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Chapter 20

THE SCHEME USED FOR EVALUATING THE EUROPEAN RESEARCH AND
TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMMES

by

Luc Durieux and Gilbert Fayl1

Programme Evaluation, European Commission, DGXII-AP/3, Brussels

Introduction

The history and structure of the Community S&T policy and Research and Technological
Development (RTD) activities are well known to the international S&T community.  RTD activities
(which must meet certain criteria including scientific excellence and “European added-value”) are
implemented within multi-annual Framework Programmes (running over five years), through the
execution of Specific Programmes in different RTD areas.  The research is carried out by industry,
research organisations and universities in the Member States;  the Commission Services provide
overall co-ordination and management.  Financial support is partly from the budget of the European
Union, partly provided by the participants.  For each Specific Programme, a programme committee,
whose members are nominated by the Member States, provides advice concerning implementation.
Currently, for the period 1994-98, the Fourth European Community RTD Framework Programme
(composed of 16 Specific Programmes) and the Euratom Framework Programme (two Specific
Programmes) are being implemented.  Two Specific Programmes, also covered by the two
Framework Programmes, are devoted to carrying out research by the European Commission’s own
Joint Research Centre.  (From the viewpoint of evaluation, the two Framework Programmes are
treated as a single entity, therefore in the following they are referred to as the Framework
Programme.)

Since the early 1980s, evaluation requirements have been stipulated in legislative decisions on
RTD programmes.  In seeking to continue to improve its evaluation scheme – notably ensuring
transparency, guaranteeing independence and providing evaluation results when discussions on future
programmes take place – the Commission Services have recently introduced a new rationalised
evaluation scheme.

The new evaluation scheme

During the last two decades, the Commission Services have acquired solid experience in the
field of RTD programme evaluation.  Among the key milestones in evaluation, mention should be
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made of the first multi-annual plan of action for evaluation introduced in 1983, the second plan of
action from 1987, the SPEAR programme (1989-92) which supported research on evaluation methods
and indicators and created a European network of evaluation specialists, and the “First International
Conference on Evaluation” (organised by the Commission Services in Thessaloniki in April 1995).
With the aim of adequately responding to legislative requests in connection with the Fourth
Framework Programme – while ensuring “best practice” – the Commission Services suggested a new
evaluation scheme in 1994 drawing on experience from the extensive previous work comprising more
than 70 major programme evaluations and some 40 supporting studies, all-in-all involving more than
500 European experts.  The scheme includes continuous monitoring reporting annually, and a five-
year assessment carried out mid-way through programme implementation so that it includes two
subsequent programmes and produces results in time for the presentation by the Commission of the
next Framework Programme proposal.  As a consequence, the five-year assessment combines an ex-
post evaluation of the previous programme, a mid-term appraisal of the ongoing one and
recommendations for future activities.  Moreover, the periods covered by two subsequent five-year
assessments overlap with each other by one or more years.  The monitoring is carried out with the
assistance of external experts;  the five-year assessment is conducted by such experts.  The
monitoring and assessment exercises are carried out for all Specific Programmes in parallel so that
input is produced at the Framework Programme level in a synchronised manner.  This new scheme
was introduced in 1995 when CREST (see endnote 3) expressed a positive opinion on it.

To date, two monitoring and one five-year assessment exercises have been completed for the
current Framework Programme and each of its Specific Programmes.  The three exercises involved
some 300 experts and resulted in nearly 40 monitoring reports and more than 25 five-year assessment
reports.

Of particular importance is the Framework Programme-level assessment which covered an
overall Community investment of more than ECU 13 billion during the period from 1991 through
mid-1996, and was carried out by a panel of eleven high-level experts under the Chairmanship of
Viscount E. Davignon.  The outcome of this assessment, completed in February 1997, has provided
important input to the currently ongoing discussions on the next Framework Programme.  Another
major exercise, the 1996 Framework Programme monitoring, was completed in May 1997;  it was
conducted by a panel of eight high-level experts under the chairmanship of Professor U. Colombo.

