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OVERCOMING COMPLEXITIES IN ITALY’S
NATIONAL RURAL NETWORK PROGRAMME
k. (NRNP)

different stakeholder needs and levels of implementation,
providing a challenge for the National Rural Network Programme
(NRNP) 2007-2013 to effectively serve the needs of all.

I taly has 21 Rural Development Programs (RDPs), all involving

The programme, Food and Forestry, managed by the Ministry of
Agriculture, was co-funded from regional RDP resources, and had 2
major goals: to improve the network and networking throughout the
Italian rural system and to support and enhance the implementation
of RDPs by strengthening governance and management capacity.
In Italy, the NRNP acts as a technical assistance programme, which
attempts to harmonise the rules and practices of the numerous RDPs,
while still capturing each RDPs unique specificities and needs.

These complexities challenged both the evaluator and Managing
Authority (MA) during the ongoing and ex post evaluations of the
Italian 2007-2013 NRNP. The NRNP evaluation’s aim was to gauge the
efficiency of the RDPs at the regional level and Italian rural policy as
awhole.

AN EVALUATION FOR PRACTICAL
UNDERSTANDING

The goal of the Italian NRNP evaluation was to make the evaluation
findings useful and directly applicable, toimprove theimplementation
of the NRNP. In this context, the choice of the most appropriate
evaluation technique was carried out in line with the feedback
emerging from needs assessments with stakeholders. The integrated

work carried out by the evaluator and the Managing Authority (for
example through the establishment of a dedicated Task Force for

indicators) was aimed at clarifying and making the evaluation more
reliable and valuable.

During a preliminary review, evaluators found that the initial ex ante
indicators defined during the NRNP design were insufficient. Many
result indicators identified in the ex ante appeared conceptually too
similar to output indicators, causing only a partial estimation of the
related specific objectives. Regarding the impact indicators, it must
be recognised that the work of the MA and the evaluator was to
rationalize the existing ex ante set of indicators.

The primary deficiencies detected during the analysis of the ex ante
set of indicators were:

1) A lack of target values assigned in some cases and insufficient

methodologies for assessing targets;
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The analysis was based on a three-grade scale where High (H) corresponds to an acute
level of consistency with the related SMART criterion, Medium (M) to a fair consistency,

and Low (L) to poor consistency.

2) Large overlaps between the ex ante indicators;

3) High number of ex ante indicators.

A specific working group was assembled consisting of the evaluator,
MA and stakeholders to properly account for details and more
accurately gauge the network’s dimension and the capacity of the
programme. Through this successful collaboration, a new set of
indicators for the NRNP was devised, facilitating a tangible link with
the programme intervention logic through increased focus on output
and result indicators.

The above-mentioned list of indicators was devised to ensure a
balanced combination of qualitative and quantitative elements, which
can assess both the tangible and non-tangible effects.

The new set of indicators, primarily those for impacts and results,




SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS
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The figure above represents the network assessed. The different squares width and proximity depict each nodes closeness or links to the task force. As

depicted in this SNA mapping those nodes closest to the task force are the 21 regions (R. Puglia, R. Sicilia, etc.) , followed by the evaluators of each of the

regions (Val.R. Puglia, Val. R. Sicilia, etc.).

was based on the cause-effect principle of adopting a bottom up
approach (outputs, results and impacts). The whole set of indicators
was tested by the evaluator through the use of the S.M.ART.
methodology to ensure indicators were logically connected with
the programme’s intervention logic. The new set of indicators
were, therefore, structured taking into consideration the Logical
Framework Approach, namely the causal relation between objective
levels (Global, Specific, Operational) and indicators (Impact, Result
and Output). Such an approach enables the detection of the “grey
area” existing between results and outputs.

As a consequence of this new battery of indicators selected, the
evaluator applied qualitative techniques, such as needs assessments,
customer satisfaction surveys and social network analysis and
directly involved stakeholders in the analysis and collection of data.
Stakeholders, for example, were involved on a yearly basis in the NRNP
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“customer satisfaction analysis”, which was conducted via web-based
surveys to collect data regarding the result’s achievements (% of
actors supported by the NRNP, % of output used by the stakeholders,
and satisfaction of communication activities, etc.). Social network
analysis played an integral part and allowed for the streamlining of
the monitoring systems, enabling increased stakeholder involvement,
and ultimately bringing about better design for the performance of
future programming periods by showing which products were most
successful.

The evaluation attempted to figure out to what extent, and how
the actions of the NRNP had affected the RDPs (e.g. contribution to
the RDPs improvement in terms of common standardization, good
practices disseminated and adopted, higher level of management,
and monitoring and evaluation of the RDPs, etc.).
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OF THE EVALUATION:

The evaluation of the Italian NRNP 2007-2013 faced challenges
concerning, indicators, which methods to use and data sources.
These challenges were overcome through the utilization of the
following approaches:

Data sources: Due to a lack of a systematic NRNP information
monitoring system in Italy, the evaluator was required to make
additional efforts to collect more information by involving
stakeholders and the use of qualitative methods such as
customer satisfaction analyses.

Indicators: The challenge concerning indicators was rectified,
by establishing a working group involving both stakeholders
and the MA to revise the indicators to better connect them to
the intervention logic.

Methods: Although qualitative methods were used primarily, a
mix of both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to
overcome the challenging goal of assessing both the NRNP’s
objectives and results. This was achieved through the use of
triangulation of various methods including case studies and
social network analysis.

MAJOR FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

FOR FUTURE EVALUATIONS:

When assessing a network it is important to:

Develop a suitable set of indicators to gauge the network. In
the case of the Italian NRNP, a set of output, result and impact
indicators were developed to connect the whole intervention
logic and valid for each NRNP level. When evaluating network
programmes, as in this case, it is important to clearly define
how to measure and assess the net effect(s).

Use innovative tools such as social network analysis, as
carried out in Italy, to capture the capacity in which the NRNP
facilitates the creation of sustainable networks (e.g. young
farmers nertworks, school networks, etc.). For this purpose, it
is also essential to involve key actors early in the assessment.

- Try to apply the correct mix of methods, both quantitative and
qualitative, essential for answering the evaluation questions. In
the case of Italy, an experimental approach and case studies
were used, as well as needs assessments, customer satisfaction
surveys, and social network analysis to achieve more accurate
results. A single approach or method is not usually sufficient to
capture the complexity of network programmes.

ﬁ Send your
questions to:

info@ruralevaluation.eu
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The Evaluation Helpdesk works under the supervision of Unit E.4 (Evaluation and studies) of the
European Commission’s Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development.

The contents of this fact sheet do not necessarily express the official views of the European
Commission.
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