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Three evidence streams, one conclusion.

Action 2 has built its evidence base from three sources: a desk analysis of ESPON research,
the in-person workshop in Barcelona, and two stakeholder surveys. They were produced
independently and they converge: recognising equality as a goal is no longer the problem
making it influence the decisions is. The streams differ only in how they say it. This note
synthesises each, with the survey given the most space, and draws the line that connects
them.

1. DESK ANALYSIS - THE ESPON EVIDENCE BASE AND THE FRAMEWORK

The desk work moved from a broad portfolio to a focused evidence set: twelve equality-
relevant ESPON themes were narrowed to seven projects with documented funding
instruments, and 38 instruments were scored on three pillars (1-5), yielding nine ranked
case studies - three Tier-1 flagships and six Tier-2 - drawn from ESPON’s pan-European
research across 32 countries (HOUSE4ALL, DESIRE, RESH, RURALPLAN, PROFECY,
HERIWELL, URDICO).

The analytical core is a three-pillar framework. Equality in a funding instrument holds only
when all three interact: P1 - indicators and standards (what is measured), P2 - governance
mechanisms (how decisions are made and scored), and P3 — capacity and awareness (who
interprets the criteria and whether they have the authority to act). The Horizon NEB Regen call
illustrated the failure mode precisely: equality criteria were present but carried no scoring
weight, the process treated social criteria as secondary to technical ones, and equality survived
only because one evaluator happened to have both the expertise and the standing to push.

Two further desk results matter for the output. First, the gap between formal equality
(clauses, horizontal principles, target-group mentions) and substantive equality (criteria that
change scoring, disaggregated monitoring, accountability when targets are missed). Second,
the operational reductio from more than a thousand teoretical intersections of protected
characteristics to twelve priority groups usable in practice. Across projects, governance design,
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not ambition, determined whether money reached those who needed it (Rotterdam, as a city
acting as managing authority, emerged as the exemplar; elsewhere, investment occasionally
produced displacement). ESPON, however, cannot supply operational criteria from real call
documents, confirm whether outcomes improved, or provide disaggregated beneficiary data
which is exactly why the survey was needed.

2. THE BARCELONA WORKSHOP - VALIDATION, AND A SHARPER PROBLEM

On 4-5 June, the analytical work met the full partnership for the first time: a 90-minute in-
person deep dive with thirteen partners and experts, structured around three guiding questions
mapped on the funding lifecycle. Two were fully worked, the indicators practitioners trust, and
where in the lifecycle equality should be strengthened, while the third, on learning and capacity
needs, ran out of time and was carried forward.

The room sharpened the diagnosis into one line: EU funds support equality but rarely
measure its real impact, compliance is not impact. Alongside it came a pattern that resonated
widely: everyone touches equality, but few hold the competence and the mandate to set the
framework, the governance and capacity gap (pillars P2 and P3). A Horizon Europe evaluator
described the same gap from inside the system, where a sharp rise in applications and a
shortage of evaluators - still harder to find with equality competence - make the problem
structural rather than individual.

This shifted the shape of the output. The discussion moved beyond a static handbook
toward a living, modular capacity-building instrument aimed at the people who actually run the
funds - managing authorities, agencies and DGs - naming the problem precisely rather than
cataloguing everything. Two next steps were agreed: fold in the survey evidence, and write a
short brief fixing the deliverable’s scope, audience, format and ambition.

3. THE SURVEY - WHAT PRACTITIONERS REPORT

The surveys gave the partnership its first direct evidence from inside the funding system.
Forty-nine responses were collected so far (the survey is still open to contribution): 32 from
managing authorities, programme designers and intermediate bodies, and 17 from
beneficiaries, evaluators and other stakeholders concentrated in Poland and Croatia, with
Latvia, Italy and Slovakia also present. This is an exploratory governance diagnostic, not a
representative EU-wide assessment; read that way, its convergence with the desk and
workshop evidence is striking.

Present in frameworks, weak in decisions. The strongest and most consistent finding
mirrors the desk work’s formal-versus-substantive gap. Equality is now a normal part of
strategic documents, calls and eligibility, but its influence fades sharply where decisions are
actually made. Half the managing authorities - 16 of 32 - reported that no participatory input
had ever changed a programme or call. The pattern is clear across the funding cycle:



Stage of the funding cycle Degree of integration

Strategic documents - Call documentation High

Eligibility requirements Moderate to high
Monitoring frameworks Moderate
Project selection - Allocation - Performance assessment Limited

Data is the central bottleneck, not political will. Respondents pointed less to a lack of
commitment than to evidence: disaggregated, local-level and spatial data are scarce, which
makes equality hard to operationalise, monitor and evaluate. This is the practical root of
several other gaps.

A strong, concrete demand for practical guidance. There is little appetite for more
conceptual debate. The single most-requested support was operational, decision-point
guidance on eligibility, scoring and monitoring (17 of 32), and demand was rated very high for
operational checklists, equality-impact assessment tools and worked examples, and high for
indicators, monitoring tools and training. Respondents are asking for instruments that make
existing principles matter, not further declarations.

Two recurring blind spots. Spatial equity is underdeveloped: gender, disability and social
inclusion are familiar, but territorial and neighbourhood disparities are rarely turned into
allocation criteria or indicators, a clear point of convergence with Action 1. And intersectionality
stays aspirational: widely acknowledged in principle, seldom operationalised in design,
monitoring or evaluation closely tied to the same data gap.

4. WHERE THE THREE STREAMS CONVERGE

The three sources describe one phenomenon from three angles. The desk analysis names it
structurally: equality holds only when indicators, governance and capacity act together, and
usually one is missing. Barcelona names it experientially: everyone touches equality, few are
equipped to set the framework, and impact is never measured. The survey names it
operationally: equality is present in documents but fades at selection, allocation and
assessment, and what practitioners want is decision-point guidance.

The implication is shared and specific: the Action 2 output should be a practical, modular
instrument that makes equality operative at the moments funding decisions are made,
organised around those decision points, addressing all three pillars, aimed first at the people
who run the instruments. With the MFF 2028+ negotiations as the window, the contribution is
to close the distance between commitment and practice before the next full funding cycle is
set.



The survey is still open, add your voice:

Survey for managing authorities and intermediary bodies:
https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/runner/CoE survey ManagingAuthorities

Survey for cities (not intermediary body), beneficiaries, evaluator, project managers, auditors,
and other practitioners:

https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/runner/3509d1af-f55c-2b7e-36a3-05db6ae88bd8




