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In another case, an ‘information note’ on ETF Support to EU External Policies is categorised as 
a “summary note”, but if this is the summary of something, then one is left wondering where the 
longer version of this document is, since it does not seem to exist in the database.  

It would be a valuable step forward for ETF to define an updated and limited categorisation of 
outputs that it produces – this list should then inform decision-making from the very beginning 
of the development phase of an output (in terms of choosing strategically which type of output 
is needed for the intended objectives), right through to the design of the documents and 
uploading on the website. The evaluation recognises the work that has already been 
undertaken in 2021 

2.1.2 Visual identities of outputs 
A current examination of the various publications produced in recent years provides very little 
evidence of a coherent visual identity across ETF publications beyond the use of the ETF logo. 
The different publications do not appear to be part of a coherent package from the same 
organisation. 

FIGURE 2.1: A SAMPLE OF RECENT ETF PUBLICATIONS 

 

    

In addition, it is also usually not possible to know what type of publication one is looking at 
(policy briefing, study report… etc.)  from the front cover – often it is only the theme that is 
presented. There are occasions when the type of publication is named (for example these 
conference conclusions, this issues paper and this baseline study), however these are often 
notable exactly because they do not match with the categories of publication that ETF says 
that it produces in the online publications database. 

Exceptions, which show how a consistent visual identity can help make outputs more 
recognisable for users include the Live&Learn periodical/magazine, the Torino Process 
Assessments, and some country reports on the same theme (which have the advantage of 
consistency, but the disadvantage of being visually very limited). 
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The ‘INFORM’ output also has a relatively consistent and recognisable visual identity (although 
very different to anything else in the suite of publications). However, what is striking is that 
editions 6 onwards are categorised as ‘policy briefings’ in the online database and yet it is 
branded on its front cover as “News and views to keep you in the know from the ETF 
community” which is more what one might expect from a magazine (similar territory in fact to 
the ‘Live&Learn’ output, which indeed includes a “News&views” section). This apparent lack 
of consistency between the categorisation and the branding makes it somewhat confusing to 
know what one is looking at or how it relates to the Live&Learn publication. 

By way of contrast, the figure below sets out the three types of publication produced by the 
European Network for Rural Development. This includes a regular thematic publication ‘EU 
Rural Review’, a networking magazine ‘Rural Connections’ and a ‘Projects Brochure’ of 
relevant good practice examples in the sector. In all cases, the branding of the type of 
publication is clearly presented along with the specific thematic content/topic of that edition. 
Each edition of the same type of publication follows the same distinct template giving each its 
own clear identity as a product, whilst certain elements (such as the green wave design at the 
bottom) are consistent across all three types of output to help show that they are all from the 
same suite of publications).   

FIGURE 2.2: A COHERENT SUITE OF PUBLICATIONS FROM THE EUROPEAN NETWORK FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT 

   

2.1.3 Format, structure and styles of outputs 
Certain ETF outputs have clearly benefitted from detailed thought and good quality graphic 
design into the layout and presentation of content. This includes for instance each edition of 
both the INFORM and Live&Learn outputs. The reasons for this approach also seem to be clear 
in these cases, with Live&Learn having the attractive and accessible feel of a magazine and 
INFORM being a visually appealing way to present a summary of key information on a theme 
in a few pages. 

On the other hand, most of the reports seem to be text-heavy documents, with only the use of 
charts, graphs and texts to visually break up the presentation of information – such as this recent 
report on Centres of Vocational Excellence2. Indeed, comparing Live&Learn and INFORM with 
these reports, it seems clear that there is a procedural distinction in the production of 
publications that are knowledge outputs (text-based reports by experts) and publications that 
are communications outputs (more visually appealing outputs involving (more) work by 

 
2 ETF (2021), Centres of vocational excellence: Autonomy in forging public-private partnerships 
in vocational education and skills development: Baseline Study.  
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graphic designers) even though this distinction is not apparent when visiting the publications 
database. 

However, this distinction does not always hold true and some reports have benefitted from a 
greater attention to the graphic design elements than others. For example, the report on 
Entrepreneurial Communities has clearly been designed to prioritise the clear and attractive 
presentation of key information over the presentation of pages of text-based analysis and 
detail3. What is not clear in this case is whether this is because of the target groups identified, 
the objectives set for this particular publication or just the specific skills and/or preferences of 
the authors. 

It is absolutely valid for some ETF documents to be text-heavy reports – that is the nature of 
some of the research-type knowledge development being carried out, as well as the likely 
needs for in-depth knowledge and analysis on the part of key target audiences (as well as the 
value of placing the ETF as the main knowledge provider in the sector). However, it is also 
essential that this distinction between what is fundamentally a detailed text-based report and 
what is a more accessible and visually attractive presentation of key ideas and summary 
information is clear in both the branding and presentation of the various outputs.  

2.2 Finding publications and resources online 
2.2.1 Landing page for publications 
It is striking that when arriving on the publications and resources landing page of the ETF 
website, audio-visual content is divided already into ‘photos’, ‘videos’ and ‘podcasts’, whilst 
publications are all grouped together under the same heading. This reduces the visibility of the 
different types of publication that the ETF produces and fails to recognise (as observed in the 
previous section) the quite significant distinction between the various types and what they are 
aiming to achieve (e.g. study report compared to magazine). Overall, it makes it harder to 
navigate the wealth of written materials available. 

It would help the user experience to already break the publications down into 3-5 overarching 
categories already in the publications and resources landing page. The ETF team may want to 
have a brainstorm to agree these categories, but a suggestion from the evaluation experts is 
as per the table below: 

TABLE 1: SUGGESTED TOP-LEVEL CATEGORISATION OF PUBLICATIONS 

Category Rationale 
Knowledge 
Library 

Rather than presenting ‘publications’ as a group simply because they are 
publications, it will be valuable to highlight the fact that what the ETF is 
offering is ‘knowledge’. This is in line with the overall organisational objective 
to be seen as a centre of expertise in the sector. ‘Knowledge library’ can 
work as a catch-all term for various outputs produced by the ETF, from study 
reports, to Torino Assessments.  

Country 
Reports 

Whilst the country reports could be presented within the knowledge library, 
they are such a significant proportion of the materials produced that it 
seems worth separating them out from the rest of the knowledge products - 
also because they are likely to have specific interest for particular user 
groups and not others. Giving them their own section already at this level 
can achieve multiple objectives, for instance both meeting the needs and 
interest of particular users who may well be looking for information on their 
country and  reducing the risk of ‘clutter’ in the rest of the knowledge library. 
Instead of the current organisation by individual publication, information 
could be presented more synthetically, for instance like a logical 
encyclopaedia structure, where users are presented with specific 

 
3 ETF (2016), Local Skills Matter: A journey through entrepreneurial communities.  
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information on the country and topic they are looking for, without having to 
go through multiple overlapping separate PDF files.  

Live&Learn 
Magazine 

This is such a distinct output compared to the other knowledge outputs with, 
potentially, a relatively broad appeal amongst the ETF audience (it is 
thematically and geographically broad in scope and presented in a visually 
attractive way). It deserves to have greater visibility on the website to 
increase awareness of its existence and to highlight it as a visually attractive 
output. 

