Mid-term evaluation of the 2015-2020 Communication Strategy of the European Committee of the Regions
Executive summary
The mid-term evaluation of the 2015-2020 Communication Strategy of the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) builds on a baseline evaluation carried out by the CoR in 2015. The purpose of this evaluation was to measure the progress of the strategy's impact on the implementation of the CoR's communication tools and activities, draw conclusions on operational communication aspects, and provide a set of recommendations on how the CoR should strategically position its communication in the years 2017-2020.
To implement the evaluation activities, the research team used both qualitative and quantitative methods. The principal sources of data were planning and reporting documents provided by the CoR, the results of an online stakeholder survey provided by the contractor, and 33 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders, communication professionals, and regional partners.
More than two years after the introduction of the CoR's 2015-2020 Communication Strategy, it has already made an impact on the way communication activities are approached by the CoR. The stakeholders and communication professionals interviewed tended to agree that the strategy strengthened the CoR's image by contributing to more focused, more transparent, and better branded communication activities. While the strategy's impact on communication activities has been more visible, its potential to serve as a catalyst for organisational change has not been fully realised at this interim phase. Below we reflect on potential adjustments that may further benefit the organisation at the management and operational levels. 
[bookmark: _Toc489616020][bookmark: _Toc491102787]Necessary adjustments at the management level
Our evaluation shows that, at present, the principles of the Communication Strategy have not been fully internalised within the CoR, especially among the administrative and political levels of the organisation. Communication is not always viewed as a "core business" of the organisation, even though the strategy was intended to place it at the core of the CoR's political, legislative and decision-making processes. This is a worrying trend because, given the CoR's actual powers, communication in its widest sense is the primary means for the CoR to influence EU policy-making. 
A need for stronger consensus on short-term communication objectives
The organisation is currently facing issues when it comes to enforcing the agreements made in the annual communication plans, straying from the overall communication approach to the stated objectives. On the one hand, this suggests that the quality of annual planning could be improved; on the other hand, it points to a lack of discipline in pursuing the new principles regarding the strategic planning of communication. Communication practices at the CoR are currently experiencing a "double life", where "organisational communication" activities are still being implemented alongside activities implementing "strategic priorities".
A lack of consensus also persists within the organisation on the allocation of financial and human resources for the implementation of communication objectives. While describing key campaigns in the annual planning documents has been a significant step forward, there is a need for an even more in- depth agreement on the resources to be allocated for the implementation of campaign objectives.
Recommendation 1: Develop a more comprehensive operationalisation of communication campaigns 
Key communication campaign descriptions in the annual plans should be used to operationalise short-term objectives. They should explain the selected approach to the way that the campaigns will contribute to bringing the CoR towards a particular communication scenario – the message, the target group, and the role of CoR members. A well developed annual plan should also reflect on the links between the key communication campaigns, their role in different stages of the policy-making process, and the need for inter-institutional collaboration.
Recommendation 2: More transparency about resource allocation in the annual communication plans
The annual plans should be more transparent about the allocation of both financial and human resources. These resources should be mainly planned around annual communication objectives. The annual plans should establish red lines for resources used for unplanned ad hoc activities or the development of a general communication "infrastructure". Such expenses should be monitored with additional caution and accepted only when there is a strong justification of their contribution to the overall goals of communication.
To achieve more with less, the CoR needs to communicate its communication objectives more effectively within the organisation. A better internal awareness of the strategic approach is needed to reach internal agreement on the communication logic. It would allow for simplification of decision-making processes on the implementation of communication activities. A better internal consensus would also enable better cooperation opportunities with potential communication partners outside of the organisation.
Recommendation 3: Use communication as an internal catalyst for organisational change
Awareness and consensus on the intervention logic should be further strengthened by using both informal and formalised internal communication tools. The internal group of communicators could be tasked more clearly with ensuring a more consistent exchange within the organisation and with outside partners. Staff in the Communication Directorate should seize any opportunity to articulate the communication logic to staff members, other directorates, and at the political level. They should promote good practice examples and achieve positive results that are in line with the new strategic approach.
