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With the purpose of continuing fostering transnational cooperation as foreseen by the
2014-2020 ESF Regulation (article 10), the European Commission launched the ESF
Transnational Cooperation Platform (TCP) in 2020, building on the work of nine former
thematic networks (2015-2019)1. The Platform brings together national and regional
managing authorities, audit authorities, line ministries, intermediate bodies, implementing
organisations, beneficiaries, competence centres for social innovation, and other ESF
stakeholders from all 27 Member States. The main aims of the ESF TCP are to:
•
•
•

Improve cooperation between key stakeholders through mutual learning and the
development of joint solutions to common challenges.
Build the capacity, skills, and confidence of key stakeholders to apply new
knowledge and transfer practices with the support of peers from other countries.
Inform EU and national employment policies and reforms by harnessing
experiences from the ground.

To enable members to share concerns and approach topical challenges on the ground, as
well as to allow them to deepen their knowledge and expertise, four Communities of
Practice (CoP) have been created, empowering members to help each other solve
problems in a practical manner. The thematic areas of the four CoPs are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Employment, education and skills
Social inclusion
Results-based management
Social innovation.

Over the past two years, over 60 mutual learning activities have been organised, such as
peer reviews, peer-to-peer trainings, workshops, webinars, study visits, working groups
and plenary meetings, which also contributed to the creation of valuable tangible outputs.
The EU-level conference ‘Transnational Cooperation under ESF+: Building on what works’
took place between 31 May and 1 June 2022, an important milestone due to the upcoming
transition to the new ESF Social Innovation+ initiative. The conference provided an
occasion for stakeholders to reflect on the work of the past two years, to share
the key lessons learned, as well as to look forward and plan for the future.

The nine thematic networks focussed on: employment, youth employment, learning
and skills, governance and public administration, social economy, social inclusion,
migrants, simplification and partnership
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Looking back at the achievements and lessons learned from the ESF
Transnational Cooperation Platform

Figure 1. The image was created at the session on ‘Looking back at the achievements and lessons learned from
the ESF Transnational Cooperation Platform.’

Over the past two years, the ESF TCP has provided a virtual space for the four CoPs to
actively exchange in their respective thematic areas despite the unfolding COVID-19
pandemic. The Platform has allowed for sharing good and ‘not so good’ practices, both of
which are crucial for learning. Altogether, 64 mutual learning activities were organised in
various forms, which contributed to 27 written outputs, including manuals, toolkits,
practical guides, background documents, recommendation papers, checklists, reports, and
others, as well as 50 case studies.2 Throughout this conference, key stakeholders and
members of each CoP were given opportunities via panel and working group discussions
to highlight what they consider to be the main achievements in the CoPs and the lessons
learned.
The four CoPs have adapted to the challenging environment over the last two years.
Members valued activities that aimed at sharing knowledge and solutions, informing the
design of new programmes and piloting activities. This contributed to increasing the
visibility of key topics, such as mobility for vulnerable groups from disadvantaged
backgrounds, simplification or measuring soft outcomes.