ETF 
Governance 
docs 

It is useful to separate (as is already the case) the internal working 
documents (work plans, annual reports etc) of the organisation from the 
thematic knowledge provided by the network. This section has a clear and 
distinct purpose and rationale for those interested in the work of the ETF itself 
rather than simply the results of that work.  

This is something of a detail, but it is also noticeable that there is not an exact match between 
the way the categories of publication are presented within the publications database (see list 
presented above) and those that appear in the drop-down menu on the publications and 
resources landing page. Not only is the order of the categories different (with some style 
differences in spellings/abbreviations), but the drop-down menu also includes the additional 
category “planning & reporting” which does not appear in the database list. Consolidating this 
list of 3-5 overarching categories can feed into a process of ensuring total consistency of 
presentation on the website. 

A separate observation is 
that the publications and 
resources landing page 
does not have any 
publications or resources 
listed or presented 
directly. Rather (see right), 
it contains only abstract 
images and links through 
to each category of 
output. This creates additional work for users who have to click through to actually find what 
content the ETF is offering. 

Consideration should be 
given to showcasing the 
most recent examples under 
each category of output 
directly on the publications 
and resources landing 
page. Examination of the 
equivalent publications and 
resources page of CEDEFOP 
(see right) shows how the 
landing page can be 
designed to already 
showcase the most recent 
outputs for users – who can 
still click through to find the 
full list of outputs. 

FIGURE 2.4: PUBLICATIONS AND RESOURCES LANDING PAGE OF CEDEFOP 

FIGURE 2.3: PUBLICATIONS AND RESOURCES LANDING PAGE OF ETF 
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2.2.2 Online publications database 
The above separation of the overall ‘publications’ category into 4 suggested categories, 
obviously has implications for the presentation of the database itself, which include some 
technical options. One option is to create and maintain four separate databases, one for each 
of these categories. 

However, probably the simplest option is to keep all the publications in the same database but 
to have two levels of filter according to type of publication. Clicking on any of the categories 
outlined above (knowledge library, country report, Live&Learn magazine or ETF Governance 
documents) would take users to the full database, but pre-filtered according to each type. 
Then within that, users should have the option to filter again according to a second level filter 
of the precise publication type. 

Note: this could be designed so that, for example, a user can find the Torino Process Assessment 
Reports either through the knowledge library or through the country reports. (One way to 
achieve this technically would be to make the country reports a level 2 category in the back 
office, even if it is presented as a level 1 category in the front office.) 

Again, an internal brainstorming exercise could be undertaken to agree these second level 
categories of output, but a first (non-exhaustive) suggestion from the evaluation experts is as 
follows: 

Level 1 categories Level 2 (sub-)categories 

Knowledge library • Toolkits and guides 
• Policy papers 
• Study reports 
• Conference reports 

Country reports • Torino Process Assessments 
• Thematic reports 

Live&Learn Magazine • n/a 

ETF Governance  • Corporate guides 
• Work programmes 
• Activity reports 
• Strategies (?) 

 

Note that this categorisation of the outputs would be more aligned with the user experience 
and how users might be expected to search for knowledge products. There is no clear rationale 
for users wanting to search for ‘reports’ or ‘summary notes’ just because that is the format they 
take (no more than it would make sense to want to search for 10-page reports separately from 
11-page reports). It is the content of what is being presented that is important (e.g. is it a study 
or a policy brief?). 

Once the types of publication (by content type rather than format type) have been redefined, 
it will be necessary to reclassify the existing publications in the database to ensure consistency 
and accuracy. This exercise would also allow for the identification of any output types that 
have been missed in the categorisation. It should be possible to classify all publications 
appropriately. 
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Then, for each output, both the ‘Full Report’ and 
‘Executive Summary’ (a more accurate term for the 
summary of a longer report than ‘summary notes’) 
can be presented where these are available. This 
option is already foreseen within the database - see 
for example the presentation of the study report on 
The Future of Work (right). However, what is currently 
strange is that it is not possible to filter by the type of 
content (study report), but only by the type of format 
(report/summary notes) in order to find this report. 

In addition, the information currently provided on 
each publication on the landing page of the 
database is inconsistent and/or of limited added value. 

For example, this presentation of the most 
recent country report on Migration, Human 
Capital and Labour Market in Albania has no 
supporting information to explain what the 
document is, its objectives or main content.  

This second example of a TRP assessment 
report includes an additional text. However, 
the cover image, the main title (in bold) and 
the supporting information all more or less just 
repeat each other. The presentation does not 
take advantage of the possibility to use the 
different sections to present complementary 
or supporting information. 

A suggested improvement in this specific case 
would be to have as a supporting text (under 
the current title in bold) saying something like 

“The result of the fifth round of the Torino Process (2018–2020) aiming to support strategic 
thinking in vocational education”. 

In all cases, this supporting text should be written specifically with its online presentation in mind, 
aiming to add value (rather than repeating) what is contained within the title and knowing 
exactly how many characters the database can show on the landing page.  

Further technical observations on the publications database are: 

 Clicking on the image of the publication does not directly download the pdf in English 
– this is somewhat counter-intuitive and creates additional work for the user who then 
has to click again to get to the publication itself. This should ideally be avoided.  

 Indeed, clicking on the image of the publication or the title takes users to a separate 
page specifically on that publication, typically with a little (but not much) additional 
information e.g. name of author, longer supporting text. These pages provide little 
added value and it would seem preferable to simply make sure that the key 
information is provided on the main landing page of the database. 

 Clicking on links within the description of the publication (e.g. to summary notes) 
opens the pdf in the same browser tab. This takes the user away from the database 
and they are unable to go back to their search results (the back arrow does not 
regenerate these) – it should be ensured that all pdfs open in a new tab to avoid this. 

FIGURE 2.5: ONLINE PRESENTATION OF THE 
AVAILABILITY OF AN OUTPUT IN DIFFERENT 
FORMATS 
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 The thumbnails of the publication covers are relatively large and the presentation 
boxes for each publication relatively wide, which means that few publications can be 
seen on screen at once. Given that the title of each publication is repeated (in bold) 
anyway, it is not necessary to have readable thumbnails and the boxes could be 
reduced in size to enable at least three publications to be presented in a row. This 
could help users to scan their search results more quickly, get a better overview of 
what is available and find what they want. 

 For many users, the language of the document will be a key consideration, but there 
is currently no way to search only for publications in a certain language. It would be a 
useful addition to make ‘language of publication’ a search criterion. 

 It is a detail, but “Career guidance” appears twice in the list of ‘Practice Areas’, one 
of which does not deliver any results. This should be cleaned up. 

2.3 Conclusion 
This section presented the main findings of reviewing the existing collection of knowledge 
products published by the ETF in the past five years. The section highlighted potential 
improvements, with particular attention for practical matters that can be implemented with 
relative ease. At the same time, the review identified a number of key areas that have broader 
implications for the way knowledge products in the ETF are currently developed, as well as for 
how the ETF approaches dissemination. These are further explored against the broader 
institutional framework for knowledge development by the ETF in the next chapter.  
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3 From knowledge to action – Evaluating knowledge 
creation by the ETF  

3.1 Definition of themes 
The mapping of publications from the past five years shows a large variety of knowledge 
products around the various ETF themes, with varying levels of attention to each theme every 
year. All knowledge products published each year were classified in line with the three main 
thematic clusters of work identified in the ETF Strategy 2027. As these thematic clusters were not 
in place at the time of publication of these knowledge products, we present below how we 
linked these new thematic clusters to the specific objectives in the 2017-2020 period.  

