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Abstract

Public managers require different types of knowledge to run programs
successfully. This includes knowledge about the context, operational
know-how, knowledge about the effects, and causal mechanisms. This
knowledge comes from different sources, and evaluation studies are just
one of them.

This article takes the perspective of knowledge users. It explores to what
extent evaluation is a useful source of knowledge for public managers
of cohesion policy. Findings are based on an extensive study of 116 Polish
institutions: surveys with 945 program managers, followed by 78 inter-
views with key policy actors. The article concludes that: (a) utility
of evaluation studies, in comparison to other sources of knowledge, is
limited, (b) evaluation reports are used to some extent as a source
of knowledge on effects and mechanisms, however, (c) "effects" are shal-
lowly interpreted as smooth money spending, not socio-economic change.

In conclusion, this article offers practical ideas on what evaluation prac-
titioners could do to make evaluation more useful for knowledge users

in policy implementation.
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1. Introduction

The ultimate goal of evaluation is “social betterment” (Henry, Mark
2003; Christie 2007). It should be achieved by providing policy actors
with research-based knowledge that will provide them with better un-
derstanding and improve targeting, designing, and implementing
of public policies and programs. Ultimately, such evidence-informed
policies and programs should be more effective in serving citizens.

In practice, this logic tends to be challenged by the complexity of policy
implementation systems in at least four ways. First, actors engaging
in policy implementation are highly diverse in terms of their back-
grounds and objectives (politicians, bureaucrats, NGOs, media, experts),
and positions in multi-level governance system (international agencies,
national and regional actors). They have different goals, and they natu-
rally have different knowledge needs.

Second, the spectrum of knowledge types required for running success-
ful policies and programs spans from knowledge about the context
in which the program is implemented, through technical know-how,
to knowledge about the effects, and explanatory knowledge about causal
mechanisms of socio-economic change (Ekblom, 2002; Nutley et al.,
2003). No one type of evaluation inquiry can address this broad spec-
trum. Gathering these varied types of information must be tackled
by different research approaches and cumulative evidence (Petticrew
& Roberts, 2003).
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Third, evaluation is just one of the sources of knowledge that policy
actors use.! Policy actors can gain insights from many sources such as,
to name just few, controls, audits, monitoring of programs, performance
analysis, and informal contacts with beneficiaries, and knowledge ex-
change networks of public managers. These sources sometimes comple-
ment, but often compete for the policy actors' attention (Davies et al.,
2010; Newcomer & Brass, 2016; Nutley et al., 2007; Weiss, 1980).

Last, evaluative insights, even of high relevance and quality, are not
always incorporated in policy learning processes. Individual and organi-
zational actors absorb information and learn in complex, non-linear
ways (Argyris, 1977; Leeuw et al., 1994; Lipshitz et al., 2007; Olejniczak,
Mazur, 2014; Weiss, Bucuvalas, 1980).

The challenge of aligning the production of evaluation studies
with the knowledge needs of decision-makers has been the focus of both
the theory and practice of evaluation utilization. The alignment challenge
has been explored for over a decade (Weiss, Bucuvalas, 1980; Shulha,
Cousins, 1997; Johnson et al., 2009). However, so far there has been limited
attention given to the extent to which evaluation complements or com-
petes with other sources of knowledge in complex systems of public pro-
gram implementation. Therefore, the question addressed here is:

How useful are evaluation studies as a vehicles for promoting
learning for actors involved in designing and implementing
complex public polices?

To address this question we take the user-centered perspective. We
frame evaluation as a service provided to "knowledge users"”, decision-
makers involved in the implementation of the public policy and pro-
grams. We begin our article by providing a framework that positions
evaluation practices in the complex system of multi-level policy imple-
mentation. We discuss the main types of knowledge that can be provid-
ed to different policy actors.

Second, we present findings on the main sources of learning for the staff
responsible for implementation of a complex policy. We use the case

1 As quoted by Weiss et al. (2005) “Evaluation is fallible. Evaluation is but one source
of evidence. Evidence is but one input into policy...”
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of the cohesion policy implemented in Poland (2007-13 programming
period). We focus on the role of evaluation in the spectrum of knowledge
sources about processes, effects and mechanisms of program delivery.