To the knowledge of the authors, the above represents the most comprehensive co-ordinated
evaluation effort to have been carried out on RTD programmes.

Objectives of evaluation2

Continuous monitoring

The overall objective is to help ensure the cost-effective implementation of the programmes.

For the Specific Programmes, the monitoring examines progress in relation to the original
objectives and whether these objectives, priorities and financial resources are still appropriate to
changing circumstances.  The Framework Programme monitoring oversees the Specific Programme
monitoring at a higher level:  the aim is to monitor overall progress as regards the major objectives,
and to examine whether the objectives, priorities and financial resources are still appropriate in the
overall context.
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The day-to-day monitoring of the implementation of the Specific Programmes is carried out by
the programme management within the Commission Services.  In addition, panels of external experts
provide an annual independent review (the process itself lasts several months) of the progress of
implementation.  The panels, one for each of the Specific Programmes (and one for the Framework
Programme), give advice on key issues relating to programme development and thus help programme
management and programme committees identify and correct weaknesses.  In the light of the results
of the monitoring exercise, the Commission may submit proposals to adapt or supplement the
Specific Programmes and/or the Framework Programme.

One of the aims of the continuous monitoring exercises is to collect data useful for the five-year
assessments.  Moreover, the sets of annual monitoring reports provide the five-year assessment panels
with information on the effectiveness of programme implementation.

Five-year assessment

The overall objective is to provide input to policy formulation and decision making, based on
feedback from implementation.

For the Specific Programmes, the five-year assessment aims at evaluating the activities carried
out in the fields covered by the programmes and their management during the five years preceding
the assessment.  In particular, the following aspects are examined:  the relevance of the initial
objectives in the face of major new developments, the cost-effectiveness of programme
implementation, and its effectiveness in achieving its original objectives.  The exercise also results in
the identification of major achievements and lessons learned from programme implementation, and
provides recommendations for future activities.  The data collected during the monitoring operations
and the monitoring reports themselves provide the evaluators with significant supporting material
which helps to ensure efficient evaluations.

The Framework Programme five-year assessment, which is based on the Specific Programme
assessments and combines them at a higher level (as for the monitoring), goes beyond the evaluation
of past and current activities and considers the next Framework Programme, taking into account also
the Commission’s first orientation document(s) for this Programme.  Thus, this five-year assessment
combines an ex-post evaluation of the previous Programme, a mid-term evaluation of the ongoing one
and an ex-ante appraisal of future activities.

Continuous monitoring vs. five-year assessment

The monitoring and the five-year assessment are different exercises.  The assistance of external
experts in the monitoring provides a quick response mechanism to programme development, thus it is
a lightweight exercise on an annual basis, designed to provide a constructive independent critique on
key issues.  In contrast, the five-year assessment is a structured multi-annual evaluation conducted by
external experts at approximately four-year intervals;  thus it is a broader assessment of objectives,
performance, exploitation, etc.

The Specific Programme reports are used as input to the Framework Programme-level evaluation.
The monitoring reports serve as input to the five-year assessment (Table 1).
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Table 1.  Integrated external monitoring and five-year assessment

MONITORING

5-YEAR
ASSESSMENT

Quick response to programme 
development

(annual)

Structured multi-annual 
evaluation

(every fourth year)

Overall synthesis of  
monitoring
(annual)

Overall synthesis of 
monitoring/evaluation

(every fourth year)

18 SPECIFIC PROGRAMMES
AND JRC 

2 FRAMEWORK 
PROGRAMMES

(EC & EURATOM)

Evaluation criteria

General

The following general criteria are used:

◊ assessment of achievements in relation to initial programme objectives;  and

◊ validity of programme objectives, priorities and financial resources taking into account
current S&T state of the art and economic and societal needs in relation to S&T.

Additional requirements are also expressed in the terms of reference of the contracts which the
Commission concludes with the experts.  In particular, the following issues must be addressed by the
experts.