ETF specific objectives 2017-2020 Thematic clusters ETF 2027 
Governance, systems and policymaking Quality of education and training policies 
VET provision and QA Quality of education and training policies 
Entrepreneurial learning and enterprise skills Skills development 
Qualifications and qualification systems Skills anticipation and relevance 
Employment, skills and employability Skills anticipation and relevance 

 

As shown in the figure below, the ETF publishes most knowledge products in the field of 
‘performance and quality of education and training policies’. The dominance of this theme 
among the annual number of publications is largely due to the higher number of country-
specific reports that are developed as part of this overarching theme. This cluster encompasses 
all publications in the field of governance and quality of education, which includes for instance 
the various publications on the Torino process (most particularly in 2015, 2017, 2020), and 
country fiches in the context of other mapping projects. The figure shows how each year the 
number of publications moves between the priorities of skills relevance and skills development, 
with a sudden increase in 2016, when a series of national country reports were published under 
the heading of ‘local skills matter’ and on ‘continuing professional development’.  

FIGURE 3.1 REVIEW OF THEMATIC FOCUS OF PUBLISHED KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTS – PER YEAR 

 

Of particular interest to the evaluation is where the selection of themes and topics for 
knowledge products is made. The institutional and strategy documents (ETF 2027, as well as 
mid-term planning documents 2017-2020 and 2021-2023) are broad and do not specify a more 
specific thematic focus in any given year. For all themes, thematic clusters and specific 
objectives, the planning documents include output indicators that aim at studies, publications 
or reports, though generally without concrete targets. It is therefore concluded that the 
variation observed in the number of publications each year is not necessarily the result of 
specific institutional planning. Instead, individual experts in the ETF have considerable amount 
of autonomy to pursue themes or engage with stakeholders in a particular field.  
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This is for instance reflected in the development of the Qualifications Toolkit (2017), where 
interviews with collaborators confirmed that the Toolkit development was driven particularly 
by the experience and knowledge of the qualifications team and their own experience in 
partner countries. Their in-depth knowledge of barriers, existing bottlenecks and other practical 
experiences helped shape the need for this knowledge product, in addition to also providing 
the substantive input. To ensure full relevance of its substantive contents as well, the work on 
the knowledge product provided for a relatively long period of internal reflection and analysis 
before the content and form of the toolkit were selected. This helped ensure that it would 
sufficiently align to the needs of the target audience, the scope of activities of the 
qualifications team, and the work of other organisations (Cedefop, ILO). The process of 
developing the Toolkit was described as ‘growth’ in the interviews, following a relatively long 
and iterative process. Respondents that were involved in this process were positive about this 
process, as it resulted in a stronger product that followed an ‘organic production’ approach 
which did not ‘pre-ordain’ the final product.  

A review of the annual list of planned publications shows how the number of knowledge 
products planned each year is considerably longer than the list of actually published 
knowledge products. ETF experts pointed to a variety of explanations for this discrepancy, such 
as long internal quality review procedures, unforeseen bottlenecks or shifting priorities for the 
contributing authors.  

3.2 Identification of target audiences  
Knowledge products have the potential to be more targeted and of increased utility if the 
needs of its primary target groups are embedded in the design, development and publication 
of the knowledge product. The evaluation reviewed to what extent target audiences are 
explicitly defined in knowledge products. If documents include explicit considerations about 
this, this is often found in a document’s preface or introduction, setting out in detail the 
objective of the publication and who may benefit from these.  

The mapping (see Figure 3.2 below) found that the majority of publications (181) did not 
explicitly identify a target audience (compared to 158 which did). But it also shows 
considerable differences across different types of output. 

 Knowledge products that focus on the collection of (new) data least often explicitly 
mention their target groups (as many as 65% are without) - when they do, they 
predominantly target governments (35%) and, to a lesser extent, private stakeholders 
(10%). 

 Products that seek to offer concrete input for discussions / policies most often do 
identify to whom they are directed (only 22% do not explicitly mention target groups), 
whilst slightly over one-third (34%) of knowledge products that bring together 
knowledge and data also did not identify a target group.  

 In some cases, target audiences may not be explicitly defined because it is considered 
obvious; for example, policy guides or good practice compendia may normally be 
developed with (national) policymakers in mind, and make it unnecessary to specify 
this explicitly. However, in other cases it may be less obvious yet remain unspecified.  
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FIGURE 3.2 IDENTIFIED TARGET GROUPS OF PUBLISHED KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTS – PER TYPE 

 
Figure 3.2 also highlights that governments are most often identified as target audience in all 
types of knowledge products, and particularly in those that aim to provide concrete input for 
discussions / policies (74% of this type). Private stakeholders including social partners (unions, 
employers) are mentioned in at least 10% across all three categories of knowledge products, 
with up to 30% of products that offer concrete inputs to policies/discussions. 

A number of specific types of knowledge products more specifically focus on certain 
stakeholders. International organisations are for instance mentioned as a target group in 11% 
of synthesis documents, but considerably less in other types of knowledge products. 
Meanwhile, knowledge products that collect (new) data almost never define education 
professionals explicitly. This target group is mentioned in 16% and 19% of synthesis products and 
of policy inputs respectively.  

Particularly for knowledge products that aim for original data collection, it may be beneficial 
to more explicitly highlight who could be expected to benefit most from the knowledge 
contained within. When developing a knowledge product with an academic community in 
mind, it is likely to be different in form and substance than products that focus directly on 
policymakers with a concrete policy mandate. 

This finding is relevant against the internal ETF guidelines for planning and monitoring of 
publications, which require that all publications identify to whom the publication will be 
distributed. It presents a list of different types of stakeholders (EU delegations, policymakers, 
media, civil society, etc.), from which authors are required to select no more than three in an 
attempt to define the most important target audiences. While this requirement is a good way 
to encourage contributors to think about their groups at an early stage, it is also symptomatic 
of the broader approach to stakeholders that is traditionally focused on sending finished 
products. The guidelines themselves state that “it is important to identify to whom the 
publication will be distributed”, but make little mention of the possibility that stakeholders could 
be involved at an earlier stage in a more collaborative way, such as for the problem definition, 
data collection or development of conclusions and recommendations. The existing practice 
seems inspired by an understanding of dissemination that focuses predominantly on sending 
or sharing publications with stakeholders.  

In our understanding, knowledge products are not only meant to inform stakeholders. They are 
also meant to mobilize people or encourage them to consider further actions. From this 
perspective, it is our understanding that dissemination in the context of the ETF’s work can be 
approached in a broader sense, most importantly to also concentrate on getting the content 
of publications on to the relevant policy agenda. In this way, products can help draw attention 
to issues; provide information, motivate stakeholders to increase their understanding and 
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eventually convince them to take further action4. To be able to achieve this, the mobilisation 
of stakeholders from an earlier stage is necessary, preferably as early as the first phase of 
development and identification of priorities for knowledge products. In addition to the 
implications for the timing of involving stakeholders, it also requires that authors working on 
knowledge products do not only identify the types of target groups (as currently requested in 
the guidelines), but also who will be mobilised, for what purpose and how this can be done.  