Third, we discuss the implications of our findings for evaluation practi-
tioners who want to operate effectively in complex policy systems. We
lay out key trade-offs that have to be addressed, and we draw upon ex-
perience of evaluation units in shaping the learning about cohesion poli-
cy in Poland and across the European Union.

2. Learning in complex policy and program implementation sys-
tems

2.1 Framework for understanding policy and program implementa-
tion

Program and policy implementation is a complex process that has been

discussed in the management literature for many years, well before

the introduction of the European Union cohesion policy (May 2003). We

offer a general logic of public program and policy implementation in Figure 1.

Figure 1: The universal logic of program and policy implementation
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The basic assumptions are that public funds are transferred, in the form
of monetary aid or service activities, through a policy implementation
system to certain target groups. The assumption is that if this aid is
areceptive context, will trigger in a target groups desired behaviors,
and the behaviors should eventually lead to a positive, sustainable socio-
economic change. Thus, the ultimate goal of policy is desirable socio-
economic change that addresses local challenges and problems, that
the public funds are used to modify behaviors of those target groups
that can bring this positive change.

The system of policy implementation is institutional, and involves pro-
cedural machinery of public agencies responsible for targeting promis-
ing beneficiaries and delivering aid smoothly (legally and on time).
As we see in Figure 1, public institutions involved in this policy imple-
mentation system can engage in three groups of processes. First, "strate-
gic planning”, provides strategic documents, objectives and targets
for interventions. It entails activities such as: (a) diagnosis and planning,
(b) consultation and negotiations, (c) and coordination and alignment
with the changing environment. In a cohesion policy terminology this is
the domain of agencies assigned responsibilities of Coordinating Bodies
and programming units within Managing Authorities.

Second, “operational processes”, focus on spending and absorbing fi-
nancial aid coming from the European Union. Operations cover sub-
processes of (a) information and promotion given to beneficiaries — po-
tential applicants of the projects, (b) application and selection of the most
promising beneficiaries, (c) and financial management. In a cohesion
policy terminology this is the domain for agencies called Financing Au-
thorities, and Intermediate & Implementing Bodies.

Finally, "knowledge delivery” involves activities designed to produce
knowledge to improve the system's operations (single loop learning),
and to gain better understanding of socio-economic phenomena that are
addressed by cohesion policy (double loop learning) (Argyris, Schon
1995; Fiol, Lyles 1985). Knowledge production encompasses evaluation,
monitoring, performance auditing, and purchase and other expertise
elaborated fully below. It cohesion policy it is assigned to monitoring
and evaluation units, audit and control bodies.
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The outcomes of policy implementation are typically measured by three
indicators. The ultimate success indicator is positive socio-economic
change. However, the observable effects of change are often delayed
in time. Assessing policy implementation by measuring final outcomes is
difficult. Thus, policy actors use more process-oriented indicators such
as the level of funds absorption. They assume that the timely and legal
use of public funds by beneficiaries is a proxy for successful of the policy
implementation. In practice, this indicator is more likely to measure
the efficiency of operational processes of the implementation system but
will not measure actual rationality of strategic policy direction, nor
the utility of the policy for local beneficiaries. The third indicator
measures "knowledge gains" on lessons learned and mistakes that have
been corrected or avoided over time. Such gains can be used in future
planning for the next generation of policies and programs.

Stakeholders are expected to assess policy delivery and provide feed-
back to institutions of the implementation system. In the case of cohe-
sion policy these stakeholders include the countries that are net payers
of the policy, public opinion of the EU member states, media, interest
groups and other European institutions, such as the European Commis-
sion and European Parliament.

