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1   Extent to which the validation methodology has been used  

The EQUAL Programme’s requirements for quality, innovation and dissemination of projects’ products and practices gave rise to the design and launch of a methodology for product quality analysis and validation (“EQUAL Product Validation”, 2004:  Saber Fazer series, publication no. 4).

When the Programme Management made it a requirement for all Action 3 applications that products for dissemination would have to be accompanied by their respective validation dossiers, it was seeking to ensure that only quality products with potential for transfer to other contexts would be disseminated and, at the same time, to improve the credibility of the Action 3 selection process and the legitimacy of the results.

“Validation has been a real driving force for quality, clearly felt by everyone involved as a new level of exigency introduced in EQUAL.” (Florindo Ramos, TN4 Facilitator, in “EQUAL Product Validation”, 2004:  Saber Fazer series, publication no. 4).

Basically, the methodology entails authors, outside experts and peers engaging in in-depth, open, shared reflection on the products and in terms of eleven quality criteria: six Level 1 compulsory criteria (Innovation, Empowerment, Suitability, Usefulness, Accessibility and Transferability) and five Level 2 criteria (Equality, Governance, Universality, Scalability and Autonomy).

The methodology was widely used throughout 2004 by projects in EQUAL Phase 1, both within Thematic Networks – “natural spaces” for inter-peer validation – and outside the Thematic Networks on the initiative of product “authors”.  It was also exceptionally well received at European level.

> Within the Thematic Networks

In the course of 2004, EQUAL projects put forward 92 products for validation in Thematic Networks (TNs), 80 of which were validated. These numbers show that most of the projects taking part in the TNs (79) opted for validation within the TN. Validation exercises took place mainly in the latter half of the year when projects were in their final stages. The rigour of the process is illustrated by the fact that 15 products needed to be resubmitted for validation because there was no consensus on their quality the first time around.

Products validated in the Thematic Networks

	
	TN1
	TN2
	TN3
	TN4
	TN6
	TN7
	TN8
	TOTAL

	No. of products submitted for Validation 
	14
	9
	13
	17
	3
	13
	23
	92

	No. of products “Validated” 
	12
	8
	9
	16
	2
	11
	22
	80

	No. of products resubmitted for Validation
	1
	3
	3
	2
	0
	1
	5
	15


> Outside Thematic Networks

The validation dossiers, which are an obligatory requirement for application to Action 3, show that the methodology and quality criteria proposed by the Management Office were adopted by most of the DPs that did not validate their products in TNs.

About 75% of the Action 3 applications vetted so far (May 2005) used Thematic Networks for validating their products, while only 25% used outside experts and they always used the EQUAL methodology.

> At European level

The validation methodology was translated into English and presented at the European Mainstreaming Working Group and at some of the European Thematic Groups when there was an opportunity to do so.  Receptivity on the part of the European Commission and Member States generally, at a time when many countries were still looking for how to validate projects’ products and practices, led to its inclusion in the CIRCA, making it widely visible and accessible.

Some countries, e.g. Belgium (Flemish), proceeded to adapt and use the methodology.

The inclusion of the validation methodology and grid in the European Guide to Mainstreaming (to be published by the European Commission) as good practice at European level, provided extra credibility and reason for it to be used by “old” and “new” Member States. 

2   Seven critical success factors for validation

The experience of using the methodology in Thematic Networks during the 1st Phase of EQUAL revealed seven critical success factors: 

1.  Understanding the scope of the methodology

Preparing the “ground” for uptake of the methodology is key to the success of validation.  All the participants must know the “rules of the game”. The involvement of TN facilitators and coordinators in the methodology’s testing and uptake processes was, therefore, paramount, as was ensuring that TN members were fully briefed, which was done at the very outset of validation sessions.  The fact that while the methodology was being tested one DP presented its products for validation and all TN facilitators and coordinators were very closely involved was, in itself, a factor that helped to win over TN participants to the process.

2. Being willing to learn and knowing how to listen to the views of others

Participants, particularly product “authors” must be receptive, willing to learn, and open to criticism and outside input.

“… Fortunately, there have been very few cases of authors falling into the trap of refusing to listen, or getting annoyed when opinions different to their own were expressed.” (Manuel Pimenta, evaluation consultant, participant in several EQUAL product validation processes as an outside expert, Ibid.).