Stakeholder views on the CoR's narrative remain divergent 
The CoR's Communication Strategy identified two primary target audiences: regional and local authorities and EU institutions. While the baseline evaluation of 2015 called for a strategic choice between the audiences and messaging, the stakeholders consulted for this evaluation held divergent views, showing that strategic agreement on the balance of the target groups has not yet been achieved.
The majority of political group representatives believed that the CoR's consultative work with EU institutions was the core activity of the organisation, and that this should be better reflected in communication efforts. They strongly supported the "back to basics" scenario, by which communication activities should mainly contribute to the impact of the CoR's consultative work in the EU law-making process.
Other internal and external stakeholders stressed that there was a growing need to not only "go local" and communicate Europe to local and regional authorities and citizens, but also to give a voice to the decentralised level and bring grassroots input to the EU level.
In the view of stakeholders and the CoR's strategic documents, the main actors in this mutual information flow should be the CoR's members. Stakeholders expressed extremely high expectations regarding CoR members, whom they expected to be both ambassadors of the EU to their home constituencies, and spokespersons of their citizens to EU institutions. Given, however, the limited engagement and varying communication capacities of CoR members, these high expectations should be treated with caution.
Effectively handling the two intended target audiences and the rather wide range of political priorities will continue to require broad communication efforts. It will require strategically choosing stories with a high communication potential, and finding ways to effectively engage and support CoR members.
Recommendation 4: Promote mirror involvement in "opinion based" and "going local" activities
The tension between proponents of "going local" (communicating Europe at local and regional levels) and "back to basics" (focusing on communicating consultative work in the EU law-making process) types of activities could be eased by promoting a more targeted communication approach. Constructively engaging different audiences, both local/regional authorities and EU decision-makers, could facilitate organisational learning about the differences between these elements of the intervention logic.
For instance, political-level representatives working with the consultative processes could be engaged by providing easier access to communication support from the operational level. At the same time, the CoR communication team could get involved in mutual dialogue with the political level to better integrate their work into the overall communication framework, primarily the key communication campaigns.
Recommendation 5: Simplify decisions on final communication content and improve transparency of decision making  
Final decisions on messages should be made by a limited number of people. When a decision is made to concentrate on one story/opinion/message and not another, the decision should be clearly justified and communicated to those interested in communication support. The political level should be more involved at an early stage in the general planning of content, especially during the preparation of annual plans. Final decisions on content should rest mainly in the hands of the communication team, after consultation with the political level.
Framing the attitudes of the public and of EU policy makers instead of "agenda-setting"
The communication activities of the CoR are currently planned as collections of actions, rarely providing advice on how the CoR is meant to reframe the attitudes of the public and of EU policy makers on a selected policy or issue. Acknowledging the limitations of its resources, the organisation cannot be effective if it attempts to employ classic agenda-setting strategies. Instead, the CoR should internalise what we have called a "framing logic" within its planning and the overall communication mindset of the organisation. CoR communication was most effective when the stories gathered at the regional and local levels were used to communicate how policy issues in the European agenda should be reframed to better meet the needs and concerns of European citizens.
Recommendation 6: Promote a framing approach towards communication
In order to internalise the framing approach to communication, the CoR needs to follow several principles:
Messages produced by the organisation should not be thought of as setting the agenda. Rather, the CoR should reframe the issues presented in the agenda.
The communication team should be able to make quick decisions about messaging.
Not all the organisation's activities and opinions have equal communication value. Communication should therefore be selective.
The framing approach should be streamlined when planning communication, starting with communication campaigns. The framing logic should explain which particular perceptions and positions will be targeted, and how the campaign intends to benefit from the existing public discourse in order to more easily attract attention to the CoR's positions.
[bookmark: _Toc489616021][bookmark: _Toc491102788]Necessary improvements at operational level
At this mid-term stage, it is clear that the strategy has influenced the implementation of the CoR's communication activities. The communication mix of the CoR is no longer seen as merely an assortment of "must do" actions with regard to "organisational communication". It is now more effectively steered towards implementing the intervention logic of the strategy. We observed a number of changes at operational level confirming these positive developments, and call for further improvements that would enable the management of the Directorate to more effectively and efficiently steer the communication mix towards the implementation of its communication objectives.
