish from each 
partner country to highlight the contribution and the performance of different beneficiaries 
and end-users. This will include private partners, roles of research institutions, public sector 
administration etc…Examples of main and sub guiding evaluations looking at partnership 
involvement is therefore included across all four priorities. 
 
From this perspective, especially case studies, interviews and surveys seem like appropriate 
tools for evaluating the Programme's impact relying on theory-based approach. Furthermore, 
in the European Commission guidance document on evaluation, it is also clearly stated that 
programmes concluding on the impact of priorities in relation to the targets of EU2020 for 
smart, sustainable and inclusive growth will not in most cases be possible using quantitative 
analysis. 16 
 

b. Strategic Environmental Assessment 

Please note that the environmental assessment was developed in line with relevant 
regulations and requirements. The North Sea Region Programme has developed a robust 
rationale and logic for its proposed interventions and has focused strongly on delivering 
outputs and results which address needs in the programme area and contribute to Europe 
2020 goals. As pointed out in the environmental assessment, no further action is required for 
the evaluation purposes.  
 

c. Methods to be used and data requirements 

The main methods to be used for the impact evaluation monitoring in terms of key qualitative 
estimates of the impacts is based on process tracing, contribution analysis, literature review, 
stakeholder analysis, text analysis of the results, interviews, surveys, focus groups and case 
studies. More detailed information will be outlined in the Terms of Reference (ToR).  
 
Key data collected for the Annual implementation Report will also be used, where 
appropriate. Quantitative and qualitative information from the online monitoring system will 
also be used. Where appropriate and needed, case studies, surveys and interviews will be 
conducted. Specific information about this will be outlined in the Terms of Reference (ToR). In 
addition, the North Sea Commission (NSC) is currently collating already existing, relevant data 
about the North Sea Region, which the evaluation might be able to use. 
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As already stated above, the goal is to answer the 'why it works' question by identifying the 
theory of change behind the programme and assessing its success by comparing theory with 
actual implementation: What was the baseline situation at start? Which changes were 
foreseen (direct, indirect other impacts?) Which interventions did the North Sea Region 
Programme foresee to achieve the change? What mechanisms delivered the impact?  
 
So in other words, the external evaluator assesses what the programme developers say they 
intend achieving. The discrepancy between the stated goals and outcomes is the measure of 
programme success.  
 

d. Indicative timetable 

The final evaluation on impact of specific objectives will start in 2018 and it is planned this will 
continue until the end of the programming period. The reason for this is most projects 
approved from the first two calls have had sufficient time to produce tangible results and 
outcomes. As it looks right now, priority 3 will most likely be fully allocated already after the 
second call for applications, so this priority will be the first one to be measured. The other 
priorities will follow pending on the outcome of the coming call for applications. The 
evaluation of the result indicators will be carried out as part of the ongoing impact evaluation 
– this change which has an impact on the originally anticipated deadlines, which are part of 
the Cooperation Programme, needs to be confirmed with the European Commission. The 
main requirement from the European Commission is that impact evaluations are required to 
be conducted before the end of 2020 so that they support the ex-post evaluation performed 
by the European Commission.17  
 

C. 5 Performance Framework and Result Indicator Evaluation  

a. Subject and rationale 

The operational and impact evaluations will also focus on the performance framework and 
result indicators. The data which will be used is mainly from the online monitoring system, 
where projects are reporting on progress (financial and content related data). The description 
will mainly be quantitative e.g. the indicators as defined by the North Sea Region Programme. 
For the current programme reduction in the number of programme indicators have been 
implemented to raise confidence in the usefulness and relevance of the system.  
 
The description of each specific objective under the four priorities contains output indicators 
showing the main benefits that projects are expected to deliver within the project lifetime. 
These outputs should be seen as a 'proof-of-concept', validating the project's approach by 
delivering progress on one or more core parameter. 
 
The result indicators for each specific objective reflect the programme's long-term intention to 
improve performance in each priority theme across the whole programme area or large parts 
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of it. They attempt to capture the extent to which the outcomes of individual projects have 
been integrated into policies and practices, and how they therefore have a positive influence 
across the North Sea Region as a whole.  
 
The results-oriented programming process requires the establishment of clear and 
measurable milestones and targets to ensure progress is made as planned.  
 
The allocation is mirrored in output indicators for each specific objective. The output 
indicators have been defined in such a way as to capture the core value of each set of actions 
targeted (as defined in the description of the specific objective) while still allowing for the 
aggregation of data from a number of quite different actions. Due to the fact that one output 
indicator is defined for each specific objective, the output indicators will cover 100% of the 
financial allocation to projects.  
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b. List of Performance Framework, Result and Output Indicators: 

 Thinking Growth: Performance Framework  
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 Eco-Innovation: Performance Framework 
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  Sustainable NSR: Performance Framework 
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 Green Transport and Mobility: Performance Framework 

 

 

 

 Thinking Growth: Programme specific result indicator by specific objective 
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 Eco-Innovation: Programme specific result indicator by specific objective 
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  Sustainable NSR: Programme specific result indicator by specific objective 
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 Green Transport and Mobility: Programme specific result indicator by specific objective 
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 Thinking Growth: Output Indicators 
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 Eco-Innovation: Output Indicators 

 

 

 

  Sustainable NSR: Output Indicators 
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 Green Transport and Mobility: Output Indicators 
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c. Methods to be used and data requirements 

The main operational methods to be used for the performance framework and result 
indicators is monitoring of key financial and relevant indicators through project progress  
reports(finance and content) including key fact finding through the online monitoring system. 
Key data collected for the Annual implementation Report will also be used, where 
appropriate. Where appropriate and needed, case studies, surveys and interviews will be 
conducted. Specific information about this will be outlined in the Terms of Reference (ToR).  In 
addition, the North Sea Commission (NSC) is currently collating already existing, relevant data 
about the North Sea Region, which the evaluation might be able to use. 
 
The main operational methods to be used for the evaluation monitoring of key qualitative 
estimates of the impacts is based on process tracing, contribution analysis, literature review, 
stakeholder analysis, text analysis of the results, interviews, surveys, focus groups and case 
studies. More detailed information will be outlined in the Terms of Reference (ToR).  
 
 

d. Indicative timetable 

The evaluation on performance framework will start in 2018. The reason for this is most 
projects approved from the first two calls have had sufficient time to produce tangible results 
and outcomes. The key focus will be on the 15 targeted Performance Framework Indicators 
broken down per priority axis.  
 
The evaluation of the result indicators will become part of the ongoing impact evaluation 
starting in 2018 (confirmation needed as outlined above). The main requirement from the 
European Commission is that impact evaluations are required to be conducted before the 
end of 2020 so that they support the ex-post evaluation performed by the European 
Commission.18 
 

C. 6 Updates 

As the Evaluation plan is meant to also support the implementation of the programme 
throughout the lifetime and as the planned evaluations are set out in the present paper, the 
description is indicative for evaluations planned beyond a 3 year period. New evaluation 
needs might occur during programme lifetime. Therefore, the evaluation plan will regularly be 
reviewed by the Monitoring Committee and it should be adapted according to the programme 
needs, including informing on future evaluation activities. 
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