2.2 Types of knowledge for public policy

In our analysis, we are especially interested in knowledge use and learn-
ing in policy delivery. Thus, we now focus on knowledge delivery pro-
cesses within the system of policy implementation. In broad terms, there
are five types of knowledge that may be produced in this setting (Nutley
et al., 2003; Olejniczak et al., 2016):

® Knowledge about policy issues (know-about) — information about
the spatial and temporal distribution of the socioeconomic prob-
lems, the needs, expectations and characteristics of targeted
population;

Knowledge about policy stakeholders (know-who) — awareness
of which actors should be involved in the policy process to de-
velop and implement solutions;
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® Knowledge about effects (know what) — evidence on what policy
approaches worked, what solutions and strategies produced de-
sired outcomes in the past;

® Knowledge about change mechanisms (know why) — insights in-
to why things work, and the causal mechanisms that lead to de-
sired outcomes, as well as side effects;

[

Knowledge on operational issues (know-how) — technical, opera-
tional knowledge about effective implementation procedures,
activities and processes.

These five types of knowledge can be provided by different sources,
such as evaluation studies, policy expertise, monitoring activities,
and performance audits, etc. The actual producers of knowledge could
be external actors to the policy implementation processes such as inde-
pendent experts, research agencies, and audit companies or units within
the policy implementation systems such as evaluation and monitoring
units, and internal audit teams.

3. Learning in cohesion policy — empirical findings
3.1 Scope and method of the study

Our research deals with the issue of the utility of evaluation studies
as vehicles for providing learning for actors involved in designing
and implementing public policy. We focus on knowledge delivery ac-
tivities that are within the system of implementation. In addition, we
explore how these activities inform staff of the public institutions re-
sponsible for two other types of implementation activities — strategic
planning and implementation processes (Figure 1).

Out of the five types of knowledge discussed above, we concentrate
on three: know-what, know-how, and know-why. The rationale behind
limiting attention to these three is that in theory evaluation may poten-
tially provide these three types of knowledge. The other two (know-
about and know-who) are the domain of different types of disciplined
inquiry, especially policy analysis (Lincoln and Guba 1986).
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As a case for our study, we have chosen the cohesion policy implementa-
tion system in Poland, in the programming period 2007 to 2013. Learn-
ing in the context of cohesion policy has been discussed extensively
in number of publications (Batterbury, 2006, Rodrigues-Pose & Novak,
2013; Hojlund, 2014; Neacsu Petzold, 2015), however those studies do
not explore the perspective of potential, individual users of knowledge.
Cohesion policy is especially helpful to analyze knowledge use for sev-
eral reasons. First, cohesion policy included number of multi-sectoral
programs, ranging from labor market, trainings, institutional support,
through enterprise innovation, to hard infrastructure. That broad scope
makes its experience relevant to other public policies, as well as aid pro-
grams, across the world.

Second, there have been extensive evaluation activities undertaken
to assess cohesion policy in Poland. A total of 976 evaluation studies
have been completed through programming period (MIR 2014), making
evaluation in Poland, at least in terms of volume, and an ample oppor-
tunity for policy learning.

Finally, European regulations guiding cohesion policy are standard
across countries and regions of the European Union. Thus, the Poland
case provides an opportunity for undertaking comparative studies
to support generalization across national cases.

Our findings are based on a mixed-method descriptive research design
executed on an extensive scale. The study covered all 116 institutions
within the Polish cohesion policy system and it was part of the bigger
ex post evaluation of cohesion policy implementation system in Poland.?

Our basic method was an online survey with public servants involved
in program management. Heads of each institution received a link
to the survey with a kind request to provide this link to experienced
employees defined as "having at least 3 years of involvement in cohesion
policy implementation, and 3 years of employment in the particular

2 The full report EGO s.c. (2013) "Ocena systemu realizacji polityki spdjnosci w Polsce
w ramach perspektywy 2007-2013" is available on the National Evaluation Unit database:
https://www.ewaluacja.gov.pl/media/24655/ggov_290.pdf
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institution". In total, 945 responses were collected, with the majority
of these from senior agency staff and heads of programs units. Referring
to Figure 1, these were representatives of agencies running programs'
strategic and operational processes (13 from Coordinating Bodies, 470
from Managing Authorities, 154 from Intermediate Bodies, and 308
from Implementing Authorities).