All publications of the four CoPs can be found here: https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fundplus/en/publications
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The successes of the CoP on Employment, education and skills
An inclusive labour market aiming at full employment is vital for ensuring successful
economies and societies. Transnational cooperation within the ESF shares experiences of
reaching out to groups that are the furthest away from the labour market and/or
experiencing long-term unemployment. Accordingly, the CoP on Employment, education
and skills revolves around three sub-themes: 1) the integration of young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds not in employment, education or training (NEETs) into
employment; 2) long-term unemployed people and employability of inactive persons; and
3) education and skills. The CoP has 134 members from 24 Member States.
Complementing the work of the three sub-groups, a key achievement of the CoP has been
the launch of the measuring soft outcomes Working Group in February 2022. The Working
Group gathers 20 participants from nine Member States and builds on existing evidence
to identify systems to be piloted to better assess the added value of activities financed by
the ESF that bring participants closer to the labour market.
Another success of the CoP was the webinar on the launch of the ALMA (Aim, Learn,
Master, Achieve) initiative, which is an active inclusion measure to empower the most
vulnerable young people who are NEETs aged 18 to 30 years old, by providing them with
tailor-made support to help them finding a job and to integrate them into the society. The
Webinar was attended by nearly 300 participants from 25 Member States in December
2021. Hearing the experiences from the ground and the powerful insights and testimonies
from project participants contributed to reinforcing the importance of actions for target
groups with complex needs. The outputs and information provided before and after
events served as an important foundation for brainstorming, sharing ideas with colleagues,
and sparking discussions around inspiring innovative ways to solve existing problems.
Sharing ideas may help CoP members to develop new approaches, ‘1 + 1 = 3’ as
a CoP member mentioned.
On a constructive note, members suggested that further work needs to be undertaken,
such as expanding the membership of the CoP and reaching beyond those who are
already aware of the benefits of transnational cooperation. It will also be key to listen and
understand the needs of those who are not yet involved and give them the chance to
participate to the extent they are able to. Finally, the management of the stakeholders’
network remains vital – this is one of the most common challenges faced by public
administrations, and the resistance to change as well as the attitude of the stakeholders,
partners and beneficiaries are important factors.
Key publications of the CoP include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Updated ALMA Manual of Guidance
Practical guide: Creating pathways for support for vulnerable young people to enter
training and the labour market
Engaging employers in work-based learning and apprenticeships: A
recommendations paper
Encouraging preventive approaches to support young people not in employment,
education or training: a checklist (upcoming)
Digitalisation in education and training: checklist for successful projects and
initiatives (upcoming)
Improving collaboration to support the integration of long-term unemployed and
inactive people: a mini-toolkit (upcoming)
Supporting work-based learning and apprenticeships through ESF+: concepts,
tools and practices (upcoming)

Showcasing the achievements of the CoP on Social inclusion
Stark divisions in our societies caused by social inequalities and cuts to services have been
exacerbated by the COVID-19 outbreak since 2020. The Community of Practice on Social
inclusion supports managing authorities and stakeholders in exchanging good practices to
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tackle inequalities and social exclusion by addressing three sub-themes: 1) child poverty,
2) deinstitutionalisation, and 3) homelessness. The CoP has 162 members from 25
Member States.
Members appreciated the opportunity to discuss concrete promising examples,
tools and approaches and broaden their horizons by interacting with a variety of experts.
Virtual study visits have proven to be particularly important for highlighting successful
practices funded by the ESF through high-quality discussions. The CoP also increased
awareness of the possibility of using the ESF in a strategic way to yield concrete
improvements and developments in the area of social inclusion, such as in Housing First
to tackle homelessness. Networking and the creation of new communication
channels were highlighted as important advantages of the CoP, especially by managing
authorities, enabling exchanges about the programming and the preparation of effective
calls. It is also essential to make sure that the learnings and outcomes of the CoP are
properly fed back to countries, and the messages are spread by members sharing the
outputs, reports and discussion outcomes within their organisations and their wider
networks. To make sure that calls truly reflect the needs of the target groups, members
emphasised the importance of involving service users. It is key to talk to people living in
poverty, as the lived experiences of individuals are what can really show their essential
needs, which should then pave the way for programming and implementation.
Key publications include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Checklist: How to target and support people experiencing homelessness with the
ESF+
Mini-toolkit: Use of the European Social Fund for actions to combat poverty and
social exclusion of children
Recommendations paper: Deinstitutionalisation of persons with disabilities and the
use of ESF+
Recommendation paper on ex-offenders (upcoming)
Mapping of good practice – addressing child poverty (upcoming)
Mini-toolkit on the training of personnel in relation to the use of the ESF to support
independent living (upcoming)

The impact of the CoP on Results-based management
The overall objective of the Community of Practice on Results-based management is to
contribute to the more efficient and effective use of ESF/ESF+ funding. This is done
through promoting and facilitating the design and implementation of measures to simplify
procedures and reduce administrative costs and burdens for ESF authorities and
stakeholders. The CoP addresses three sub-themes: 1) Simplified Cost Options (SCO), 2)
results-based approaches, and 3) simplification of ESF/ESF+, and it has 166 members
from 27 Member States.
Members noted that cooperation and peer learning ensured a more than robust
partnership between managing authorities and audit authorities, as well as an
open exchange with the European Commission. A key lesson learned is that simplification
is not about making the same thing better, but rather doing things in a different way.
In addition, learning from other Member States does not mean replicating their practices,
but rather, it is about understanding what works and adapting it to the specific
internal needs. By exchanging new practical approaches, CoP members gained more
confidence in promoting a new simplification mindset within their institutions.
Ultimately, because of this exchange, reflection, synthesis and dissemination on
simplification, the EU and national regulations have improved. Members have also built
their national practices over the work done by their European counterparts, and as a result,
it was recognised that the new ESF+ programmes are now better prepared.
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Key publications include:
•
•
•
•
•