3.3 Collaboration and partnerships 
The creation, synthesis and application of knowledge are the key mechanisms through which 
the ETF works with stakeholders in partner countries, European Institutions and beyond. The ETF 
strategy 2027 defines the ambition of delivering in partnership, which lays down the framework 
for enhancing its cooperation with EU services and EU Member States, EU agencies, 
international, bilateral donors as well as with international, regional and national stakeholders 
including governments, and public sector, social partner, civil society and academic and 
research organisations. 

A number of publications in the past five years are good examples of the potential of 
collaborative knowledge creation, development and synthesis; an interesting example from 
the toolkit series on Labour Market Information in 2016 is presented in the box below. More 
recently, a shared publication with UNICEF on preventing a ‘lockdown generation’ in Europe 
and Central Asia is another example of collaborative work that allowed to raise the profile of 
a publication5. Though interesting, this evaluation’s mapping shows that such examples have 
been relatively rare and can be encouraged more.  

Highlighted knowledge product: Labour Market Information Series 2016 
The joint work between the ETF and Cedefop and ILO on the multiple volumes of toolkits and 
methodological guidance on skills anticipation in 2016 are a clear example of how 
collaborative efforts can have a positive effect on the development of knowledge products. 
The shared authorship among these institutions positively influenced the scope, reach and 
utility of developed knowledge products for a large variety of stakeholders6. Interviewees 
involved in the development of these products pointed to the benefits of a highly involved 
co-creation process, that extended to the development and publication of products, as well 
as the challenges (most particularly in terms of timing). The co-creation and collaboration 
was considered by interviewees to be successful, even though they also mentioned 
challenges in the actual implementation of this. ETF interviewees found that the shared work 
led to a greater visibility and credibility, supported through a collaborative and feedback-
focussed development process. There were also resource benefits, as the products could 
leverage the brand, status and global networks of the ILO country offices, experts and 
networks. The partnership also increased the relevance and scope of the knowledge 
product, through a wider range of examples and methods from Cedefop and ILO. Overall, 
interviewees found that although the process had difficult aspects, in particular the length 
of time it took to develop products collaboratively, overall there were a wide range of 
benefits: expertise, knowledge, networks and country access were expanded; costs and 
expenses were shared; and a wider range of case studies and methods were available. 
Overall, the co-creation process for this series of products was perceived as a win-win by 
interviewees. 

 

The evaluation assessed the extent to which the existing publications are developed in a 
collaborative way. As shown in the figure below, most publications are developed by the ETF 
as sole author. Only slightly over a quarter of publications can be classified as collaborative, 

 
4 This is inspired by a known approach in persuasive communication (AIDA, standing for Attention, Information, Desire, Satisfaction). See for 
instance https://worldofwork.io/2019/06/the-aida-marketing-model/  
5 ETF / UNICEF (2020), Preventing a ‘lockdown generation’ in Europe and Central Asia.   
6 ETF / ILO / Cedefop (2016), Using labour market information - Guide to anticipating and matching skills and jobs.  
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with varying levels of involvement by the ETF. The strongest examples of collaboration refers to 
joint work with other ‘similarly minded’ international organisations, with substantive 
collaboration with stakeholders in partner countries was found to have been considerably 
rarer.  

 Products that serve as input for discussion / policies are most often developed in 
collaboration (36%), which is an important finding from the perspective of co-creation; 
the more such deliverables are developed with key stakeholders in an early stage, the 
more concrete the actual learning that can take place with support of the developed 
knowledge product.  

 Products that synthesise knowledge and data were most often developed by the ETF 
itself as sole author (73%). This also fits the pattern of work and division of responsibilities, 
where ETF more often mobilises local experts and partners to be able to collect all 
relevant data, conduct the interviews and even to interpret findings. When bringing all 
such national level data together into synthetic analysis, more work is done in-house, 
leading to more publications of this type with the ETF as sole author.  

FIGURE 3.3 CLASSIFICATION OF TYPES OF KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTS – BY AUTHORSHIP 

 

While the figure tells us something on the level of collaboration, it does not specify the type of 
collaboration. Our review of knowledge products shows that collaboration is often best 
characterised as ‘outsourcing’, in which (part of the) tasks are contracted out to individual 
experts, consultants or academics. A review of 2006 publications in the ETF already highlighted 
how “too many ETF publications were the result of external experts contracted to write these”, 
with ETF expertise focused on the managing of contracts7. Interviews with ETF experts confirm 
that this situation still often applies to knowledge products. This is also confirmed through a 
review of the number of knowledge products published in the past five years that ETF does not 
claim responsibility for. Publications written by external researchers (whether or not supported 
by the ETF), often include a disclaimer in which the ETF underlines that any views expressed in 
the paper are not a formal ETF position. Internal documents on the other hand, written by ETF 
experts or management are recognised as ETF opinions, and are accompanied by a different 
disclaimer. While there are some variations the most common disclaimers read:  

 Responsibility claimed by the ETF: “The contents of this report are the sole responsibility 
of the ETF and do not necessarily reflect the views of the EU institutions.” 

 
7 ETF Operations department (2006), Internal memo: A proposal for a new knowledge sharing publication. Dated February 23, 2006 
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 Responsibility not claimed by the ETF: “The contents of this report are the sole 
responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the ETF or the EU 
institutions” 

Below, we review for which types of publications, the contents are presented as the work and 
opinion of the ETF.  

FIGURE 3.4 SHARE OF PUBLICATIONS WITH ETF CLAIMING RESPONSIBILITY FOR CONTENTS 

 

As is shown in Figure 3.4 above, the ETF most often claims responsibility of contents of reports 
that synthesise knowledge and data (72%). This is aligned to the finding that this type of work is 
also most often developed in-house by the ETF. The second category (collection of new data), 
is also often associated with the work of external stakeholders, yet its contents are claimed as 
a responsibility of the ETF in a majority of knowledge products. The ETF least claims responsibility 
for the contents of its knowledge products that serve as concrete input for discussions and 
concrete policies. This highlights how these are often developed by external researchers, and 
even when overseen and validated by the ETF, it chooses to maintain a certain distance from 
the contents of these products. This suggests in fact that involvement of the ETF in many of these 
publications are more limited, and do not qualify as true co-creation. This is based on the 
expectation that if ETF experts are substantially involved in the development of knowledge 
products, it could have been expected to also claim responsibility for the contents more often.  

The exact number of knowledge products that have been developed through co-creation 
cannot be objectively verified, as this is not monitored in a systematic way, and cannot be 
assessed ex-post by the evaluators. However, based on the above we conclude that true co-
creation processes have not been common. This is confirmed in interviews conducted in the 
framework of this evaluation. For instance, in the framework of the most recent round of Torino 
reports (2020), the ETF worked together with national governments in the collection of data 
(through self-assessment), but subsequently worked internally on the synthesis of such national-
level findings, as well as the regional and global findings, development of recommendations 
and policy pointers. In almost all these cases, collaborative sessions with policymakers in partner 
countries were organised, but always with the purpose to revise and fine-tune a set of already 
prepared recommendations and not to start developing such recommendations.  

The evaluation also reviewed the extent to which the origin of knowledge products had been 
made explicit. The 2027 ETF strategy formulates the ambition to increasingly target its work and 
structure according to a demand-driven model, providing its services for partners such as EU 
delegations or other stakeholders working with partner countries.  