Issues for continuous monitoring

Both at the Specific Programme and Framework Programme levels, the following issues are
required to be addressed by the panels:

◊ efficiency and transparency of the programme management (including calls for proposals,
information to applicants, the assessment and selection process, contract negotiation and
disbursement of funds) and internal Commission co-ordination;

◊ consistency of the selection of projects with the initial objectives and work programme, and
the extent to which selected projects or clusters of projects fulfill the wider policy objectives
of the European Union (in particular in areas of relevance to the programme concerned);

◊ use of specific measures and support activities (e.g. to support SMEs, improve
dissemination, etc.), and participation in the programme of firms and institutions from less-
favoured regions;

◊ appropriate follow-up of previous evaluation/monitoring recommendations;
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◊ the progress and output of projects measured against the original targets;  and

◊ aspects of flexibility to respond to the needs of society in the light of changing
circumstances.

The panels are also invited to produce recommendations for future indicators to be used for
monitoring as well as for the monitoring process itself.

The Framework Programme-level exercise is mainly a synthesis of the Specific Programme
monitoring (including core indicators – see below), summarising progress and giving emphasis to the
main issues which have emerged from the analysis.  However, the panel carries out its own
independent investigation so that its report is more than simply the sum of the Specific Programme
monitoring reports.  The following additional major issues are considered:

◊ cases where the independent monitoring experts consider that the results will have a
significant impact or where poor performance requires further examination;

◊ as appropriate, consideration of Community RTD objectives as well as synergies between
Specific Programmes;  and

◊ changes to the balance of the Programmes or to the strategy for implementation that may be
needed in the light of experience and changes in the wider environment.

Issues for five-year assessment

Both at the Specific Programme and Framework Programme levels, the following key issues are
required to be addressed by the panels:

◊ relevance, i.e. whether the initial objectives are still valid in the face of new S&T
developments and socio-economic conditions;

◊ efficiency, i.e.  whether the objectives have been pursued in a cost-effective manner;  and

◊ effectiveness, i.e. whether the initial objectives have been achieved or, for longer-term
strategy and objectives, if progress is sufficient.  Moreover, whether the “European added-
value” has been adhered to and whether the results have been disseminated/exploited.

At the Framework Programme level, in addition, the panel is requested to pay attention to the
coherence between Community and national S&T policies, with a view to enhancing their mutual
consistency, and to aspects of co-ordination with other international S&T policies or programmes.

Methods of evaluation

The most important features of the scheme are the use of independent expert panels, interviews,
questionnaires and core indicators.  The Commission Services ensure overall co-ordination and
facilitate collection of the necessary information but are not actively involved in the evaluation
process.

Independent panels monitor/evaluate the Specific Programmes and the Framework Programme.
This provides a kind of peer review by experts who hold or have held high responsibilities in the field
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of industrial or academic research.  The panel members make use of their own knowledge and
experience to develop their opinion on the basis of quantitative and qualitative information including:

◊ the information they receive from the Commission Services about programme objectives,
finance, work programme, results of calls for proposals, dissemination activities, previous
monitoring and evaluation reports, study reports, etc.;

◊ the interviews that they conduct with programme participants, programme managers and
other senior officials in the Commission, and other stakeholders such as members of
programme committees, etc.;  and

◊ for the five-year assessment, the responses provided by programme participants to mailed
questionnaires.

While the panels – which combine a multitude of S&T and evaluation experience and cultures –
are invited to use the most appropriate methodology, much liberty is given to them to develop and
adapt their own methods of evaluation during the evaluation exercise.  The panels are not “evaluation
committees” which give advice to evaluators on how to evaluate, neither are they “stakeholder
committees”, providing a variety of views to an evaluator who will then produce a list of expert
views.  The independent panels express their own expert opinions – not as individuals but as a group
– and in this process they have access to all relevant information.  Each panel is much concerned
about the quality, the results and the recommendations of its evaluation and the timely delivery of its
report.

