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European Sustainable Development Network 

Background and Activities:

ü informal network of public administrators dealing with SD 

strategies in Europe, with members coming from 34 countries

ü exchange experiences, knowledge and good practices

regarding SD strategy processes (EU SDS, para 42)

ü annual ESDN conferences (17 -19 June 2009 in Prague)

ü Thematic workshops

ü ESDN homepage

Â One-stop -shop for all aspects of SD strategies in Europe

Â Recently updated country profiles (EU -27 plus other European 

countries)

Â Quarterly Reports (most recently: December 2008 ïinterfaces 

between the EU SDS and the Lisbon Strategy)
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www.sd -network.eu
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Understanding evaluation

ü Evaluation is a systematic assessment of merit and worth (i.e. 
the value, significance, quality) of an object (evaluand)

Typical features:

ü usage of different data sources and methods

ü usage of widely accepted benchmarks and standards for comparison

ü necessary component is making judgements, often giving guidance on 
how to improve actions or processes

ü often understood as ex post
Â in the US literature evaluation is used as an all-encompassing term for 

assessments, reviews, checks

Â generally considered a broader category than assessment

üñapplied science of carrying out a systematic analysis of causal effects 
and relationships of an intervention, including criteria -driven judgment 
and/or recommendations in a transparent processò ()
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ü assessing and aggregating impacts occurring in multiple domains (holistic 
approach)

ü concern for public/stakeholder participation and deliberation
Â wider range of stakeholders involved in data collection or consultations

Â deeper involvement of stakeholders, up to the point of stakeholders framing the issues of 
relevance; empowerment

ü variety of data collection methods (participatory observation, focus groups, 
elicitation of preferences through economic methods, mixed 
qualitative/quantitative designs)

ü acknowledgement of values (remember: SD as a normative concept)

ü long-term designs (long-term impacts)

ü dealing with different types of information (facts and values, quantitative 
and qualitative, expert and lay knowledge, insights and judgements)

ü dealing with different territorial and temporal scales of ecosystems and 
social bodies and processes

ü dealing with complexity: shift from substantive rationality to procedural 
rationality and learning (SD as transition)

Reflection of SD concerns in evaluation
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(cycle from Swanson et al., 2004)

baseline analysis,
needs assessment,
scenario -building

ex ante impact assessment
(of individual measures

or projects)
monitoring and

assessment of SD
indicators

ad interim evaluation,
ex post evaluation,

NSDS review

Evaluation round the SD strategy cycle

developmental evaluation,
empowerment evaluationimplementation

monitoring,
implementation

controlling

Possibilities for evaluation
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Functions of NSDS evaluation

ü improvement of the quality of policies, programmes and projects 
(improvement of delivery of outcomes, streamlining)

ü efficiency: objectives met at the least costs (administrative burden)

ü improvement of steering and adaptation

ü policy coherence, horizontal and vertical compatibility

ü integration of sustainability into policy -making

ü institutional learning
Â empowerment

Â mobilising the commitment of the staff

Â fostering improvement

ü knowledge generation (improvement of evidence base, aid to 
decision -making, salient and robust information)

ü increase awareness and engagement

ü communication tool

ü ensuring accountability and transparency

ü ñbuilding confidence that effective change is possibleò (Dalal -
Clayton & Bass, 2006)



Michal Sedlacko: Impact Assessment in Europe

Functions of NSDS evaluation

üwhich of the above functions are perceived as dominant 
varies across countries/jurisdictions/policy sectors/actors

üthis perception is also dependent on the political and 
administrative culture in the country, political system, 
legal framework, óshapeô and type of NSDS etc.

üperceived function of evaluation influences also the choice 
of methodologies and influences the characteristics of the 
evaluation process (including quality control, assessed 
criteria/variables, level of participation etc.)
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Variety of NSDS approaches

ü Comprehensive, multi -dimensional SD strategy ïa single document 
and process that incorporates economic, social and environmental 
dimensions of SD (e.g. Poland, Switzerland, Sweden, U.K., EU, Germany, 
Denmark) ïmost typical in Europe, but still variations exist

ü Cross -sectoral SD strategies relating to specific dimensions of SD ï
a strategy that spans multiple sectors and covers one or two dimensions of 
sustainable development (e.g. national environmental management plans, 
poverty reduction strategy papers)

ü Sectoral SD strategies ïa strategy that incorporates economic, social 
and environmental dimensions of SD, but that is focused on a specific sector 
(e.g. SD strategy for a ministry of transportation in Slovakia), or a subset of 
a national strategy (UK)

ü SD integration into existing national development strategies ïa 
separate SD document is not prepared, but rather, the conceptual 
framework of SD is integrated directly into an existing national development 
planning document and process

(Swanson et al., 2004)
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Barriers to NSDS evaluation

ü lack of a culture of assessment, and often a negative attitude toward
assessment(UN DESA, 2002)

ü assessments driven by external sources(ibid.)

ü fear that assessment may lead to inappropriate comparisons 
internationally (ibid.)

ü lack of agreement on definitions and indicators, which would result 
in inconsistency of data (ibid.; see also Bauler et al., 2007; Swanson 
et al., 2004)

ü obtaining access to data and (especially for process assessment) 
access to concerned stakeholders (UN DESA, 2002)

üNSDSs seen as ósoft instrumentsô (Berger & Sedlacko, forthcoming) 
with only marginal linkages between national performance measured 
by SD indicators and individual measures and processes of an NSDS
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A variant of the SD strategy cycle

(Berger & Sedlacko, forthcoming)
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Sequential logic: Chain of effects

(Kellogg Foundation, n.d.)
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Types of NSDS Evaluation

Inputs Process Outputs Outcomes Impacts

Decisions about the NSDS process
preparatory committees, stakeholder involvement, legislative status etc.

NSDS preparatory process
committees, workshops, hearings, consultations etc.

Implementation mechanisms
working groups, SD councils, inter-ministerial committees, sectoral plans

Implementation provisions
new laws and regulations, lower-level strategies, procedures, investments

Actual practices óon the groundô
behavioural changes, production and consumption patterns

process M&E

outcome M&E

impact M&E

biophysical, social, economic impacts

?
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Web of effects

Complexity:
Ålong causal chains
Åindeterminacy and non-linearity
Åeach intervention has numerous possible effects
Åeach possible effect can be simultaneously caused by numerous interventions

A very
simplified
example:
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Helpful evaluation guidelines

üNSDSs: Guide to Key Issues and Methods for 
Analysis (OECD, 2000)

5 areas for evaluation
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Helpful evaluation guidelines

üNSDSs: Guide to Key Issues and Methods for 
Analysis (OECD, 2000)

linking processes (and possibly institutional setups) with impacts!
(remember the ? missing linkage?)
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Helpful evaluation guidelines

üGeorge & Kirkpatrick, 2001

no impacts!



Michal Sedlacko: Impact Assessment in Europe

Helpful evaluation guidelines

üThe Bellagio Principles for Evaluation of 
Sustainable Development (Hardi & Zdan , 1997)
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Evaluation standards

contd.