More accurate allocation and monitoring of resources for more cost-conscious management
[bookmark: _GoBack]The CoR's monitoring of financial and human resources dedicated to communication actions has focused on communication tools, failing to capture collaboration between units, and monitoring resources dedicated to specific priorities. The most recent communication monitoring reports have started to link the allocated budget with communication objectives; this has been a major step forward. Given the critical nature of human resources in implementing communication activities, the same principles should be applied to monitoring them.
Monitoring human resources as linked to objectives would be a step towards improving cost-consciousness, supporting collaboration between the units, and facilitating the necessary institutional support for campaign managers.
Recommendation 7: Monitor human resources and not just the communication budget
The Communication Directorate should track the costs of human resources (e.g. time spent on specific tasks) as they relate to the implementation of objectives. Such monitoring could follow a logic similar to the one introduced in the most recent report on the communication budget. This would allow the CoR to strategically steer its human resources towards campaign objectives. It would also add transparency to the full costs of the Directorate's other activities. As a result, the management of the Directorate would be able to focus the efforts of its staff on communication objectives, which was one of the original intentions of the strategy.
Although it provides plenty of valuable information on the outreach of its communication activities, the current performance monitoring of the CoR lacks an essential element – tracking the quality of the outcomes of its communication activities. This is yet another indication that the CoR's communication is too heavily concentrated on tools and not yet fully steered towards objectives. To achieve the best quality monitoring of outcomes, they should be designed based on a consensus within the organisation as to how communication activities contribute to the overall impact of the CoR.
Recommendation 8: Enhance monitoring of outcomes 
The CoR should monitor the outcomes of its communication activities more consistently. This monitoring should be aligned with the intervention logic of communication activities. There will not always be a well-fitting "industry standard" indicator for specific outcomes, and so outcome indicators should be developed internally. Measuring whether target groups are affected by key communication campaign narratives, and whether they relate these narratives to the CoR and are activated by them, should provide a basis for further development of the monitoring system.
The quality of the communication mix is improving, but it does not always follow the logic of objectives
During this mid-term period, the CoR's communication team has made a number of significant improvements to the different tools of its communication mix. Its development of the communication mix seems to follow current trends in the communication industry, but in some cases they are also determined by a certain path dependency. In short, its developments do not strictly follow the logic of the communication objectives. The fact that the units of the Directorate are organised according to communication tools serves to encourage the tool-orientated approach to communication in the organisation.
Yet to achieve better results with fewer resources, the CoR should be more courageous in abandoning those tools that are neither particularly effective nor align with the new objectives of the communication strategy. Instead, it should use these freed-up resources to quickly embrace new communication opportunities.

Recommendation 9: Control high cost-tools better and reduce redundant and ineffective tools
The CoR should more rigorously apply a cost-benefit analysis of different communication tools and communication actions. Specific "business cases" of well-functioning tools or communication actions should be used as internal benchmarks. They should be used to judge and control the cost efficiency of tools or actions, and to reduce the number of redundant and inefficient tools.
There is a need to develop a more systematic approach to hosting and co-organising events. We recommend that the CoR defines a set of criteria for hosting events on its premises. Events that carry political significance, reflect the CoR's consultative priorities, and/or are "in touch" with citizens, should be prioritised. Tools such as press releases or publications add little value to the overall communication mix, and their volume should be decreased.
Recommendation 10: Use the available resources for further development of well-functioning new tools
Media outreach: The CoR should continue to directly engage with media. Both media partnerships and thematic trips for journalists are viable alternatives in this regard. 
Events: The CoR should monitor the results of local events more carefully and should consider them as an alternative to Brussels-based events. 
Facebook: We recommend that the CoR set up a global page or at least enable multilingual posts on Facebook. The CoR newsletter database on Facebook should be used to reach readers. Enough time should be spent on data mining to evaluate which articles/posts have performed well, with which audiences, and why. 
Twitter: Twitter cards are easy to create and receive much higher reach than "normal" posts (i.e. the value of visual elements should not be overlooked). Social media's latest features also allow  events or CoR member interventions on a very "hot topic" to be broadcast live to a large audience instantly, at relatively low cost. This option, if properly channelled, would increase the impact of the Committee's work and improve the public's perception that the CoR is indeed active in matters that EU citizens care about.
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