The survey respondents were asked to assess with 5-point scale
(from strongly agree to strongly disagree) statements about the role
of several potential knowledge sources for learning in their organization.
Ten different potential sources of information were included in the sur-
vey, in addition to our subject of interest — evaluation studies. They
were:

1) monitoring of physical progress,

2) monitoring of financial progress,

3) findings from project controls,

4) external controls (Supreme Court, tax office),

5) trainings, postgraduate studies,

6) conferences related to the area of respondents' work,
7) everyday contacts with program beneficiaries,

8) cooperation with other entities in National Strategic Reference
Framework system (NSRF),

9) cooperation with national and international actors outside NSRF
system, and

10) press articles.

Separate answers were given for each source with respect to each
of three types of knowledge: implementation processes, program impact,
and mechanisms of change (Questions are provided in Appendix A).
To calculate the utility of each source we summed up the number select-
ing “strongly agree” and “agree” for each source.
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The survey was complemented by a series of interviews (n=78) with key
players in the system (usually department directors of leading institu-
tions), and experts (mostly professors dealing with cohesion policy sys-
tem or public administration). Referring to Figure 1, these were actors
involved in strategic planning processes of the policy implementation
and directors of departments involved in operational processes.

The interviews were designed to examine further the role of evaluation
in learning. We asked interviewees about their main sources of infor-
mation during different aspects of implementation processes (strategic,
operational). We inquired if they remember particular studies that
helped them in decision-making. All interviewees were asked to assess,
on the scale 2 to 5 (the old Polish school grade system in which
2=unsatisfactory, 5=excellent), the utility of evaluation, monitoring, au-
dits and controls for decision-making. Apart from grading, they provid-
ed justifications for their assessments and illustrated them with exam-
ples. We also asked about perceived improvement of knowledge deliv-
ery activities between two programing periods (2004-06 vs. 2007-13).
For interviewees' answers, we have applied the magnitude coding
method, to reduce qualitative data, and represent the interview data
quantitatively (Saldana, 2013).

The survey and interviews were conducted between April and June 2013
as part of more comprehensive study of the management and implemen-
tation of cohesion policy in Poland commissioned by the Polish Ministry
of Regional Development.

3.2 Findings

In the EU programming period 2007-2013 Poland was the largest benefi-
ciary of cohesion policy in the EU with an allocation of 67 bln €
from a total budget of 347 bln € (19.3%). The entire cohesion policy pack-
age given to Poland was divided into five national Operational Pro-
grams and 16 regional Operational Programs. Each program had a dis-
tinctive structure of strategic goals and targeted groups of beneficiaries.
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To deliver such an extensive and complex aid package to final benefi-
ciaries, the largest national CP implementation system in Europe was
established. The delivery system consisted of around 116 public institu-
tions, and almost 12,000 civil servants involved strategic planning, oper-
ational processes and knowledge delivery (MIR 2013). In a cohesion
policy terminology the implementing agencies were divided into Financ-
ing Authorities, Managing Authorities, Intermediate & Implementing
Bodies.

Applying a user-center perspective, we assume that all of those 12,000
public agency staff involved in the cohesion policy implementation sys-
tem could have been potential users of evaluation. The larger part of this
population dealt with operational processes of Operational Programs
(information and promotion given to beneficiaries, project selection
and financial management), while a smaller group was responsible
for strategic issues — including programs design, modification, and fi-
nancial reallocations. However, since the competencies of these manag-
ers often overlap, we refer to both those groups together as “program
managers”.

Regarding the production of evaluative knowledge, within the CP im-
plementation system 59 evaluation units were responsible for planning
and conducting evaluations (mostly commissioning execution
of the studies to external contractors). Evaluation units were located
in the structures of Managing Authorities, Intermediate & Implementing
Bodies (National Evaluation Unit 2011). A total of 976 evaluation studies
were completed through 2014, and the average number of studies com-
pleted per year in the period 2008-2014 was over 140 (MIR 2014). It is
estimated that 40% of those studies were of a strategic nature,
and the rest examined operational processes (EGO 2013). Given the large
number of evaluations completed, users could have gained a substantial
amount of useful knowledge. Yet, as we present below it was not neces-
sarily so.

