
Designing impactful 
projects and 
successful applications 
for funding
Eurocities Winter School

27 November 2024



Training objectives 

1. Develop skills to build and manage 
strategic partnerships aligned with EU 
priorities, addressing challenges and 
enhancing project competitiveness. 

2. Master the design of impactful projects 
and funding applications using the 
Theory of change, creating clear 
objectives that resonate with 
evaluators. 

3. Learn strategies to minimize risks in 
project evaluations, ensuring successful 
outcomes for beneficiaries and donors. 



Training 
structure 

Part 1: Before writing a proposal: strategic 
partnerships for EU funding; ToRs and 
proposal assessment criteria

Part 2: Writing the proposal: what do 
evaluators expect 

Part 3: Preparing a project that can be 
translated into a successful application and
grant a smooth ex-ante evaluation



PART 1

Before writing a proposal: strategic 
partnerships for EU funding, ToRs
and proposal assessment criteria



How EU Funding 
works? 



EU expenditure 2021 – 2027 



Key aspects of EU funding

Project-
based

Competitive Transnational

Partnership Co-financing
Results-
oriented



Policy to programmes
• Funding Programmes are 

thematic (e.g. Environment, 
Migration, Mobility) and are 
“financial instruments” to put 
policy into action 

• Annual “work programmes” are 
set the priorities, conditions, 
timetables, budget, etc.

• When preparing a proposal 
always make the link between 
the project and the EU policies

Programmes

Projects

Policy



Policy priorities vs project results
EU POLICY PRIORITIES Overall priorities of the European Union (Green Deal, Fit for the Digital Age,…)

KEY STRATEGIC 
ORIENTATIONS

Set of strategic objectives within the EC policy priorities where R&I investments are expected to make a difference

IMPACT AREAS Group of expected impacts highlighting the most important transformation to be fostered through R&I 

EXPECTED IMPACTS Wider long term effects on society (including the environment), the economy and science, enabled by the outcomes of R&I 
investments (long term). It refers to the specific contribution of the project to the work programme expected impacts described 
in the destination. Impacts generally occur some time after the end of the project. 

EXPECTED 
OUTCOMES

The expected effects, over the medium term, of projects supported under a given topic. The results of a project should 
contribute to these outcomes, fostered in particular by the dissemination and exploitation measures. This may include the 
uptake, diffusion, deployment, and/or use of the project’s results by direct target groups. Outcomes generally occur during or 
shortly after the end of the project.

PROJECT RESULTS What is generated during the project implementation. This may include, for example, know-how, innovative solutions, 
algorithms, proof of feasibility, new business models, policy recommendations, guidelines, prototypes, demonstrators, databases 
and datasets, trained researchers, new infrastructures, networks, etc. Most project results (inventions, scientific works, etc.) are 
‘Intellectual Property’, which may, if appropriate, be protected by formal ‘Intellectual Property Rights’
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Strategic 
partnerships 
in EU projects



Partnership development : where to start? 

DO YOUR RESEARCH READ THE 
EVALUATION 

CRITERIA

DEVELOP A CONCEPT 
NOTE

PLAN RESOURCES DEVELOP YOUR 
PARTNERSHIP 



The power of collaboration 

Access to a wider pool of 
expertise and resources 

Enhanced proposal 
credibility and innovation 

potential 

Alignment with EU 
priorities for transnational 

cooperation 

Shared risks and 
responsibilities in project 

delivery 



• Partner search facility on the Funding & Tenders 
portal

• CORDIS database 

• Official European Commission info days

• National contact points (NCP)

• Eurocities Partner Search Tool

Useful resources

https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/portal/screen/how-to-participate/partner-search
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/portal/screen/how-to-participate/partner-search
https://cordis.europa.eu/projects/en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/events/horizon-europe-info-days_en
https://eurocities.sharepoint.com/sites/Extranet/Funding/SitePages/Partner-search.aspx


Breaking 
down the ToR



Reading the ToR – a checklist

Background and 
description of 
action

Specific scope and 
objectives 

Methodological 
approach 

List of deliverables 
and time schedule 

Timeline and 
budget

Selection and 
award criteria



Admin elements to consider

CONSORTIUM 
COMPOSITION

ELIGIBILITY 
CRITERIA 

CO-FINANCING 
RULES

DEADLINE FOR 
SUBMISSION

DEADLINE FOR 
QUESTIONS

ADMINISTRATIVE 
REQUIREMENTS 

APPLICATION 
FORM 



Example: 
Interreg Europe ToR

What to pay 
attention to?  