Ex ante assessment of Simplified Cost Options and partnerships between managing
authorities and audit authorities – How to do it?
Simplified Cost Options – A practitioner’s manual
Recommendation paper on Financing Not Linked to Costs
Simplification measures: selected case reports of ESF-funded practices (upcoming)
Result-based approaches: selected case reports of ESF-funded practices
(upcoming)

Highlights of the work done in the CoP on Social innovation
The Community of Practice on Social innovation aims to strengthen Member States’
capacity to programme and deliver on social innovation under the ESF+. The CoP has 156
members from 26 Member States, and its four key themes include:
1) Facilitate the sharing of options and models for programming the social innovation
priority under ESF+ Programmes.
2) Encourage networking between projects building national competence centres for
social innovation, ESF bodies and other relevant stakeholders.
3) Build capacity in social innovation ecosystem mapping, design, functions and
governance of national competence centres for social innovation.
4) Develop thematic notes on key issues, such as scaling-up and community-led local
development (CLLD).
The two key tracks of the CoP are the support to the ESF authorities to promote social
innovation in their operational programmes, and the support to partners in six competence
centres for social innovation projects. These projects aim to set up national competence
centres in most Member States, which will then drive social innovation locally, regionally,
nationally, and transnationally.
Similar to other CoPs, members have found reassurance in facing common
difficulties, and appreciated the strategic view that the CoP has provided to them. The
diversity of members across Member States and sectors encouraged mutual learning
and it also prompted stakeholders to challenge themselves and their own
instruments. The CoP has been able to provide some orientation for newcomers, that is,
they could have the chance to catch up in case they were new to either the Platform or to
social innovation. On the other hand, the pioneers were also stimulated, as they were
given a framework by which they could explain themselves. This was found helpful, as this
way, all members had the chance to reflect on what works in their context.
The Social Innovation Database which will be launched by European Commission will
collate case studies from various Member States to serve as a source of inspiration and
information on diverse initiatives. In addition, in 2021, five members were given a chance
to discuss specific ways forward for five dilemmas in their countries, which has proven a
constructive exercise.
A key lesson learned in the CoP is that whereas there is a big emphasis on the early growth
of projects, larger challenges arise when it comes to scaling these. Therefore, it is
important to not only develop new solutions, but also make sure these are then used. The
need for capacity-building for national staff as well as for strengthened advocacy
efforts on the EU-level were also highlighted. Finally, the triangle of practice, policy
and research remains key, meaning that the first step needs to be action, followed by
work on innovation policy and complemented by research in social innovation.
Key publications include:
•
•

Scaling-up social innovation: Seven steps for using ESF+
The ESF and community-led local development: Lessons for the future
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•

Factsheets of six transnational projects building national competence centres for
social innovation

The ESF Social Innovation+ initiative

Figure 2. The picture was drawn during the session ‘The ESF+ Social Innovation+ initiative.’.

The ESF Innovation+ initiative
Representatives from the European Commission and the Lithuanian European Social Fund
Agency (ESFA) introduced the new approach to foster transnational cooperation under the
new ESF Social Innovation+ initiative. This was complemented by the reflections of
selected panellists, who shared their suggestions and needs in terms of the future of
transnational cooperation.
The ESF Social Innovation+ initiative has a dedicated budget of EUR 197 million for the
2021-2027 programming period and tasks for facilitating transnational cooperation, in
particular, through the transfer and scale-up of innovative solutions. This means that the
initiative aims to support the pooling of best practices in fields including employment,
education, skills and social inclusion across Europe in order to help countries build on what
has proven to work. The work of the Community of Practice on results-based management
will continue in a dedicated forum. The European Commission will soon launch a call for
tender to establish a framework contract for the 2021-27 programming period. This will
allow Member States ESF+ authorities a continued dialogue with DG EMPL and jointly work
on result-orientation, performance and simplification.
The European Social Innovation+ initiative has two main pillars (as presented in Figure
3):
1) The Social innovation grant scheme will launch EU-level calls for proposals
aiming to support transnational projects that facilitate the transfer and/or scaling
6