Let us now have a closer look at the users of evaluation — the program
managers of cohesion policy in Poland. Out of 945 surveyed program
managers, a little less than one third declared that they had learned
about implementation processes from evaluation studies (Figure 2).
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The most popular source of knowledge about program implementation
appears to be everyday contacts with program beneficiaries and appli-
cants. Two other sources were indicated by more than half of respond-
ents: on-site project controls (performed by managing / implementing
authority representatives), and rather surprisingly, training and post-
graduate studies.

It is worth mentioning that in our survey we distinguished monitoring
of physical progress from monitoring of financial progress?. Combined
together they put monitoring at the top of the list of popular sources
of information about program implementation process.

Figure 2: In our department/team we learn about implementation PROCESS
from (% of answers “strongly agree” and “agree”)*

EVALUATION STUDIES 32,8%
Monitoring of physical progress 41,8%
Monitoring of financial progress 42,3%
project controls || |GGG -7
External controls (Supreme Court, tax office) 42,4%
Trainings, postgraduate studies | |  |NEGTcTcTczNEGEGGEGE 0.3
Conferences related to the area of our work 34,6%
Everyday contacts with program beneficiaries ||| | ||GczczIzNzINIIIIIN 7.1~
Cooperation with other entities in NSRF system 33,4%
Cooperation with actors outside NSRF system 14,6%
Press articles 16,0%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Note: *Marked in black three top answers

As one would have expected, the declared role of evaluation is greater
when it comes to gaining knowledge about program effects, with over
41 % of respondents declaring it is useful (Figure 3). Evaluation studies

3 We believe it is justified, as such division is popular among program implementing
units. It was also interesting to know which type of monitoring respondents had in their
minds when they declared to learn from it about programme effects.
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were only fifth most popular among 11 analyzed sources for learning
about program effects.

As in the case of gaining knowledge about implementation processes,
respondents most frequently report that their knowledge about program
effects comes from feedback from beneficiaries. Second source indicated
by more than a half of respondents are project controls, and third most
used was monitoring of physical progress.

Figure 3: In our department/team we learn about program IMPACT from
(% of answers “strongly agree” and “agree”)*

EVALUATION STUDIES 41,4%
Monitoring of physical progress | N [N NN :s.0%
Monitoring of financial progress 45,3%
project controls | GG 2.0
External controls (Supreme Court, tax office) 40,1%
Trainings, postgraduate studies 32,4%
Conferences related to the area of our work 36,1%
Everyday contacts with program beneficiaries ||| | |GcTcNENININNIIIN -:.°%
Cooperation with other entities in NSRF system 28,3%
Cooperation with actors outside NSRF system 14,8%
Press articles 24,5%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Note: *Marked in black three top answers

The survey results for knowledge about mechanisms of change are very
much the same as in the case of knowledge about effects (98 % correla-
tion). Evaluation studies fell 4t in terms of use, with less than 40 % of the
respondents agreeing one may learn from evaluation studies about
mechanisms (Figure 4). Everyday contacts with program beneficiaries
were the most often used source again, and are the only option indicated
by more than a half of the respondents.
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Figure 4: In our department/team we learn about MECHANISM of change
from (% of answers “strongly agree” and “agree”)*

EVALUATION STUDIES 39,5%
Monitoring of physical progress _ 40,2%
Monitoring of financial progress 36,6%
project controls || NG -5
External controls (Supreme Court, tax office) 37,1%
Trainings, postgraduate studies 30,3%
Conferences related to the area of our work 32,9%
Everyday contacts with program beneficiaries || | | }q}d] ] Il 0.7
Cooperation with other entities in NSRF system 25,4%
Cooperation with actors outside NSRF system 15,9%
Press articles 19,4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Note: *Marked in black three top answers

The findings from interviews provide slightly more favorable pictures
of evaluation than the survey. Our interviewees were asked to assess
overall utility of evaluation on the old Polish school grade scale (from 2
to 5, where 2 is unacceptable and 5 is excellent). The average of this as-
sessment was 3.6, which means evaluation as a source of knowledge
"passed the utility exam", but only slightly above the acceptable mini-
mum. This score is comparable to audit and control, but visibly lower
than monitoring (4.0)%.