3. Knowing how to give constructive criticism

The ability of experts, peers and facilitators to engage in encouraging, constructive, critical analysis that will develop and enhance the product is key to the success of validation.

“…(product) appraisal by individuals who had not been involved in the design process ‘clarified the client’s perspective’ and produced very constructive input in terms of improvements to their dissemination capacity” (Cecília Vicente, Coordinator of project “Ch@tmould”, Ibid.). 

4. Focusing the debate on essential issues

It is crucial that all participants centre the discussion on the evidence or elements of proof surrounding each quality criteria. This calls for accuracy in the presentation of the product and relevance in the subsequent discussion, so that what the product is, how it incorporates EQUAL principles, and its strengths and weaknesses are all clearly understood.

“By introducing formalised in-depth quality analysis, by enabling broader reflection on product standards and potential results of a pilot programme, and by proposing reflection focused on identifying evidence in the products, the validation experience has helped to give outcomes more legitimacy and create conditions that make efforts to promote horizontal and vertical mainstreaming more effective.” (José Manuel Henriques, Facilitator, TN1, Ibid.).

5. Involving “knowledge leaders”

The positive attitude DPs have about the TN facilitators’ and outside experts’ quality and their active role in the validation process, i.e. recognition that the validator has the capacity to add value to the product, is in itself a highly motivating factor in the validation process.

6. A culture of responsibility

The sense of responsibility felt by the DPs as they take part, as peers, in a quality process developed by the Programme and their involvement in the EQUAL Programme’s quality goals.

“… this new platform for cooperation between EQUAL project players (the validation process) is audacious and opens up new channels to advanced processes of empowerment in civil society’s organisations.” (Carlos Ribeiro, TN3 Facilitator, Ibid.).

7. Personal relationships yes, but no “concessions”

The best results in the validation process were, perhaps, achieved by those TNs in which personal relationships and interaction, while not affecting participants’ rigor and conscientiousness, were closer and more dynamic. 

3   Validation of the quality of the methodology 

In January 2005, the Management Office organised a quality analysis exercise of the “EQUAL Product Validation Methodology”.  All TN facilitators and coordinators took part, as well as staff from the EQUAL Management Office.  The methodology itself, grid and quality criteria applied by DPs in their product validation processes were used in the initiative, in which seven facilitators, six coordinators and seven Management Office staff took part.

Evidence of quality

As can be seen below the evaluation results are highly positive: 4 of the 6 Level 1 criteria obtained the highest score (4), while the other 2 criteria were awarded 3.5. The overall average was 3.8.                                         →

	Quality criteria
	Average score (*)
	Evidence/justification

	Innovation
	4
	The process itself is innovative insofar as it makes the validation/recognition of the quality of EQUAL products a central issue, and this has not been the case in previous Community Initiatives;

Innovation in the form of characterising and getting to know the products and analysing their quality (accessible to EQUAL products and others);

Innovation in the quality criteria used, which coincide with EQUAL objectives;

Innovation because it involves inter-peer analysis that provides an unbiased approach to the products; this is the methodology’s great qualitative leap forward;

Innovation because the methodology stimulates the introduction of improvements to the quality of products being validated.

	Empowerment
	4
	With regard to participants, it enabled more responsibility and involvement in a discussion/reflection-rich process that made a clearly positive impact on individual skills development;

The process is based on the engagement and participation of stakeholders with different profiles (designers, users, peers, experts) which broadens the vision of the products;

Taking part is unquestionably enriching for not only the authors but also peers and experts:

Empowerment also for the operators (DPs) taking part in quality analysis of Programme outcomes.

	Suitability
	3,5
	It proved suitable for both the context and the different stakeholders;

Considering the object of evaluation, the methodology is reliable;

The analysis grid/criteria could be more attuned to the specificity of the products.

	Usefulness
	4
	The usefulness of the methodology was proven by the resulting improvements to products,  and was recognised by  the product authors and others taking part in the validation exercises;

It enables stakeholders to gauge and evaluate products’ quality and suggest changes that could increase their  suitability for the target users;

The methodology is useful not only for the final validation of a product, but also as a support tool at the design stage and during discussion of dissemination mechanisms.

