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Context and approach to the evaluation 

The Flemish Department of Economy, Science & Innovation (EWI) has commissioned 

Technopolis BV to carry out the evaluation of the United Nations University Institute on 

Comparative Regional Integration Studies (UNU-CRIS). This evaluation took place over the 

period April-September 2021.  

UNU-CRIS was founded in Bruges as one of the United Nations University Institutes (UNU) in 2001 

and conducts research and organises training and dissemination activities on topics linked to 

comparative regional integration. It builds a bridge between the UN and the international 

academic community on integration studies and contributes to capacity building in 

developing countries with regard to integration studies. Since its start, UNU-CRIS receives 

financial support from the Flemish government. From 2016 onwards, the Institute agreed to a 

structural collaboration with the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) and Ghent University (UGent). This 

also means that part of the funding for UNU-CRIS stems from these universities.  

This evaluation covers the period 2014-2021 and looks forward to the period 2022-2026. The 

evaluation thus consists of an ex-post part allowing for a thorough review of results and impact, 

governance, strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, and an ex-ante assessment of 

the potential scientific, societal (and economic) impacts of UNU-CRIS and suggestions for 

improvement going forward. The information and findings presented in this report are based 

on desk research, UNU-CRIS’ self-evaluation report, interviews, an Overton analysis on policy 

impact, a social media analysis, a report from an international panel of experts and a future-

oriented policy workshop. All data sources have been used to complete and triangulate the 

findings to deliver well-founded conclusions and recommendations. The evaluation was in line 

with the norms and standards set by the EWI Department and was supported by a Steering 

Committee.  

Findings and conclusions 

Overall, UNU-CRIS performed well and achieved most of its strategic and operational 

objectives, including KPIs. The past eight years were, however, rather turbulent for UNU-CRIS 

due to severe cuts in its basic funding in 2016, the reduced access to European financing 

mechanisms, the instable management between 2016 and 2019 and the current Covid-19 

pandemic. This turbulence has left its marks on UNU-CRIS, but nonetheless, UNU-CRIS has been 

able to achieve most of its goals and fulfil its KPI requirements.  

Ex-post findings and conclusions 

UNU-CRIS is a relatively small institute in the UN system with limited research activity. The 

cooperation with VUB and UGent has greatly improved the embedding of UNU-CRIS in the 

Flemish system whilst providing value to the university partners as well. This is of high importance 

and allows for UNU-CRIS to take on more activities than its core funding and own capacity 

allows for. At the same time, the dual positions of various staff members lead to more 

dependency of UNU-CRIS on its partner universities. This limits the degree to which the institute 

can determine its own strategic agenda and the realisation thereof. 

UNU-CRIS also has established good cooperation with other UN institutions. Further added value 

of UNU-CRIS as supplier of knowledge is likely but will have to be demonstrated in the coming 

years. 
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UNU-CRIS is of great added value for increasing Flemish/Belgian visibility at the international 

level. Additionally, UNU-CRIS is making concrete contribution to the Flemish system by advising 

Flemish stakeholders, attracting (international) researchers, and by organising summer schools 

for (among others) young Flemish diplomats.  

Improvement of the institutes’ embedding in the Flemish system can be sought in the 

dependency of the interaction with policymakers on individual researchers. Moreover, there 

seems to be some tension between the expectations of the UN and of the Flemish government. 

Better tuning of the expectations about the role of UNU-CRIS is needed to improve the institute’s 

embedding in both systems. 

The thematic relevance and potential added value of UNU-CRIS is very high. Recent 

developments, such as globalisation, digitalisation, and the current Covid-19 pandemic, 

underline the importance of regional integration, most namely at a supranational level.  

For Flemish policy specifically, the extensive (formal as well as informal) international network 

of UNU-CRIS is of great added value. In line with this, UNU-CRIS can fulfil an important bridging 

function between Flanders and the UN. However, the degree to which UNU-CRIS and Flemish 

policymakers have recognised and made use of this added value is disputable.  

Considering the relatively small size of the institute and the relevance of the thematic area in 

which UNU-CRIS is active, the added value for international policy is considerable. UNU-CRIS’ 

scientific publications have been cited in policy publications of, among others, the European 

Union (EU), the European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS) and the European Centre for 

Development Policy Management (ECDPM). The institute also has a good reputation within the 

relevant scientific field and scores well on the number of publications. UNU-CRIS has achieved 

most KPIs. Despite its limited resources and capacity, the quality of outputs and results (e.g., 

RIKS platform) is high. The institute has a good reputation within the relevant scientific field and 

scores well on the number of publications, although more outputs are published in books than 

in peer reviewed journals.  

Societal impact is achieved via policy briefs and through participation in expert groups and 

advisory committees. UNU-CRIS’ scientific output has a relatively high impact on policy 

compared to a random set of scientific articles but is in line with expectations for institutes in 

this field of expertise. Impact on policy is found at international, national, and local level (e.g., 

the city of Bruges and the Province of West-Flanders). 

UNU-CRIS has successfully organised doctoral and summer schools for training and capacity 

building. This has also been achieved via visiting scholars and internships. 

Regarding the management and governance of UNU-CRIS, there have been several 

challenges as well as appropriate responses to address those challenges. UNU-CRIS faced 

problems with regard to its leadership during part of the evaluation period, however, most 

stakeholders are currently satisfied with the internal management. The (present) director ad 

Interim is highly appreciated by the staff and the Advisory Committee. The same is true for the 

new cluster structure, which seems effective. However, UNU-CRIS has limited oversight of its 

research capacity and the allocation of the researchers’ time is often poorly defined. For better 

control, these two issues need to be better addressed.  