The panels are composed of external independent experts from industry, university and research
organisations.  The size of the panel ranges from three to four experts for the monitoring exercise to
six to ten for the five-year assessment (depending on the size and complexity of the programme in
question).  For each panel, a balance between industry and academia and complementary S&T
expertise is sought;  the experts preferably originate from different countries.  In selecting external
experts, every effort is made to avoid conflict of interest:  experts with a direct or indirect interest in
the programme to be evaluated are excluded.  Finally, each panel is supported by an evaluation expert
who is either a member of the panel or acts as its Rapporteur.

Interviews are conducted by each panel, with the Rapporteurs summarising the results.
Depending on the size of the programme and the decision of the panel, a sub-set of programme
participants are interviewed.

For the five-year assessments of the Specific Programmes, surveys among programme
participants are common practice.  To help streamline the mailed survey operation, each panel is
provided with a basic questionnaire, which can be amended or added to by the panels and mailed to
all participants in the programme or to a sub-set thereof (defined by each panel).  The replies are
directly analysed by the panels, in general by the Rapporteurs.

Analysis of indicators describing the main progress of implementation and significant
programme results is an important part of evaluation.  The key indicators are structured in a
harmonized way across all programmes and called core indicators.  An effort is under way to collect
information on project results for programme evaluation.

As part of the evaluation methodology, each panel prepares a draft report which is then discussed
with the Commission Services prior to its finalisation to avoid factual mistakes and conclusions based
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on misunderstandings.  A response to the conclusions and recommendations of each panel’s report is
provided, by the Commission Services in the case of monitoring and by the Commission in the case
of a five-year assessment.

The method used ensures transparency for the evaluation process, guarantees independence for
the experts and provides evaluation results in time for discussions on the next Framework
Programme.  The compliance with legislative requirements and the responses of the Commission give
the necessary democratic accountability to the process (Table 2).

Table 2.  Main features of the scheme

Democratic accountability Complies with legislative requirements and provides responses by Commission

Transparency Maintains complete openness regarding procedures, evaluation results and
responses to experts’ recommendations

Independence Avoids conflict of interests for experts

Timing Produces results in time for discussion on future programmes

Harmonization Provides for continuity and comparability of methods and results across
programmes

Interaction Involves all relevant stakeholders (experts, Commission Services, programme
committees, programme participants, etc.)

Targeted audience of the reports

The reports of the monitoring and five-year assessment exercises are transmitted to the
programme committees, Council (CREST,3 Research Group), European Parliament (CERT),4

Economic and Social Committee, Committee of the Regions, ESTA,5 IRDAC.6  Other interested
persons may obtain copies.

The reports are discussed among programme managers and programme committees with a view
to undertaking possible improvements in programme implementation.

Institutional set-up

Within the Commission Services (Directorate-General XII, Science, Research and
Development), an Evaluation Unit was set up in the early 1980s.  This Unit has also been in charge of
the development of the new evaluation scheme and is in charge of its overall implementation.  In
particular, the Evaluation Unit directly supervises the monitoring and five-year assessment at the
Framework Programme level and co-ordinates the implementation of the scheme at the Specific
Programme level.  The latter is carried out under the responsibility of Programme Directors with the
assistance of programme staff.

In May 1995, CREST decided to establish an Evaluation Sub-Committee with the task of
preparing CREST discussions and advice on:
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◊ the terms of reference and procedures for selecting the monitoring and five-year assessment
panels;  and

◊ the monitoring and assessment reports, as well as action to be taken in the light of these
reports.

It has been agreed that after about three years of operation, the new scheme will be reviewed.
CREST will give its advice on the outcome of this review.

NOTES

1. With the contribution of Isidoros Karatzas and Liam O’Sullivan, DGXII Programme Evaluation.

2. In the following, although monitoring is not evaluation, to simplify the text, the term “evaluation” is
used for monitoring and five-year assessment in general.

3. CREST (Committee for Scientific and Technological Research).

4. CERT (Commission for Research, Technological Development and Energy).

5. ESTA (European S&T Assembly).

6. IRDAC (Industrial R&D Advisory Committee).
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