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Following the first meeting of the working group on measuring soft outcomes on 19 March 2022, 

the working group came together for the second time on 12 May 2022 to delve deeper into the 

key conditions for establishing approaches to measure soft outcomes. Altogether 17 participants 

attended the online meeting from 6 countries1, 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 key conditions that needs to be at place for ESF managing authorities and 

intermediate bodies to measure soft outcomes, which can be captured in the process 

guidance. 

• Outline next steps, including: 

o The key steps and approaches for creating internal buy-in to measuring soft 

outcomes and agreeing what to measure and why.  

o Involvement of stakeholders internally and externally and undertaking needs 

analysis. 

o Quality standards for measuring soft outcomes, and how they can be maintained.  

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

their context and share experiences. 

Follow-up actions after first working group meeting  

In the first working meeting members agreed to share information on good practice examples, 

lessons learnt, and challenges faced in measurement of soft outcomes. This either happened 

before or during the second working group meeting: 

• The German managing authority shared feedback and experiences on programmes for 

disadvantage families from the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs.  

• The Estonian representatives provided information on their 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.  

• ICF checked with the European Commission regarding the publication of the study on the 

use of soft indicators in ESF – this is still forthcoming.  

 

 

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

• Czechia shared 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.  

• Estonia to provide written information about CARE method, and any materials  

Creating internal buy-in 

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

approaches to measuring soft outcomes.  

A key point for success in Talent Match was the bottom-up approach already from the initial phase. 

Local organisations were consulted to help to identify and address barriers and support needs of 

the target group. This allowed for a relation-based approach when the contractor (Big Lottery) 

developed the manifesto to provide an outline of what was intended by the call and when 

organisations submitted their application to join the programme. Also, during the submission 

stage the contractor provided feedback to local organisations to ensure that they received enough 

support to best match their proposals with the aims and objectives of the programme. This built-

up trust between organisations and young people and let to co-production of the programme.     

To develop the My Journey tool, Pobal appointed independent researchers to review various similar 

tools and engaged them through the whole development process. A major step for the effective 

implementation of the tool was the piloting and validation stage. The tool was piloted with 405 

beneficiaries in 15 local service providers, and it was finalised based on learning gained from the 

pilot. The pilot process gave the opportunity to beneficiaries and local service providers to share 

their feedback and helped Pobal to best understand the needs of the service providers and the 

target group. The results of the pilot phase showed that another important element was that 

beneficiaries saw that by participating in the programme, they could benefit by developing their 

soft and hard skills and thereby increasing their chances to join the labour market and to re-

integrate into society.  

Agreeing what to measure and why 

Members underlined that is important for beneficiaries to be involved throughout all stages of the 

design and development of the tool.  

 

For instance, in Estonia the Johannes Mihkelson Center invited the target group for interviews 

ahead of the implementation of the CARE method. During the interviews a questionnaire was used 

based on the eight European competences for self-assessment and evaluating skills. This helped 

organisations to get a better insight of the current situation of the target group as well as to 

identify issues related with previous programme implementation periods.  

 

Similar, in Germany interviews were carried out with the target group ahead of the implementation 

of the programme focusing on social integration of vulnerable families and employability. During 

the interviews the managing authority realised that the target group needed to first develop soft 

skills and should receive social support to engage with other community members, before getting 

into employment. It was concluded that in previous programmes a major issue was the use of 

hard indicators only to assess the progress of a beneficiary. In the forthcoming programming 

period, the German managing authority will introduce soft outcomes to assess the progress of the 

beneficiary in terms of social inclusion and see what activities help such target groups to become 

more employable or move towards employment. 
 

It is also important to consult existing literature to understand what to measure and why. Existing 

reports and other literature can showcase previous examples and can increase knowledge in the 

topic. It can also help managing authorities to identify what are the main components of 

employability and how they can progress to design specific indicators and an effective tool. In the 

case of the My Journey tool the managing authority made an evaluation of the current literature 

to gain knowledge on how to phrase questions and how to define various concepts used in the 

programme (i.e., soft indicators, vulnerable group, co-production, stakeholders’ involvement 

etc.). Another important aspect is to frame the thinking around the expectations of the 

programme, the interventions needed and in which areas in order to achieve the expected aims.  
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Participants also underlined that data needs to be collected systematically. Moreover, it is 

important to understand that measurements have to track the progress of participants towards 

the labour market and should not focus on comparing data sets or evaluating the effectiveness of 

the programme. Thus, it is a strategic and learning tool rather than an evaluation tool.  