up of social innovation. The first call will be launched by the end of 2022 and their
thematic focus will be the integration of young people into work and society. Some
calls will focus on the conceptualisation and validation of tested approaches, the
roll-out of validated models across Europe, and others will help social innovation
support organisations to improve their capacities.
2) The creation of the European Competence Centre for Social Innovation will
offer mutual learning, capacity building and networking activities for ESF+
managing authorities and other relevant stakeholders. It will collect, assess,
develop, validate and disseminate suitable tools and methods for social innovation,
such as the European Social Innovation Database. The Centre will closely cooperate
with the national competence centres and will continue the work of the
Communities of Practice on Employment, education and skills, Social inclusion and
Social innovation.
The ESFA aims to establish the European competence centre in Q4 of 2022, building on
four principles: 1) bottom-up, 2) empowerment, 3) partnership and 4) collective learning.
Based on these, the competence centre is envisioned as a:
•
•
•
•

Resource centre for social innovation practitioners;
Learning platform for social innovation;
Cooperation exchange platform; and
A policy lab and observatory for social innovation.

Figure 3. ESF Social Innovation+ initiative 2021-2027

Source: Presentation by Risto Raivio, European Commission
European Social Fund Agency
The idea of this future setting is that both dimensions will be closely connected under the
Lithuanian ESFA, which was selected to become the entrusted entity for the indirect
management of the Social Innovation+ initiative in the 2021-2027 programming period.
The Agency has 20 years of experience in managing the ESF in Lithuania and in supporting
transnational learning and cooperation, including under the EQUAL initiative. The first
activities are expected to start in the second half of 2022, after the formalisation of the
ESFA’s administrative role.
Members requested in-depth exchanges and additional information on the practicalities of
establishing the national competence centres, such as data on the required personnel –
including the number and profile of temporary and permanent staff needed –
infrastructure, functions, theory of change, strategic goals, budget allocations and
resources needed. To help this process, the Pan-European Social Innovation Lab (PEnCIL)
is preparing a practical process guidance in the form of a compendium on the creation of
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competence centres by reviewing what works and what does not work in the Member
States. Five other consortia are working together to develop competence centres3.
Stakeholders also noted that the work of the competence centres and their efforts to scale
up will continue in the new programming period. In relation to structuring joint work, it
was mentioned that this always needs ongoing coordination including prior to launching
calls, commitment and support, which requires common timelines and objectives, working
group meetings, as well as the involvement of experts. A strong interest in projects on the
ground is paramount.

The future of transnational cooperation

Figure 4. The picture was created during the session ‘Key findings from the workshops.’

Suggestions for future transnational cooperation
Members agreed that due to several cross-cutting aspects among the CoPs, they need to
work closer together and involve all key stakeholders. There is a strong need to keep on
creating further synergies, strengthen cooperation and organise more joint activities
among the four CoPs, as this has proven valuable – such as between the Transnational
3

The five other consortia are ‘Building Capacity for a Sustainable Society (BuiCaSuS)’, ‘European
Social Innovation Alliance (ESIA)’, ‘Facilitating United Approaches to Social Innovation in Europe
(FUSE)’, ‘Social innovation EcosystEm Development (SEED)’ and Social Innovation Plus –
Competence Centres (SI Plus)’. Full information, including factsheets, can be found here:
https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fund-plus/en/competence-centres-social-innovation
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Mobility Measures for Disadvantaged Youth and Young Adults (TLN Mobility) and the ALMA
initiative, or the joint workshop that took place between the CoP on Results-based
management and the CoP on Social innovation in May 2022.
It is also important to not only work with those who are already convinced of the added
value of transnational cooperation, but also, to reach out and listen to all Member States
to understand their needs and thematic focuses. The first step always needs to be the
contact and consultation with managing authorities, which then will enable to have anchor
points in each country who can inform about specific national, regional, and local needs.
Maintaining and making these contacts functional, i.e., working in partnerships, and
further expanding them, was suggested to continue as an important priority for the EUlevel competence centre. Nevertheless, transnational cooperation is not only about mutual
learning, but also about improving the services delivered. Therefore, it is key to better
involve beneficiaries in the future since the main aim of the ESF+ is to help people from
the most disadvantaged backgrounds to flourish. Transnational cooperation is a tool for
this, and thus, it is advised to not only focus on its technicalities but also on its main aim.
Suggestions for the future of the CoP on Employment, education and skills:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Measuring soft outcomes is a vital topic to showcase the real success of all
participants, that is, to highlight their wider journey and progress towards the
labour market, and not just the numbers into employment, education and/or
training.
Tailored individualised support to specific target groups, such as third-country
nationals and the Roma community, needs to be further explored in the future.
There is a question about how flexibility can be built into the work programme to
adapt to emerging needs.
More participatory approaches need to be introduced to the CoP’s work to explore
how young people can be involved in the design of activities directly affecting them.
There is a need to develop holistic solutions for young people from disadvantaged
backgrounds as well as a checklist of the key issues and needs to consider when
developing project proposals.
There is a need to have smaller self-managed working groups focusing on key
emerging sub-topics as they can encourage activities, exchanges, tool exchanges
and the creation of new innovative working methodologies.
Supporting labour market transitions and providing support to upskill and develop
new skills, such as digital skills, will help people (including the long-term
unemployed) to adapt to the future of work.
The promotion of active inclusion via mobility should be a priority topic, linking to
the work of the TLN Mobility and the developments of the ALMA initiative.