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Example: Interreg Europe ToR



Read the ToR

Check the programme guide

Applicants guide

Application form 

Programme priorities against your organisation

Assess the capacity of your organisation 

DEADLINE 



PART 2:

Writing the proposal: what do evaluators 
expect?



What makes a  
winning 
proposal? 



Tips for proposal preparation (I)

Early intelligence 

Financial and human resources planning

Complementing partnership

European Dimension

Result oriented



Tips for proposal preparation (II)

Innovative approaches and solutions 

Long term impact

Replication and dissemination plan

Value for money

Keep the evaluator in mind



Proposal 
assessment 
criteria



Relevance

What it means:

The extent to which the 
proposal aligns with the 
objectives and priorities 
of the funding call.

Example Feedback:

The proposal did not 
adequately address the 
key challenges outlined 
in the call document.



Impact

What it means:

The potential of the 
project to deliver long-
term benefits in the 
targeted area and 
beyond.

Example Feedback:

The expected impact is 
not quantified, and there 
is insufficient evidence 
that the results will be 
exploited beyond the 
project duration.



Quality and efficiency 
of implementation

What it means:

The coherence and 
feasibility of the work 
plan, budget, and 
team.

Example Feedback:

The work plan is overly 
ambitious, and the roles 
of some partners are not 
clearly defined.



Excellence 

What it means:

The degree of innovation 
and quality of the 
concept, methodology, 
and objectives.

Example Feedback:

The proposed approach 
lacks innovative 
elements and does not 
convincingly justify its 
scientific methodology.



Group exercise 



The best applications: donors’ view
Most of all: a successful

application has to be based
on a well-prepared and 

needed project and there
need to be proofs.

The project will allow the 
donor to meet

their/programme’s
objectives and programme-
level outcomes and it has to 

be low risk.

Proven: there is data to 
prove it before and after 

(monitoring and 
evaluation). Data is credible 

and we know it’s 
accessable.

Project results are clearly
and correctly categorised

(outputs and outcomes are
binding, impact beyond
applicant’s influence)

Needs assessment was the 
basis for proposing this 

project for funding – NA 
should not happen after the 

grant is awarded.

The roles are not divided 
artificially to get points for 

many international
partners. 

at the application stage
aMonitoring plan is drafted 
as part of the project design 
nd is not planned only once

the grant is awarded.

All sections are written with 
equal quality – someone

clearly takes the lead
ensuring quality of the 

project as a whole (lack of 
strong leadership is a risk).

Proves the activities are the 
best way to achieve the 

results (logic model)

Risk assessment is thorough
and reflects the importance
of preparing to worst-case

scenario, no risks are
hidden from the donor.

All costs are justified (not 
only calculated correctly)

No bluffing! 



The best applicants:

They anticipate all questions 
and have all answers ready

(because they have done their homework)



What are the real questions during proposal
assessment?
Vague, vague, vague!

And so what?

How do they know this?!

This contradicts another fragment

How can they prove this??

Do they even know what they CAN achieve through these activities?

How many people wrote the application? Are all partners even sure what they promise to deliver?

What is the risk for us they will not deliver all results?

Sounds very unlikely

But why this / why like this?

These are outputs, not outcomes / impact not outcomes

Compared to what?? What is the baseline for the outcomes??

How likely is it this will actually happen?

Are they aware of competition (many similar initiatives)? How many of the activities duplicate what’s already
being done by other Projects?



Designing
proposals vs 
designing
projects:

which comes
first?



PART 3

Preparing a project that can be 
translated into a successful
application
(and a positive ex-post evaluation)



How to design projects and programmes?

Activities to 
be organised
(to produce

outputs)

Outputs to 
be produced

by the 
project

(to achieve the 
outcomes)

Desired
outcomes
(based on 

needs
assessment!)

Don’t start by deciding what activities you want to organise or what tools you want to develop. 

Based on a participatory needs assessment, analyse what the actual needs are on the outcome level
(and not a wishlist from partners). Analyse what would be the most optimal way to reach those outcomes

(or some of them). Choose outputs and activities to get there in the most efficient way.



Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Impact
• Number of established after-

school programs.
• Number of health check-ups 

conducted for children with 
follow-up consultations.

• Number of workshops on child 
nutrition held for parents.