Evaluation was the most often mentioned source of knowledge about
effects, and the majority of our respondents noticed improvements
in evaluation over time (in comparison to 2004-06 period). Yet objections
concerning the quality of evaluation reports are still frequent. Interview-
ees specifically mentioned the lack of analytical added value, simple
repeating of monitoring data, ignoring organizational and legal limita-
tions and obligations in policy system. Conclusions were often perceived
as trivial, and recommendations deemed hardly useful, and often not
meeting information needs.

4 Only these three sources of information were discussed during interviews.
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Some respondents identified variations in evaluation utility depending
on the type of the evaluation study. The most useful studies were those
of diagnostic character, and involving program managers’. However,
mid-term studies were considered more as routine obligations than re-
sponding to actual information needs. Most respondents could not recall
any ex-post evaluations studies.

The usefulness of contacts with beneficiaries as a leading source
of knowledge for program managers is interesting when combined
with the finding that cooperation with actors outside of the cohesion
policy system was the least useful source in all three cases, with evalua-
tion studies falling in the middle. The managers in cohesion policy sys-
tem seem to be inward looking, and rely on simple feedback signals
generated from beneficiaries. Lack of interest in contacting and sharing
knowledge with academia or officials involved in other public policies
might suggest that actors in the cohesion policy system are not much
interested in the impact of their programs in a wider socio-economic
perspective. That observation corresponds with the fact that the leading
sources are quite similar for all three types of knowledge. Managers tend
to use information on implementations and even when asked about
learning on program effects, respondents interpreted them as financial
matters, implementation barriers, compliance with rules, and very basic
outcomes.

4. Discussion and implication for evaluation practice
4.1 Discussion

For knowledge users, defined as staff of the agencies responsible
for implementation of cohesion policy in Poland, evaluation studies
were viewed as a limited source of knowledge. The main source for op-
erational knowledge, as well as knowledge on what works and why,
were everyday contacts with beneficiaries and project controls. These
findings are not unique to cohesion policy. Others have found that eve-
ryday unstructured contact with beneficiaries provides preferred feed-
back on performance for public managers (Kroll, 2013). However, this

5 In fact those studies might not fit into the definition of evaluation and resemble more
policy analysis.
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source brings the risk of "availability heuristic,"” when managers build
their understanding of the overall situation of the program on vivid sto-
ries of outspoken beneficiaries.

The fact that evaluation studies do not constituted one of the top choices
when information is needed, may explain the recently observed phe-
nomenon that, despite the large number of studies conducted, evalua-
tion studies have almost no influence on decision-making process
(Kupiec, 2016). If most decisions are not informed by evaluation find-
ings, we may assume they are supported by other sources of knowledge.

The findings of this study also correspond well with other research
on the cohesion policy evaluation system in Poland. One of the reasons
why evaluation studies are not strong sources of learning for program
managers may be the amount of time it takes to complete an evaluation
study. Based on a sample of 235 studies Kupiec (2015) calculated that it
takes seven months on average from data collection to the completion
of an evaluation study. Program managers interviewed as part of that
research reported:

B “evaluation takes too long to have real impact. When it comes

to operational management, evaluation is useless, because it on-
ly repeats what we have already known, or what we have al-
ready changed. Waiting for evaluation recommendations is
worse than making even bad decisions”

® “if there is a problem, and the answer is needed immediately, it

is not possible to get it from evaluation, for procedural reasons.”

As one can see the time, pressure is most evident in the case of informing
operational decision-making. That is probably why the utility of evalua-
tion studies was lowest in providing knowledge about implementation
processes. However, it also raises a question why the majority of com-
missioned studies examined implementation issues (over 60 %). This
question becomes even more intriguing when we realize that in the other
40 % of studies, which were supposed to deal with strategic problems,
the vast majority of recommendations also focused on implementation
processes (Kupiec, 2014). The lack of strategic recommendations may
also account for the fact that evaluation studies are not found among
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the more useful sources of knowledge about program effects and mech-
anisms leading to those effects.