Suggestions for the future of the CoP on Social inclusion:
•
•
•
•
•

It is important to align work with EU-level political commitments, such as the
European Pillar of Social Rights, the European Child Guarantee, etc.
Ensure capacity-building on the use the ESF to improve the lives of people from
disadvantaged backgrounds.
The EU-level calls should be centralised and easier to coordinate.
An additional topic to be covered is the integration of climate action in the area of
social inclusion, whereas topics already covered were validated, such as
deinstitutionalisation and child poverty.
Further topics that could be discussed include:
‐ migrant inclusion both from a social inclusion and employment perspective,
‐ long-term care services (reform, common minimum standards) and
deinstitutionalisation for the elderly,
‐ promotion of independent life,
‐ residential and semi-residential care,
‐ transitions in the life cycle (such as from school to employment),
‐ life-long learning,
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•
•

‐ in-work poverty
‐ rural and urban specificities,
‐ the social services workforce,
‐ cross-funds practices and dealing with the administrative burden,
‐ energy poverty and work poverty,
‐ single-parent families,
‐ mothers after maternity leave,
‐ services of the child protection system,
‐ violence against children,
‐ youth with disabilities,
‐ mental health services for children and youth,
‐ monitoring of actions related to child poverty.
It was found that some of the most vulnerable groups are seen as less deserving
by the public and therefore, are not properly prioritised. However, if we want to
leave no one behind, all groups need to be supported, such as ex-prisoners, etc.
To foster priority topics, it will be key to support the creation of partnerships at the
local level, in order to encourage the adoption of a more holistic approach.

Suggestions for the future of the CoP on Results-based management:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The CoP should continue to be a ‘gym’ for simplification where interesting, as well
as inspiring and pilot practices are shared, even if they are at the initial level, to
encourage other members to start their processes.
It is especially important to further identify more spaces and topics to engage with
other CoPs, as results-based management and simplification are cross-cutting
themes that underlie overarching goals of the ESF+.
Peer-to-Peer exchanges (Study Visits and expert visits) should be included as tools
to foster cooperation on top of workshops and plenary meetings.
Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) and Financing Not Linked to Costs (FNLC) should
be still on the agenda for the next cycle as there are new challenges to address
stemming from the advanced use of these simplification measures.
Exchanges on risk-based management verification methodologies, enhanced
proportionate arrangements and single audits could be opportunities to further
strengthen cooperation between managing and audit authorities.
For some topics, more in-depth discussion on models and technical approaches
could be explored, for instance, digitalisation in support to simplification and
selection of operations.

Suggestions for the future of the CoP on Social innovation:
•
•
•

•
•

Members requested support in co-creating the ESF+ calls, and in structuring the
thinking about the national competence centres for social innovation and their
cooperation at the EU-level.
In particular, managing authorities could be supported in drafting calls for social
innovation projects by the CoP and national competence centres.
A crucial part of the initial work was aimed at creating an even understanding of
the concepts and mechanisms of social innovation. CoP members are now ready to
move towards a more practical approach focusing on concrete measures used in
different Members States.
The CoP should create more space to learn from and exchange with beneficiaries
who are piloting innovation projects on the ground. These innovators could be an
important source of inspiration for the ESF+ stakeholders.
Further topics to be covered include:
‐ How to evidence positive social innovation results before scaling them up?
‐ How does transnational connection happen in practice? What methodology
to use to connect and exchange?
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