 

Involving of stakeholders: internally and externally 

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 Germany the managing authority hold regular meetings with project network coordinators and 

involved them in all stages to develop and adjust the focus of the programme based on their 

experiences and lessons learnt. An important element is adaptability and being flexible in order 

to react in time to overcome challenges during the implementation period. 

In the case of the My Journey tool, 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. Moreover, as the programme was implemented Pobal 

reached out to external evaluators with different backgrounds to carry out an evaluation. An 

important aspect is involving the programme evaluators and representatives with different 

background as they can bring in new knowledge. Conclusions reached from evaluation were then 

shared with organisations and adjustments were made to the tool. Pobal also looked into other 

groups that ran similar initiatives (i.e., marginalised young people) to identify good practices and 

lessons learnt.    

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 funded under the programme, 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. The evaluation tracked the 

journey of all the young people on the Talent Match programme and assessed the support models 

provided by the partnerships to understand what works and why when supporting disadvantaged 

young people into employment. It also draws together lessons for future policy and practice.  

An important aspect is that Talent Match created opportunities for the 21 partnerships to 

cooperate 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.  

 

Undertaking needs analysis 

Undertaking needs analysis is crucial for the success of the programme. Service providers and 

beneficiaries need to be involved through the whole process, for example this could be achieved 

by creating: 

1. Different focus groups and designing questionnaires that investigate the needs and 

challenges of the beneficiaries. 

2. Managing authorities should receive feedback from project operators on a regular basis. It 

is important to maintain an effective relationship with all the stakeholders involved, take 

feedback into consideration, and cooperate to find a common solution.  

3. Hold network meetings at least once per month. 

4. Managing authorities should carry out a self-assessment to assess effectiveness of their 

operation. 

5. Be able to adjust to unforeseen circumstances. For instance, participants shared that due 

to COVID-19 meetings with beneficiaries and other stakeholders took place online instead 

of in person as originally planned. 

6. Trust with funded projects. 
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Another main lesson learned from My Journey tool was to introduce a train the trainer programme 

by appointing some trainees as representatives, or ‘champions’, to implement training sessions 

for the members of their own organisations. This builds strong communities between Pobal, local 

authorities and My Journey users to work together, enhances exchange of information and 

establishes key contacts in each local organisation. Also, Pobal had various levels of monitoring 

throughout the implementation to address the needs of the beneficiaries and the service 

providers. For example, at an early stage it was identified that it will be important to develop a 

pilot phase for the tool online. Testing the tool helped stakeholders involved and beneficiaries to 

understand the benefits of using the tool and gave them the opportunity to provide feedback to 

improve it to tailor their need.  

 

Talent Match also applied a ‘test and learn’ phase before launching the programme. Precisely, the 

programme was tested for three years, and it was adapted based on feedback received from 

beneficiaries and stakeholders.  

 

In Germany a needs assessment that was carried out showcased the need to amend some of the 

conditions of their programme for vulnerable families. For example, a condition for vulnerable 

families to join the programme was to not receive social assistance support from the state. Low 

turnout at the early stages of the implementation of the programme indicated that almost all 

vulnerable families rely on social assistance to have a minimum standard of living. As a result, 

the managing authority realised that this condition needs to be removed as it excludes a high 

number of vulnerable families from joining the programme and from receiving support.  

 

Next steps 

• The working group to focus on quality standards (to explore what quality standards mean 

for measuring soft outcomes, and how they can be maintained) in the next agenda. 

• ICF/working group chair to follow-up with Estonia about providing information on the 

Erasmus+ KA2 project called ‘Mobility Plus’, and the respective guide on helping to valorise 

key competences 

• ICF/working group chair to follow-up with Czechia about the information 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 (when available). 

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