4.2 Implications

These rather sobering findings urge us to ask what evaluation practi-
tioners can do to make evaluation more visible and useful for knowledge
users in the policy and programs implementation processes. In order
to address this challenge we think it would be beneficial to identify
trade-offs that evaluation practitioners should address in order to pro-
vide useful information to decision-makers. In this section we especially
focus on evaluation units, since they are central agents of evaluation
activities in cohesion policy. However, our discussion may be also rele-
vant for analysts and analytical units that serve other public policies.

Knowledge utilization might be usefully differentiated along two di-
mensions. First, there are different types of knowledge. On the one hand,
evaluation studies may focus on bringing more strategic, broader
knowledge about effects of policy and programs, and the mechanisms
that produce successful outcomes. On the other hand, studies may focus
on very technical, procedural and processual issues, thus providing poli-
cy practitioners with fine-grained operational knowledge.

The second dimension relates to the primary audience and evaluation
objectives. Evaluation can be intended to inform the actors in the imple-
mentation system. In that case its primary function is learning, under-
stood as improving strategic and operational activities over time.
Or, evaluation can be intended to inform external audiences such
as policy stakeholders. In the case of cohesion policy these are the Euro-
pean Commission, EU net payers, public opinion and the media.¢ In that
situation, evaluation may be used to hold policy implementation staff
accountable to the stakeholders.

Those dimensions create four clear options for the evaluation units (Fig-
ure 5). Let us consider how the findings discussed above relate
the framework.

¢ It may as well be representatives of domestic authorities of particular country, if they are
not involved in managing the programme being subject of evaluation.
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Figure 5: Different uses of knowledge learned from evaluation
STRATEGIC KNOWLEDGE
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Source: own work

In Figure 5 studies in cell A focus on accountability for timely and legal
spending. We believe that evaluation studies offer little additional value
here because this area is well covered by control activities, as well
as extensive monitoring systems developed over at the regional, national
and European level of cohesion policy.

Studies in cell B focus on accountability for effects. Ex post evaluations are
undertaken by European Commission. There is opportunity here
for activities of the national evaluation units, as they could be aimed
at showing to the public and main stakeholders the value for money of EU
co-financed interventions. However, two issues could potentially limit
evaluation units' actions in that area. First, stakeholders (especially the
media and the public) could perceive the units as not fully independent
and therefore not impartial, since they are located within
the implementation system producing outcomes they try to measure.
That, in turn, could render evaluation studies less credible in the eyes
of the knowledge users. Second, assessing long-term effects means
the studies must extend beyond one programming period. Longer-term
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evaluations require institutional continuity of evaluation units. This is
often not the case for cohesion policy since the units are parts of Managing
Authorities assigned to the particular Operational Program. With new
programming periods, new implementation structures are introduced.

Studies in cell C are promising for evaluation units as they can provide
managers with balanced and objective views on on-going program im-
plementation. Evaluation can help in tackling the managers' heuristics
of availability — which means not making assumptions based on single
stories from beneficiaries, but creating a more balanced and representa-
tive picture of reality. In that case, evaluation units could also, using
a spectrum of organizational learning tools, analyze data to inform sys-
tematic data-driven reviews (Hatry, Davies, 2011; Olejniczak, 2015). Dur-
ing such sessions, held regularly, evaluation officers inform program
managers, raise explanatory questions, and search for mechanisms that
explain current implementation bottlenecks.

Finally, cell D is, in our view, the most promising for evaluation units.
Evaluation studies could provide program managers — both strategic
and operational staff, with insight on the actual effectiveness of theories
of change that underlay certain interventions. And that in turn, would
allow managers to correct interventions "on the go", providing them
with data on target populations and change mechanisms so they could
improve programs. For this purposes only evaluation undertaken
by national and regional evaluation units could do the job, because those
units are close enough to program managers to provide timely input.

However, evaluations in cell D also require evaluation units to tackle
additional challenges. First, evaluation units need to educate their users
in the implementation system. Our research shows that program manag-
ers frequently confuse products with effects. Evaluation units need
to explain the difference, and convince managers of usefulness of look-
ing beyond checklist of products, at the strategic goal of social change.
In addition, evaluation units need to raise awareness among managers
on the importance of knowing why and how interventions work
— the mechanisms that change beneficiaries” reactions to the provided aid.
This knowledge is crucial for the eventual success of implemented pro-
grams.
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Secondly, evaluation units will have to work on the timing of their eval-
uations. They need to deliver timely explanations of mechanisms,
and findings of first effects of interventions, in order to provide enough
time for managers to react and incorporate the data to improve pro-
gramming.