The scope of such a shift in the development of knowledge products is clear when analysing 
the publications in the past five years. As Figure 3.5 shows, it is rare that the publications on the 
ETF website were requested externally from the ETF. Knowledge products often do not explicitly 
specify a donor or contractor, in which cases it was assumed that the request or idea for 
publication came from ETF directly.  
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Based on this distribution it is inferred that knowledge products in the past five years have been 
developed supply-driven. In the few cases where other organisations were explicitly 
mentioned as having requested the publication or covered the costs, this often referred to the 
European Commission, with a handful of products related to OECD (SME policy index 
publications) or Cedefop (overarching VET policy papers).  

FIGURE 3.5 INITIATOR BEHIND PUBLICATION8 

 

 

3.4 Quality assurance mechanisms 
The quality of ETF knowledge products is an important precondition for their use and utility. All 
ETF publications undergo an internal quality assurance procedure, to make sure that a 
publication is up to the institution’s high standards. The level of quality assurance required for 
individual publications depends on their type. Working papers and discussion papers for 
conferences undergo different quality assurance procedures to seminal studies or large 
methodological handbooks. Existing guidelines and publication guidelines structure these 
processes were under review at the time of this evaluation.  

To ensure the quality of deliverables in 2015-2020, the ETF worked with an editorial board to 
accompany the stages of the drafting process from the concept note to the final manuscript. 
It consisted of internal experts, one expert from Cedefop and Eurofound each, and a selection 
of external experts that cover the expertise and geographical spread of the ETF’s mandate. 
Each year a selection of roughly 10 publications were submitted for peer-review, with the 
purpose of ensuring the highest quality. For other publications the quality assurance was limited 
to internal peer reviews, formatting, layout and final quality checks by the Communications 
department.  

At the time of this evaluation, the future of the external Editorial board was under review, due 
to broader concerns about the efficiency and relevance of the procedures in place for quality 
assurance. Such procedures not only consisted of internal and/or external peer-review, but also 
a formatting / layout which would depend on the Communications department. These 
procedures however often significantly increased the length of publication processes, and, 
from the perspective of ETF experts that worked on knowledge products in the past five years, 
without the type of added value that would justify the delays in publication. ETF experts 
interviewed in the context of this evaluation point to bottlenecks in the finalisation process of 
formatting and layout, due to limited staff and priority to ensure swift publication of knowledge 
products. Such concerns extend to both the substantive quality review and – depending on 
the type of knowledge product – more aesthetic concerns about formatting and layout. 

In terms of content, ETF experts point to a level of duplication in the quality assurance 
procedures, particularly where (parts of) the work is externally contracted as quality assurance 

 
8 NB: A number of publications were ‘not clear’ on authorship and were not allocated a category in the mapping. As a result the total does 
not sum up to 338. 
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is already conducted by the ETF experts involved to ensure that external contractors meet their 
obligations. The added value of yet another round of review is then relatively limited, 
particularly if the external contractor already had his deliverable approved. At the same time, 
for many high-level publications this was a considerable bottleneck. One interviewee for 
instance highlighted how the work on a major publication would take over two years, as a 
result of which some actual content was already outdated before it was even published. 
According to the experts working on knowledge products, this outweighed the relatively 
limited added value of such quality procedures.  

The thematic expertise in the external editorial board is another issue highlighted by this 
evaluation. While the external experts in the Editorial board were selected on the basis of a 
broad thematic and geographical coverage, publications submitted for review would not 
always link to the core expertise of each expert. While this does not necessarily rule out the 
added value of a peer-review process, it may not be the most efficient use of time once a 
publication is already in final stage, particularly if the ambition of the publication is to engage 
stakeholders. By definition, a panel with eight fixed external experts is more limited than for 
instance the process of blind peer review in academic journals, where experts with specific 
knowledge about the submitted manuscript are recruited on an ad hoc basis. The recent 
decision to restructure the work of the editorial board into a more limited internal quality review 
can therefore be considered an adequate response to these experiences, and increase the 
potential of knowledge products to be used as catalyst for external and applied policy 
discussions. For a small selection of more academic and conceptual papers, the ETF could still 
consider recruiting external peer-review on an ad hoc basis. The decision to do so lies, like for 
the other elements discussed in this chapter, in the early concept phase, where objectives, 
target audience, co-creation method and ambitions are defined. Based on these 
considerations the scope for quality assurance needs to be aligned with the need to bring a 
publication to the public domain.  

3.5 Measuring use of ETF knowledge products  
The ETF does not systematically monitor how its knowledge products are used after publication. 
Existing efforts for the monitoring of knowledge products is focused on the production phase, 
for instance mapping internal progress of early drafts and identifying organisational 
bottlenecks before publication9. However, there is no framework in place with indicators and 
targets that could inform progress in the use and utility of the published knowledge products. 
Most illustrative of the broader approach to knowledge products in the ETF in the last 5 years, 
is how internal documents refer to publication as “product finalisation”. This indicates that 
institutional attention is focussed on publication, not on the dissemination of its contents, nor 
the mobilisation of its stakeholders.  

This does not mean that knowledge products cannot have impacts on policy debates. 
However, the key take-away is that there are no means to verify this. When asked, ETF experts 
interviewed in the context of this evaluation confirm that they also do not systematically track 
the extent to which their knowledge products are used by stakeholders. Informally, experts 
generally receive feedback from their contacts and their networks, and all experts interviewed 
in this evaluation confirm that such feedback is almost exclusively positive. However, this is not 
enough to be able to conclude that ETF knowledge products are being read, used and are 
making an impact on policy in partner countries.  

Anecdotal evidence for impact: Labour Market Information Series10 
There are examples of policy impacts through integration of products with continuing ETF 
activities. The LMIS was cited as continuing to make an impact by interviewees in the policy 

 
9 Confer for instance ETF publications monitoring 2020, as well as the ETF’s plan for monitoring guidelines 2020 (internal documents, not 
available online) 
10 ETF / ILO / Cedefop (2016), Using labour market information - Guide to anticipating and matching skills and jobs. 
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field within partner countries, as the tools were still used by ETF experts to support stakeholders 
both within the Partner Countries and within EC Delegations. An interviewee from a Ministry 
within a Partner Country also identified that the LMIS tools and methods were given added 
value through the contextual knowledge of ETF experts, allowing relevant recommendations 
to be made in terms of adapting methodologies and tools. In addition, the LMIS were 
designed to be highly linked to the policy advice that ETF provides to stakeholders and are 
therefore used as a basis for providing technical advice, capacity building, and 
methodological guidance for countries. In this sense, the product is quite embedded in 
continual ETF policy advisory activities and can continue to provide impact at Partner 
Country level.  
 
