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Following the measuring soft outcomes working group launch event on 4 February 2022, the 

working group came together for the first time to delve deeper into the topic. Altogether 14 

participants attended the online meeting from 7 countries,1 representing ESF+ managing 

authorities, national ministries, European and national non-governmental organisations, 

intermediate bodies, implementing organisations, and European institutions. The meeting aimed 

to: 

• Discuss the process guidance that needs to be at place for ESF managing authorities and 

intermediate bodies to measure soft outcomes. 

• Outline next steps, including: 

o The information that can be shared between managing authorities, as well as 

between different practices and managing authorities. 

o Set out the actions for working group members to take forward the process 

guidance. 

• Provide a chance for members to reflect and think practically about the specific needs in 

their context, and share experiences. 

Expectations from the working group 

Members showed a strong interest in learning about and identifying ways to standardise the 

measurement of soft outcomes, since it is currently a problematic area for many members. 

Members noted that their programmes mainly measure only hard outcomes and they have limited 

experience with soft indicators. Therefore, it is important to create a common understanding of 

what soft skills are and how to identify them. This would provide a good foundation to show the 

benefits of measuring soft outcomes and facilitating their use. Furthermore, there is a need to 

collect methodological advice on how to grasp the theme and to provide inspiration to projects 

and other organisations that have little experience with measuring soft skills e.g., other managing 

authorities, intermediate bodies. Representatives from two tried-and-tested approaches (My 

Journey, developed by Pobal in Ireland, and the Talent Match programme, ran by the Big Lottery 

in the UK) will be part of the working group and they will share their experiences, lessons learned 

and offer inspiration to other working group members. The Evaluation Unit in DG EMPL will publish 

a study on programme-specific indicators and soft outcomes in the context of ESF and ESF+ that 

will provide further insights and case studies on measuring soft outcomes. 

Initial overview of the process guidance for measuring soft outcomes 

The process guidance will be a practical tool and an inspirational document that is co-created by 

the members of the working group. Figure 1. includes the broad outline that was presented to the 

group as a starting point for open discussion. 

 
1 The countries represented included: BE, CZ, DE, EE, EL, IT and MT. There were also representatives from 
Pobal (Ireland) and Talent Match (UK).  



Figure 1. Draft process guidance for measuring soft outcomes 

 

Source: Transnationality Team 

Members indicated that this draft guidance could serve as a good foundation to build on, adding 

that it is important to come up with a timeline of actions. Involving stakeholders throughout the 

process, from development to delivery, will be key to ensure that the process guidance gets buy-

in from intended users. By involving stakeholders early, it can lead to a good uptake of the 

guidance. It will also be important to reduce fears from projects around punishment for not 

achieving certain targets, in which advocacy also plays an essential role. Validation remains a 

challenge in certain settings therefore the working group mentioned that it will be important to 

include information on quality standards. In addition, clarifying usage principles will be necessary, 

for instance, to making sure that the right target groups are compared. It was also clarified that 

the aim is not to create a single approach, but rather to focus on how to measure the outcomes 

of programmes with various objectives and signpost users to different tools and approaches. The 

process guidance will therefore include sets of tools for specific groups and purposes.  

Key conditions and the steps required for measuring soft outcomes 

Gaining the approval and support of project implementers is crucial for the success of the tool, 

and there are ways to involve them, such as in:  

1. broad consultations 

2. piloting and tailoring 

3. regular check-ins on implementation needs and concerns 

4. co-development.  

It is also important to consider that programmes are developed in different ways, which then also 

affects their evaluation. Sometimes programme design begins with identifying the desired 

outcome around which the programme is then built, and in other cases, the programme ‘plan’ is 

already provided. When it comes to the measurement of soft outcomes, it can be useful to 

undertake multiple evaluations / activities to gain insights into the individual’s progress at different 

project phases. This can be a way to engage with beneficiaries about their progress throughout 

the project lifetime. The data can be compared over time and in some cases, it can be aggregated 

at a higher level – in some instances on an online platform. Legal requirements need to be worked 

around when dealing with sensitive personal data. They can be partly resolved by anonymising 

data. On the other hand, NGOs often do not have access to public data portals, and this means 

that they can only evaluate project outcomes based on participants’ feedback. Therefore, 

collaboration between local governments and networks of NGOs could be beneficial in relation to 

cross-checking data for a better understanding of soft outcomes and progress of programme 

participants. 

Review and evaluate - gathering and sharing lessons learned

Train users and share - practical guidance for internal staff and training and for projects

Select, develop or adjust tools and approach to fit them for purpose - what to adapt, why, by whom?

Consider appropriate methodologies and tools - chosen approach will depend on the stage of development

Undertaking a needs analysis - what do projects already measure and how?

Considering who needs to be involved internally and externally

Creating internal buy in - building a solid argument on the value of measuring soft outcomes

Consider what to measure and why - building a solid argument



Involving of stakeholders: who to include and at what stage 

It is important to gain buy-in internally from colleagues and other ministries when developing 

approaches to measuring soft outcomes. In addition, involving beneficiaries (users and 

organisations) from an early stage is necessary to ensure that approaches and tools are 

appropriate and that all parties have similar understandings and expectations.  

In the case of the My Journey tool developed by Pobal, it was key to involve programme 

beneficiaries and implementing organisations from the start of the programme to build a common 

understanding of the outcomes that need to be measured. Regarding the Talent Match 

programme, it brought together 21 partnerships that included organisations that were embedded 

into their local communities.  

Talent Match created opportunities for the 21 partnerships to come together – as they would 

otherwise not communicate and share information with each other – on a regular basis to share 

lessons learned, knowledge and experiences. Over time, the 21 partnerships developed into an 

organic network that stayed in contact also beyond the programme. By working with the local 

organisations over time, the Talent Match programme reduced the competitive aspect of funding 

between different organisations.  

Talent Match mentioned that they involved an experienced external evaluator at an earlier stage 

so that the evaluator could get a sense of the 21 partnerships, their aims, and activities. They 

also mentioned that to facilitate evaluation activities it was important to explain project operators 

that undertaking evaluation activities, and thus providing quality data, is useful for participants in 

the future as it can help them to see the longer-term progress as well as being used to improve 

subsequent future programme delivery.  

Learning from best practices and tools: transferring and applying approaches to the ESF 

context 

As a starting point for the process guidance, Estonia agreed to provide information on the CARE 

method, standing for Comprehensive Approach of Rehabilitation, which is a method similar to 

motivational interviewing that maps how participants’ life was like before and after the project. 

The colleague from Estonia also suggested the use of the eight European competences for self-

assessment and evaluating skills, as these could serve as a good foundation to build on. Czechia 

agreed to share examples of evaluation on their mobility projects for disadvantaged young people, 

which are a combination of self-assessments, questionnaires and the inclusion of mentors, 

psychologists. 

Next steps 

• Members agreed to provide information to be included in the process guidance for 

measuring soft outcomes:  

o Estonia to provide information on their CARE method and suggest speaker from 

Estonia or the Netherlands to present on the next working group meeting, 

o Estonia to provide information on the Erasmus+ KA2 project called ‘Mobility Plus’, 

and the respective guide on helping to valorise key competences, 

o Germany to gather feedback/experiences on programmes from the Federal 

Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 

o Czechia agreed to promote the evaluation on their mobility projects. 

• ICF/working group chair to share the upcoming study of DG EMPL on measuring soft 

outcomes with the Working Group. 

• The working group chair to work with DG EMPL to invite a colleague/expert from the DG 

EMPL evaluation unit to the next working group meeting. 

• The working group chair and ICF to plan the preparation of the process guide. 