• Number of built safe 
recreational areas.

• 10% increase in school 
attendance rates among migrant 
children.

• 15% improvement in children's 
test scores.

• 20% reduction in incidences of 
childhood obesity tracked.

• Enhanced social integration of 
migrant children in schools, 
measured by a 25% increase in 
positive peer interaction surveys.

• 25%* long-term improvement in 
children’s overall health and 
wellbeing (measured by annual 
health surveys).

• 20% increase in graduation rates
(tracked annually).

• 15% reduction in discrimination 
incidents.

• 20% decrease in poverty rates 
among children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Resources Actions leading to 
outputs

Products and services delivered 
(binding – basis for the budget)

Direct effects of the products and 
services (binding – basis for grant)

Long-term effects, usually beyond
our control (not binding)

IMPLEMENTATION RESULTS

EFFECTS

The results chain



Never underestimate how
crucial logical links are
between the results you
promise and project activities
you want budget for:

Theory of Change



Simplified way to think of ToCh

PROBLEM
ACTIVITIES & 

INPUTS
OUTPUTS OUTCOMES IMPACT

PROBLEM IMPACT OUTCOMES OUTPUTS
ACTIVITIES & 

INPUTS
INPUTS

Assumptions
(what needs to 
happen for this

activity to produce
this output?)

Assumptions
(what needs to 
happen for this

output to result in 
this outcome?)

Assumptions
(what needs to 
happen for this

outcome to lead to 
this impact?)

What to think about first when planning a social intervention, a project or a programme?



Theory of Change step-by-step:

Step 1. Identify and 
involve stakeholders 

who need to 
participate in the 

development of ToCh

Step 2. Define the 
social challenge 
(problem) using 

needs assessment

Step 3. Describe the 
impact the project-

policy intends to 
achieve (measurable 

long-term results)

Step 4. Describe key 
outcomes

(measurable mid-
term results) 

Step 5. Describe key
measurable outputs
(short-term results) 

Step 6. Describe the 
project-policy 
intervention

Step 7. Verify the 
change pathway and 

learn



Theory of Change: example

Main
problem

high infant 
mortality due 
to 
preventable 
diseases

Resources 
(input)

Activities Outputs Outcomes 
and impact

Reduced 
infant 
mortality (by 
x% by year X)



Theory of Change: example

Main
problem

high infant 
mortality due 
to 
preventable 
diseases

Resources 
(input)

Activities Outputs Outcomes 
and impact

Medical 
personnel, 
vaccines, etc.

Intervention: 
Vaccination 
campaign

Number of 
children 
vaccinated

Reduced 
infant 
mortality (by 
x% by year X)



How to know
what the 
outcomes and 
their target 
values should
be?



Needs assessment: primary data collection – methods to engage various target groups

source: Colourful Data Collection | Sherfield School

https://www.sherfieldschool.co.uk/news-article/colourful-data-collection


From needs assessment to targets
using problem and solution trees

Problem tree

Solution 
tree

Objectives

Outcomes and 
outputs (+ 
logframe)

Stakeholder analysis and risk assessment are done in parallel and updated as more
information emerges (stakeholders start getting identified at Problem Tree stage).



Look for the 
deep causes 
and select those
that your
project can
address. 

We work
backwards
(backward
mapping): e.g. 5 
why’s method.
and find logical
links between
causes and effects.

• Example of a problem tree. Source: https://impactinfocus.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Theory-of-Change-Guide-No.-1-The-Situation.pdf

https://impactinfocus.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Theory-of-Change-Guide-No.-1-The-Situation.pdf


Example of a problem tree. Source: https://zewo.ch/en/problem-analysis

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

https://zewo.ch/en/problem-analysis


Example of a problem tree. Source: https://zewo.ch/en/problem-analysis

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

https://zewo.ch/en/problem-analysis


Example of a problem tree. Source: https://zewo.ch/en/problem-analysis

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

https://zewo.ch/en/problem-analysis


Identify cause and effect
(evidence-based - must be participatory)

Problem trees (causes)          → Solution trees (objectives)

Rephrase the negative
statements (problems) from 
the problem tree to positive

statements (goals, 
objectives) on a solution

tree.

Choose those elements
you will address with your

project or programme
(usually just part of the tree)



Stand out!



Risk analysis

Risk factor Consequence Response / mitigation
measures

Short description Description Description

What’s wrong with this table?