Anecdotal evidence for impact: Centres of Vocational Excellence: An engine for vocational 
education and training development (2020) 
The publication helped to position the ETF in the debate on Centres of Vocational Excellence 
(CoVEs). Its novel approach offered consists of defining how CoVEs can contribute to the 
development of other Centres and thereby E&T systems, instead of focusing solely on further 
developing individual CoVEs. ETF is convinced that CoVEs have a more prominent role to 
play in the country/ VET system, by CoVEs disseminating their excellence to other Centres. 
Staff interviewed indicate that the primary reason behind developing the publication was to 
explore internally the ETF’s position on the development of CoVEs. After publication however, 
this idea was taken up by partner countries and donors, and mainstreamed in the CoVEs 
network and concrete initiatives. The fact that the publication has an impact, is also 
explained that CoVEs receive much interest and funding from the European Commission. As 
such, it highlights how an ETF knowledge product can be the start of a process, instead of 
an end. While these are good examples of followup, interviewees indicated that this was not 
a planned process, but instead something that developed in response to opportunities that 
arose. COMM for instance decided  to start a communication campaign around the 
publication, which was not planned from the start. Interestingly, we noted that this 
publication also report one of the highest number of downloads (see below). 
 
Anecdotal evidence for impact: Publication on future of work and skills in ETF partner 
countries (2019) 
The study was contracted to an external research organisation. ETF staff interviewed indicate 
that the publication of the study was not the key objective; it was about collecting the 
evidence. What was considered more important, is that the outcomes of the research were 
used for a keynote speech delivered by ETF director in an ETF conference on the Skills for the 
Future, and this keynote much informed the conclusions of the ETF conference and new 
strategic lines of work for ETF, having more impact than the publication as such. 

 

The evaluation reviewed the number of downloads for each of the knowledge products 
published in the past five years, allowing a comparison between the anecdotal information 
from ETF experts with a more objective measure of the use of knowledge products. These figures 
need to be interpreted with caution, because downloads by themselves do not say much 
about wider reach and policy impact. If a good practice compendium or concrete policy 
recommendations ends up with a single but decisive stakeholder, these may have a major 
impact on policy in a partner country, incomparable for instance to a larger number of lower-
level policy officers. Nevertheless, the number of downloads provides some indication towards 
estimating whether knowledge products can reach possible target groups, as well as 
understand when this most often takes place. 

The results show low numbers of downloads for all types of knowledge products. Only five 
publications on the entire website were downloaded more than 500 times, and are presented 
in the table below.  
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Name of publication Number of 
downloads 

Digital skills and competence, and digital and online learning (2018) 771 
Centres of Vocational Excellence: An engine for vocational education and training 
development (2020) 

661 

Big Data for labour market intelligence: An introductory guide (2019) 647 
Guide to policy analysis (2018) 630 
Carrying out tracer studies - Guide to anticipating and matching skills and jobs Vol. 
6 (2018) 

558 

 

These numbers are low in both absolute terms and comparatively within the ETF. For instance, 
when compared to the number of downloads of job vacancies within the ETF, which 
consistently receive over 1000 downloads, with some vacancies in recent years reaching over 
4000 downloads. Moreover, it needs to be considered that ETF staff themselves also use the ETF 
website to download ETF publications if they cannot find these in internal document 
management systems11. Unfortunately, such ‘internal downloads’ cannot be isolated and are 
included in the statistics presented here. On average, the number of downloads per type of 
knowledge product are lower still, with an average number of 126 downloads of knowledge 
products that synthesise knowledge and data, 104 downloads on average per product with 
concrete input for discussions / policies (toolkits) and 45 downloads on average per product 
with newly collected data, as shown in the figure below.  

FIGURE 3.6 AVERAGE NUMBER OF DOWNLOADS – PER TYPE OF KNOWLEDGE PRODUCT 

 

More insightful than the actual number of downloads is the pattern of downloads that figure 
3.5 above shows in the years after publication. The first type of knowledge products, which 
collect (new) data see a stable decline in the number of downloads after publication, with 
number of downloads roughly halving after two years. After using the data and insights from 
this type of publication in the first years, information provided in this type of knowledge is 
outdated relatively soon and additional data collection on similar themes may already be 
necessary. This pattern of use is quite in line with what can be expected for this type of 
knowledge product.  

The second type of knowledge products, i.e. those that synthesise knowledge and data, show 
a similar pattern. While these products seem much better able to spark interest than any other 
type of knowledge product in their year of publication, the downloads decline even faster than 
any other type of product. One year after publication sees only half of the number of 
downloads as the year of publication. The second year after publication sees another 
substantial drop in downloads, to less than a third of the downloads in the preceding year. This 

 
11 See Ockham IPS (2019), Analysis of the role of learning and development for ETF staff; ICON Institut (2014), Evaluation of Knowledge 
Management Innovation in ETF Operations. 
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points to a short shelf-life of this type of knowledge product. However, the decline in downloads 
is slightly more problematic for this type as, unlike the products that collect new data, products 
that seek to synthesise findings and data are considerably more work to develop. Also, the 
findings and possible conclusions and recommendations in this type of product are generally 
not outdated in a few years. For instance, while the country reports in the continuous Torino 
reporting may be outdated, the policy recommendations in the synthetic assessment reports 
are written in a way that they continue to be valid and relevant for more than a few years. This 
raises the question of whether this type of knowledge is sufficiently used in a more active 
dissemination strategy, where not only the publication as such, but the content and its 
recommendations should contribute to the mobilisation of stakeholders in the year to come.  

The third category (products that are concrete input for discussion / policies / future study) can 
serve as a model of products with a longer shelf-life. While the average number of downloads 
each year is relatively low, it is remarkably stable over time. Two years after publication the 
number of downloads of tools and methodological guides remains at roughly the same level 
as in the year of publication. This is also intuitive as concrete tools and methodological guides 
have less of an expiration date than empirical evidence based on statistics or review of policy 
reforms. Despite the stable number of downloads, the low number of downloads for average 
publications of this type means that there is substantial room for improvement, mainly in terms 
of including the products in a dissemination strategy that allows it to reach a wider audience. 
Interviews with stakeholders involved in the toolkits on skills anticipation for instance show that 
their contents are insufficiently adapted to different contexts; only publishing such guides 
online is not sufficient to ensure their use and application. More flexible forms of content that is 
more actively centred around the concrete needs of stakeholders could help in achieving this.  

3.6 Dissemination and mobilisation of stakeholders  
The findings in the previous section already highlighted how much of the focus is dedicated 
towards the actual publication of knowledge products. This has contributed to the ETF’s current 
position as valuable knowledge partner in its partner countries. ETF experts interviewed in the 
framework of this evaluation are positive that knowledge products developed across the 
various themes are relevant to policymakers. They also indicated that this does not always 
translate into concrete and visible changes, but that such influence can also be observed in 
smaller steps and achievements, such as influencing the policy agenda or for instance keeping 
national policymakers informed about developments elsewhere. A review of the impacts for 
the toolkit on qualifications for instance was seen to have resulted in providing internal 
organisation and focus and provided a model for systematic work on qualifications systems 
reform in partner countries. Modular e-learning courses developed as part of the Labour Market 
information series further structured information to stakeholders in partner countries on best 
practices and methodologies, alongside providing the pros and cons of different survey tools 
and methods. 

However, there is less attention for the active mobilisation of stakeholders and continuous 
dissemination of insights, lessons learned and good practices. ETF experts compare their 
performance informally against their peers by looking at the number and type of publications 
to their names. This corresponds to a more academic environment where this is even more the 
norm. While formal staff appraisals do not directly evaluate ETF staff about the number of 
publications, it is used as proxy for activity and success in a given year. The combination of 
these elements create incentives for ETF experts to move from one publication to the next, with 
limited regard for actual follow up. Instead, much more attention can be given to the ‘noise’ 
created surrounding knowledge products. Most major publications in the past five years were 
accompanied by conferences and/or workshops with stakeholders in the partner countries 
involved. However, these events are generally approached as a presentation of results, rather 
than opportunities to reflect on possible future steps. These also offer limited space to 
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encourage the mobilisation of stakeholders beyond the direct participants in such conference, 
which limits the scope and reach of the knowledge product.  