	Accessibility
	3,5
	It was easily taken up by all the stakeholders involved;

Some criteria gave rise to uncertainty as to its content and scope;

There were some doubts in the application of the methodology on the part of DPs;

Uptake of the methodology could be improved to ensure its application runs more smoothly.

	Transferability
	4
	An easily transferable methodology, with the added advantage of having been widely tested, which legitimises its transfer to other programmes and/or initiatives;

This model is also transferable to other subjects of validation, but requires the existence of peers, “formatted” products”, …

If transferred to other contexts the analysis grid might need to be altered.


(*) Scores ranging from 1 (unsatisfactory) to 4 (very good)

Strengths and Weaknesses 

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· The validation methodology is a factor that makes participants responsible for meeting product quality requirements and addressing the need for more rigour in product design/preparation;

· The possibility of “non-validation” constitutes an added incentive to meet the required standards;

· Proved to be a tool that facilitates product analysis;

· Contributes to formalisation and legitimation of results;

· Creates conditions for reflection enriched by plural approaches and opinions;

· Extensive involvement of the different players working on product design, testing, and dissemination, which provides an opportunity for structured reflection and collective learning;

· Involvement of experts is an opportunity to enrich collective learning and improve preparations for dissemination;

· Promotes new knowledge building and access to resource persons;

· Opportunity to involve those who will, at a later stage, be key players in the dissemination process;

· Has an effective impact on the quality of products, enabling prior critical reflection on the basis of established criteria, and subsequent introduction of modifications arising as a result of discussion;

· Works as a communication facilitator between partners;

· Comprehensiveness of quality criteria;

· Well structured.
	· When the methodology was being applied, the suggested principles and methodological steps were not entirely adhered to, particularly the invitation to potential users of the product, key players, enterprises and target groups, so that their input could be gathered;

· The transversal scope of the criteria could on occasions be unsuited to the specificity of some products being validated.

· The problem of lack of receptivity to issues relating to “relative merit” during the process (lack of uniformity of criteria and procedures, not the same degree of familiarity with the “spirit” of the EQUAL validation process among the experts involved, etc.); 

· Lack of clarity on the nature of EQUAL “products” at the outset of the process, etc.

· Doubts about the nature, difference and eventual complementarity between validation processes within thematic networks and those outside the thematic network context;

· Difficulty in securing homogeneity in the profiles of the experts who are to be involved in the validation processes within and outside the TNs;

· Some criteria need to be more clearly explained; this could be on the analysis grid itself or on an additional separate document.  Interpretation of the grid could give rise to some confusion among invited experts who may not be very familiar with EQUAL; 

· Obsession with validation (like pre-examination nerves) during projects’ final stages, which can have a negative effect on its normal running.


4   Recommendations for the Future 

For the purpose of the quality analysis exercise, the product validation grid was used.

The results of the analysis showed that the validation process notably benefited not only the dynamics of the Network but also, and above all, the quality of the products and design of the dissemination process.

The methodology proved its worth, and was found to be useful, effective and able to promote product enhancement, although there was still room for improving its practical application.  Suggested improvements include:

· Anticipating the validation process as structuring vector for projects’ work during Action 2, establishing a mid-term validation exercise that would enable the introduction of improvements early on, by testing out the provisional versions of the product with different stakeholders, especially the end beneficiaries and, at an early stage, registering and incorporating the various comments and suggestions, and intensifying the project’s focus on activities useful to the elaboration of the products;

· the methodology should be entirely suitable for all participants and it is essential that everyone involved fully understands the concepts relating to each quality criteria;

· involving key players and potential incorporators in the validation sessions as an essential component to dissemination of validated products, and making validation an ideal opportunity for discussing and defining communication, marketing and dissemination strategies;

· having separate analysis grids for the appraisals of the authors, peers and experts, instead of having to produce one grid synthesising the peers’ and experts’ findings.  Furthermore, when calculating the final average figures there should be no rounding of the scores;

· promoting from the outset close articulation between the validation process and the evaluation process in order to underpin the legitimacy of the results and the efficiency of the dissemination process.
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