Risk analysis: what it should be like

Risk assessment is not pessimism. We prove we are prepared for the worst-case scenario, we hope it never happens but 
we aren’t naive. Preparing for worst-case scenario is not a waste of resources – we are making sure taxpayers’ money will
be spent with optimal care.

The more risk factors you list, the better – it shows you have done your homework and are competent to safeguard the 
money you’re applying for. Don’t appear to be hiding risks or simply copy-pasting from previous applications – it’s a 
major red flag.

Risk factor Likelihood 
(probability)

Severity 
(impact)

Consequence Mitigation 
measure

Strategy Owner Status

Description –
keep it short 
and list all in 
the same 
format.

- Very low
- Low
- Medium
- High
- Very high

- Minor
- Moderate
- Major/severe
- Fatal/      
catapstrophic

Description Description, 
including what 
happens in a worst-
case scenario. Stick 
to one format!

- Accept
- Avoid
- Reduce
- Transfer 

Who is
responsible
for 
monitoring 
& handling
this risk?

Happened
?

GO INTO RISK MATRIX (FOR SCORING)



Risk analysis: risk scoring

TIP: it’s especially useful for projects with multiple pilots that result in the complexity of the type of activities, the 
number of stakeholders, project partners involved as Task Leaders. 

PROBABILITY 
AND IMPACT

CATASTROPHIC MAJOR MODERATE MINOR

VERY HIGH

HIGH

MEDIUM

LOW

VERY LOW



Stakeholder mapping and analysis

THEIR APPROACH / OPINION OF 
YOUR PROJECT IS NEGATIVE

THEIR APPROACH / OPINION OF 
YOUR PROJECT IS POSITIVE

KEEP THEM SATISFIEDMANAGE THEM CLOSELY

KEEP THEM INFORMEDMONITOR THE SITUATION            

THEIR INTEREST IN / AITTITUDE TO YOU, YOUR PROJECT & THE RESULTS

THEIR 
INFLUENCE 
(HOW THEY CAN 
AFFECT YOUR 
PROJECT)



Logframes:

your entire
project in one 
table



Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Impact
• Number of established after-

school programs.
• Number of health check-ups 

conducted for children with 
follow-up consultations.

• Number of workshops on child 
nutrition held for parents.

• Number of built safe 
recreational areas.

• 10% increase in school 
attendance rates among migrant 
children.

• 15% improvement in children's 
test scores.

• 20% reduction in incidences of 
childhood obesity tracked.

• Enhanced social integration of 
migrant children in schools, 
measured by a 25% increase in 
positive peer interaction surveys.

• 25%* long-term improvement in 
children’s overall health and 
wellbeing (measured by annual 
health surveys).

• 20% increase in graduation rates
(tracked annually).

• 15% reduction in discrimination 
incidents.

• 20% decrease in poverty rates 
among children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Resources Actions leading to 
outputs

Products and services delivered 
(binding – basis for the budget)

Direct effects of the products and 
services (binding – basis for grant)

Long-term effects, usually beyond
our control (not binding)

IMPLEMENTATION RESULTS

EFFECTS

The results chain (reminder)



Logframe: example



Source: https://www.seco-cooperation.admin.ch/dam/secocoop/de/dokumente/resultate/monitoring/quali-primer.pdf.download.pdf/Primer%20on%20Results-Based%20Management.pdf

Logframe: example

https://www.seco-cooperation.admin.ch/dam/secocoop/de/dokumente/resultate/monitoring/quali-primer.pdf.download.pdf/Primer%20on%20Results-Based%20Management.pdf


Choosing and formulating indicators

Output and outcome are usually binding at project completion.

Outcome usually shows change (increase or decrease by [unit] or %). 
Outputs are usually expressed as units.

Impact (sometimes also long-term outcomes) is beyond the project’s
implementation period or/and control. Not binding* but subject to ex-
post evaluation and learning (for everyone!).

For each indicator, we include clear assumptions, data source and means
of verification. 

Needs assessment should allow you to establish the baselines to track
and understand the change that will take place thanks to your project.



Group exercise 



Avoid shortcuts:



Evaluation survey 



Thank you!

Get in touch with us:

Sylwia Slomiak: sylwia.slomiak@eurocities.eu

Xenia Cechina: xenia.cechina@eurocities.eu

mailto:sylwia.slomiak@eurocities.eu
mailto:xenia.cechina@eurocities.eu
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