Stakeholders’ workshops and conferences surrounding the publication of a seminal knowledge 
product generally serve as the formal closing of projects. Such events have a high mobilising 
effect on stakeholders, as these often succeed in bringing together all stakeholders involved. 
ETF experts themselves also confirm that such events are crucial ways to share knowledge, 
mobilize and engage stakeholders and review the possible direction for future work. By 
positioning such events as ‘closing events’ for projects, however, such events are not used to 
their full potential. Instead of announcing the closure of a project, these could serve as the 
starting point of the mobilisation and dissemination activities surrounding the knowledge 
product. In view of the organisation of most of the work in individual projects, these can be 
used as the backbone against which attention for dissemination can be programmed. This 
could be done by positioning the publication of knowledge products and associated events 
as intermediary milestones after which the project continues to financially and organisationally 
support follow up activities. The work on the Qualifications Toolkit in 2017 can serve as example 
how knowledge products can be embedded in the ETF’s approach in certain themes, where 
the work does not stop after publication. Various activities and events (i.e. conferences, 
trainings and workshops) of the qualifications team continue to be building on discussing and 
applying the contents of the toolkit, helping not only to ensure its visibility and utility for 
stakeholders, but also its utility as applied knowledge for the ETF itself.  
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4 Conclusions and recommendations  
The previous empirical sections reviewed the numerous ETF knowledge products published in 
the past five years in terms of their development, presentation and anticipated follow-up. Each 
of these elements were reviewed against the dimensions of the ‘action-cycle’ of the 
knowledge-to-action framework. This section presents the key conclusions and 
recommendation of this review, following the structure of the framework.  

Recategorise and rebrand ETF’s suite of published outputs to provide a clearer overall logic to 
the type of outputs produced and to inform decision-making from the very beginning of the 
development of knowledge products, through to the design and uploading of documents on 
the website. 

Currently ETF produces a whole range of publication types, which do not entirely match up 
with the categories of publication presented in the publications database or the branding of 
the publications themselves. This makes it relatively hard for users to navigate the wealth of 
materials available and results in certain outputs being relatively hidden and hard to find on 
the publications database on the website (and even some apparent mis-categorisation of 
outputs).  

This report contains specific detailed suggestions for improving the overall presentation of 
publications as knowledge outputs from which the following key steps can be highlighted: 

 Consolidate and agree a list of the types of publication that ETF creates by type of 
content rather than type of format. This means instead of categorising a publication 
as a ‘report’ or as ‘summary notes’, it should be clearly categorised as a study 
report, conference report, policy briefing, country report etc. When a new 
publication is planned, it should be clearly identified from the beginning which type 
of output is being produced from the existing typology and why. 

 Once the full list of output types has been defined, a consistent visual approach 
should be agreed for each type, including making it clearly visible on the front cover 
of every publication what type of output it is (study report, policy briefing etc). Effort 
should be made with graphic designers to come up with an overall visual identity 
for ETF publications so that each type of output has its own brand identity, but that 
each publication type is still recognisable as an ETF product. For a study report, it 
may be as simple as having the branding ‘Study Report’ clearly labelled on the front 
cover and a consistent use of fonts and colours. For others, it could be something 
as visually distinctive as the current approach to Live&learn or the distinctive cover 
used for the Torino Process Assessments.  

 Once the list of output types has been defined, the online publications database 
should also be restructured to match this categorisation and branding – this is 
essential to make the presentation of outputs more logical and enable users to 
search more easily and intuitively for each type of output (again, by type of content 
rather than type of format). It is suggested to use a two-level categorisation so that 
publications are already split into four main categories on the knowledge and 
resources landing page, for example by dividing the broad ‘publications’ category 
(organised by format) into Knowledge Library, Country Reports, Live&Learn 
Magazine and ETF Governance documents (organised by content). 

 Once the database has been restructured, every existing publication in the 
database should be retagged according to the new typology so that it appears 
under the appropriate filters. Future publications should have the type of 
publication on the front cover, but retagging is sufficient for existing publications. 

 Further technical adjustments can also usefully be made to the online database, 
including ensuring: that the most recent outputs appear already on the publications 
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and resources landing page; that all pdfs open in a new tab; that clicking on the 
cover of a publication directly downloads the pdf in English; that the thumbnails 
and presentation boxes for each publication are reduced to allow presentation of 
at least three publications per row; that the additional information section is 
consistently used to complement and add value to the title of a publication (rather 
than repeat it); and that users can search by publication language. 

Increase strategic guidance to better embed knowledge products in broader organisational 
priorities.  

The large variety of knowledge products produced and published each year by the ETF 
underlines the flexibility of the organisation and its capacity to respond to new needs in partner 
countries or other stakeholders. To further increase the visibility of its work and contribute to 
engagement of its key stakeholders, the ETF could consider increasing the level of strategic 
guidance on the themes and types of knowledge products published each year. Doing so will 
allow the ETF to highlight the thematic connection between different projects and publications 
more explicitly and visibly link these to the overarching 2027 strategy.  

 Such additional guidance could be structured through a thematic publication, with 
a consistent branding and regular publication (such as one publication per year or 
biennially). Each edition could collect the state of play on a particular theme in a 
consolidated way. This suggestion is proposed not to add (yet another) publication 
to the list of knowledge products to be developed, but rather to bring a number of 
related thematic publications in a given field into a consolidated overview. It could 
contribute to the raising of visibility and offers an anchor around which ETF 
corporate communication could be targeted. After institutional publications for 
each of the three clusters of expertise have been published (i.e. after 3-6 years), the 
cycle could be re-initiated. 

 This requires mobilising ETF experts from across different projects and organisational 
units towards a single publication around one of the core themes the ETF wants to 
raise its visibility. Possibly, these publications can be aligned to specific themes within 
the three clusters of expertise identified in the ETF Strategy 2027; ‘skills relevance and 
anticipation’, ‘skills development and validation’ and ‘performance and quality of 
education and training policies’.  
 

Reconsider the importance of publishing knowledge products in relation to (success in) 
dissemination 

Knowledge creation goes to the heart of the ETF’s work. It is therefore logical that existing 
processes and working culture in the organisation revolve around the publication of 
knowledge. The number of and types of knowledge products published by ETF experts have a 
positive effect on how their performance is perceived, either formally or informally by other 
colleagues. Though understandable, this persistent focus on the number of published products 
stands in the way of reviewing the actual impact of such publications. If accompanied by the 
right outreach strategy, a single publication can be much more powerful than multiple 
publications that are merely uploaded on the ETF’s website. However, as long as ETF experts 
are not recognised for such follow-up (either formally or informally), any follow-up is nothing 
more than coincidental. It is therefore recommended to act to change the dominant attention 
from the simple number of publications towards a greater consideration and monitoring of the 
impacts of knowledge products.  