In the reality of cohesion policy, evaluation units will try to cover more
than one option. However, it is important to be aware of the trade-offs
and potential tensions since each of these options requires different lev-
els of certain resources and skills, as well as demanding different roles
from evaluators and their supervisors in evaluation units. Therefore, we
encourage evaluation units to undertake strategic reflection and choose
their primary focus. This would allow units to be more effective in their
support of learning.

5. Conclusions

We have applied user-centered perspectives to the analysis of evaluation
as a vehicle for promoting learning for actors involved in designing
and implementing complex public policies. This means we relied
on the declaration (surveys and interviews) of staff of public agencies
and key actors involved the implementation of cohesion policy in Po-
land. The collected data shows that: (a) utility of evaluation studies,
in comparison to other sources of knowledge, is limited, (b) evaluation
reports are used to some extent as a source of knowledge on effects
and mechanisms, however, (c) '"effects" are shallowly interpreted
as smooth money spending, not socio-economic change.

In our opinion, the crowded landscape of evidence sources as discussed
above can be treated not only as a challenge but also as an opportunity
for evaluation. Evaluation units across the cohesion policy system have
experience, due to the scope of their work, with understanding social
research, and speaking the languages of both policy and research. This
comparative advantage gives them a unique opportunity to evolve from
being mere contractors of isolated reports into real knowledge brokers
— providing information to lead reflexive policy learning among deci-
sion-makers of cohesion policy.
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We suggested that the limited resources of evaluation units in complex
policy delivery system should be primarily focused on serving
knowledge users who are responsible for policy implementation — both
strategic and operational activities. An especially promising role would
be increasing knowledge on mechanisms that drive programs' perfor-
mance (what works and why). In terms of improving operational
knowledge, evaluation units could support learning sessions that are
based on monitoring data. Finally, evaluation units could explore more
the synergies with other evidence-based sources of information, by syn-
thesizing different knowledge sources and building policy arguments
based on evidence. Such reorientation could hopefully lead to a situation
where evaluation and other sources of knowledge complement each
other, while conclusions from evaluation studies have visible utility
in policy decision-making process.
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Appendix 1 - survey questions

Articles

The following sets of survey questions used to measure evaluation use
has been an excerpt from a bigger survey that explored all three aspects
of Cohesion Policy implementation system (strategic, operational

and knowledge delivery). Survey has been administered on-line.

1
In our department/team we learn about = o 5 2 o o 9
implementation process from: 58 3] £3 o S ™
=) b0 9 o .2 2 = 4=
wn © < Z © T =] »n T
Evaluation studies
Monitoring of physical progress
Monitoring of financial progress
Project controls
External controls (Supreme Court, tax
office)
Trainings, postgraduate studies
Conferences related to the area of our work
Everyday contacts with program beneficiar-
ies
Cooperation with other entities in NSRF
system
Cooperation with (inter)national actors
outside NSRF system
Press articles
1
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program impact from: c 9 9 S 3w o0 € w
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Evaluation studies

Monitoring of physical progress

Monitoring of financial progress

Project controls

External controls (Supreme Court, tax
office)

Trainings, postgraduate studies

Conferences related to the area of our work

Everyday contacts with program beneficiar-
ies

Cooperation with other entities in NSRF
system

Cooperation with (inter)national actors
outside NSRF system

Press articles
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In our department/team we learn about
mechanism of change from:

Strongly
agree

Agree

Neither

agree nor

disagree

Disagree

Strongly

disagree

Evaluation studies

Monitoring of physical progress

Monitoring of financial progress

Project controls

External controls (Supreme Court, tax
office)

Trainings, postgraduate studies

Conferences related to the area of our work

Everyday contacts with program beneficiar-
ies

Cooperation with other entities in NSRF
system

Cooperation with (inter)national actors
outside NSRF system

Press articles
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