 The integration of additional metrics towards this end could for instance be 
considered in existing staff appraisal processes. Such metrics could include 
attention to the measurement of impacts, depending on the defined ambitions of 
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knowledge products, and could look at the publication’s contribution to policy 
debates (or ultimately, policy change) or more broadly the number of stakeholders 
mobilised, number of follow-up activities undertaken and awareness raised.  

 Adjusting the dominant focus on producing publications towards a more systematic 
follow-up of such publications also helps the ETF to move beyond the current 
relatively narrow understanding of knowledge products. Knowledge products are 
generally seen in a ‘traditional’ way, as tangible (i.e. printable) texts, such as study 
reports, or articles, whereas other forms of knowledge products, such as websites, 
databases, or online tools are not always awarded the same status. A focus away 
from the form and type of knowledge products and towards the type of follow-up 
created by such a product could further help to shake up this understanding and 
encourage innovation towards actual follow-up and mobilisation of stakeholders. 

Better ensure that knowledge products explicitly define the (urgency) of the problem it 
responds to in a concept note 

The mapping of knowledge products published by the ETF over the past five years highlighted 
the variety in themes and policy challenges that are covered. Much of the ETF’s work is 
structured through individual projects, within which publications are often seen as the ‘closing 
act’ of the work conducted in the project. Such publications bring together the various insights 
produced and provide guidance and lessons learned on the various aspects the project has 
focused on. However, particularly in multi-country projects, such a project logic can limit the 
relevance of individual products in a given context. For instance, the timing of the Torino 
Assessment report series in each partner country was determined by the overall Torino 
Assessment project, not necessarily the need for programmatic input by EU delegations or for 
policy input by national stakeholders in the partner countries. The overarching importance of 
such a project may justify such an approach, but this needs to be recognised in individual 
country reports. The mapping of knowledge products also shows how even for finalised 
products, the specific (policy) problem it responds is not always clear.   

 It is therefore recommended to further increase attention to the problem definition 
in the earliest possible stage of developing a knowledge product. In a concept 
note, which would precede the work on the knowledge product, a convincing 
argument needs to be made for the urgency and/or scope of the particular policy 
challenge that is being addressed. For particular country reports, such as the one 
mentioned above, this could also mean a justification of the relevance of the 
content from the perspective of a need for comparative research, as opposed to 
resolve a concrete policy challenge in that particular country. Doing so more 
clearly and explicitly helps ensure that the objective of knowledge products can 
be used throughout the development of the product as guiding principle. It further 
allows better alignment between a dissemination strategy of the product and its 
potential utility (more on this below), which also gives external users a better sense 
of how the knowledge product helps them addressing a particular policy 
challenge.  

Concept notes at the start of any work could already be accompanied by a more detailed 
dissemination strategy/ action plan, including the definition of key target groups and how to 
reach them, including the allocation of resources to do so (human / financial). 

The evaluation recognises that internal discussions about shaping the process of developing 
knowledge products within the ETF are ongoing and that increasing attention is being paid to 
conceptualise how knowledge can contribute to the sharing of knowledge. Guidelines have 
already been drawn up internally that help structure the procedure for the publishing of certain 
types of knowledge products. However, these guidelines continue to take a relatively narrow 
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approach to ‘dissemination’ and focus predominantly on how and where to publish. While 
these are indeed important questions to consider, these should be the starting point for a 
dissemination strategy and not the final question. Moving from an approach that only seeks to 
identify where a publication should be published, it is recommended to also specify at an early 
stage “who needs to be mobilised”, “why”, and “how”.  

 Starting with the who, it is recommended to define in more detail the audience to 
which a knowledge product is targeted. This requires going beyond general 
descriptions, such as ‘policy makers’ or ‘civil society’, and identifying at the outset 
the specific persons (and their positions) towards whom the knowledge product is 
targeted. This facilitates the early involvement and joint collaboration at the earliest 
possible moment, as opposed to only sharing a finalised product with these target 
groups at the end.  

 A second step towards a structured strategy for disseminating knowledge is to 
clarify the reasons for focusing on certain target groups, and not others. A reason 
may be informed by the potential to reach policy change (which would require 
involving decisionmakers), influence policy debates (requiring attention for 
agenda-setters) or raise awareness (focused on broader publics) in a broader 
sense. It should be clear that the chosen approach to sharing knowledge is tailored 
to the ambitions and objective that underpin it.  

 Thirdly, it is recommended to develop at an early stage practical considerations 
early on how the intended target groups will be mobilised. This requires the early 
identification of the needs for conferences, working sessions, roadshows, online 
community development or other types of interactive events, in addition to the 
considerations of where to publish a knowledge product once it is finished. Such 
mobilisation methods allow involving stakeholders not just as ‘target groups’, but as 
active collaborators to the generation and use of knowledge.  

The explicit development of these three steps is not just a theoretical exercise that can help 
increase the focus of the developed knowledge products, but is recommended to allow linking 
it to concrete planning and budgeting as well, of human and financial resources through which 
these can be executed. The structure of ETF’s work in specific thematic projects can in fact be 
beneficial for this purpose, because it can offer the structure to plan for and work on activities 
beyond individual publications. This requires moving beyond a current approach where the 
publication of a final project concludes the work of a project, towards one where publication 
of the final report is instead only the first milestone in a broader budgeted and planned 
dissemination strategy.  

Equip dissemination strategies with the resources (financial / human) to systematise the 
monitoring of the use of key knowledge products. 

While the previous recommendation gives some specific advice on increasing the relevance 
and utility of ETF knowledge products for various stakeholders, it is also recommended to put in 
place the tools and methods to verify progress in this respect. This calls for the development of 
a monitoring framework, or at least a (set of) key indicator(s) against which progress can be 
monitored. The evaluation shows how at the moment ETF experts have no systematic insights 
in the extent to which ‘their’ knowledge products are being read, used or even applied in 
concrete policymaking. The development of a monitoring framework is also recommended at 
the start of the work but can be adjusted as certain approaches to dissemination are updated. 
What matters most is that the ambitions set out in the dissemination strategy are matched to 
the scope of a possible monitoring framework.  
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In conclusion 

This evaluation mapped and reviewed the knowledge products developed by the ETF over the 
past five years, taking a structured approach to review the actions undertaken to develop and 
disseminate knowledge. Its findings contribute directly to the ongoing internal review of 
knowledge production and are tailored to identify additional venues through which the ETF 
can further align the relevance and utility of knowledge products to the ETF Strategy 2027. To 
do so, the evaluation structured its approach on the basis of an action-oriented model.  

Based on this review, the evaluation highlighted the potential of additional attention for co-
creation as the means of solidifying the knowledge production by ETF experts and ETF 
stakeholders. The recommendations that work in this direction require a rethinking of the way 
knowledge products are currently conceived, developed and disseminated. Most importantly, 
the evaluation has highlighted the importance of involving the wide variety of ETF stakeholders 
from across the partner countries not only as ‘target groups’ from a top-down communication 
perspective. Instead, it argues that relevant stakeholders should be involved from the start, in 
the problem definition and identification of barriers, as well as in the actual knowledge creation 
process, and in any follow-up activities. This requires a rebooting the traditional approach within 
the ETF where publications are often seen as the last station of a thematic project, towards one 
where a publication is only the first milestone, after which existing collaboration in the 
preparatory phase can be further expanded to broaden the reach and impact of developed 
knowledge products.  
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