Regarding external control and governance, we note that the overall principles and policies 

of the UN are clear however, little is tailored to the specific situation of UNU-CRIS. In the 

collaboration with the partner universities, a clear improvement has been made compared to 

previous years, yet further improvements can be achieved through better thematic selection 

of research projects and improved communication. Lastly, the expectations from the Flemish 

government have not been clearly formulated, specifically regarding the extent of the policy 
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contribution and the concrete form this contribution should take. The EWI Department foresees 

that improvement on this matter is possible, although it remains unclear how.  

Though there has been overall improvement, the different expectations of the three most 

important stakeholders, EWI Department, the partner universities, and UNU, impose a heavy 

load in terms of managing and satisfying these expectations. Specifically, the apparent limited 

awareness among the stakeholders about these different expectations is problematic but can 

be explained by the lack of a structural dialogue between the stakeholders.  

Financially UNU-CRIS is strongly dependent on the funding received from the EWI Department. 

This core funding has fluctuated in the past and is currently set at 1 million euro annually. 

Contributions of the partner universities in the period 2014-2021 amount to around 1,74 million 

euro over that entire period. Furthermore, UNU-CRIS has been relatively successful in attracting 

H20201 funding. However, the institute recently lost direct access to this source due to a change 

in EU regulation. Although it is not entirely clear how many FTEs were dedicated to UNU-CRIS’ 

research agenda, sufficient evidence is available to conclude that UNU-CRIS used its limited 

resources efficiently. The institute has achieved a lot with limited resources. 

In general, the recommendations from the previous evaluation have been well addressed. 

Most recommendations have been (partially) implemented. Particularly good results are found 

in relation to prioritisation of UNU-CRIS’ role in research, training, and as think tank, cooperation 

with Flemish universities, organisation of doctoral and summer schools and its professional 

communication strategy.  

 

 

1 Horizon 2020, https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/what-horizon-2020 
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SWOT analysis 

Main strengths and weaknesses as well as opportunities and threats are provided in the 

following table: 

Strengths: 

• Highly relevant mandate to conduct policy-

relevant research on regionalism and regional 

governance; 

• Unique position within UNU, as a bridge between 

the academic world, the UN system and 

Flanders; 

• Strong reputation in the field of regional 

integration/regionalism studies;  

• Extensive global network (both formally and 

informally through the networks of researchers); 

• Partnership with VUB and UGent (access to a 

high-quality and diverse pool of researchers, 

continuous funding); 

• Utilisation of a diverse range of communications 

methods to reach its various target audiences. 

Weaknesses: 

• Limited core funding (given its mandate 

and stakeholder expectations); 

• Strong reliance on two partner universities 

for research capacity (HR); 

• Lack of (strategic) dialogue and regular 

interaction between the various 

stakeholders involved in the governance 

(UNU, Flemish government, the partner 

universities); 

• Very limited research capacity and number 

of research staff; 

• Lack of critical mass (and related to that 

strong dependence on individual staff); 

• Lack of diversity in core personnel, in terms 

of gender and background. 

• Low frequency of communication activities, 

which limits the impact. 

Opportunities: 

• Renewed attention for the need for 

multilateralism and sub- and supranational 

collaboration (among others because of 

Covid-19); 

• On-going reflections and debates in various 

world regions on the future role of regional 

organisations, incl. Africa, Asia, Latin America;  

• Enhanced research capacity: two new fulltime 

Research Fellows on UNU-contracts; 

• New cluster system: opening up of new 

collaboration opportunities; 

• Possibilities for private sector funding (as a result 

of increasing overlap between public and 

private interests in some research areas); 

• Boost of digital technologies by Covid-19: more 

opportunities for flexible and low-cost 

collaboration with regional experts around the 

world and the organisation of hybrid events to 

increase UNU-CRIS’ visibility internationally. 

Threats: 

• Uncertainty and volatility of core funding; 

• Potential post-Covid-19 budgetary 

adjustments by the Flemish government that 

might impact funding for other areas like UNU-

CRIS’ funding; 

• Reduced availability of public and private 

research funding worldwide (due to Covid-

19); 

• Different expectations from the various 

governing bodies (UNU, Flemish government, 

partner universities). 
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Ex-ante findings and conclusions 

The UNU-CRIS Strategic Plan for the period 2022-2026 is, in accordance with the timeline, 

currently being drafted. The plan contains a relatively large number of 'strategic goals' (17 in 

total). Policy relevance is an important principle in the strategic planning for the coming years. 

UNU-CRIS’ driving force remains to be the assessment of the UN and stakeholders’ needs in 

regional and international cooperation. Organised in research clusters, UNU-CRIS aims to 

produce policy-relevant research in relevant and urgent policy areas within their field of 

expertise. 

In relation to the findings of the ex-post evaluation, as well as the recommendations of the 

previous evaluation, the Strategic Plan could apply even more focus and prioritisation. A 

strategic dialogue and (better) expectation management with regard to the UN, Flemish 

policymakers and partner universities is of great importance. Moreover, for Flemish policy it is 

important to formulate (more) clearly what they expect in terms of policy contributions by UNU-

CRIS. 

To achieve societal impact more funding and critical mass are of importance. According to 

stakeholders, and the expert panel of peers, the current funding is the minimum. Additionally, 

the expectations for UNU-CRIS regarding the available funding are very ambitious.  

To help formulate its own identity, and strategic and research agenda, creating a core group 

of UNU-CRIS researchers, who mainly work for UNU-CRIS, is essential.  

More autonomy and flexibility for UNU-CRIS supports the path to societal impact. Governing 

bodies from the partner universities must be involved in the strategic plan, but UNU-CRIS must 

have sufficient room to further shape and prioritise this by itself.  

Another path to societal impact is creating a stronger ‘community’ in Bruges. A physical 

presence in Bruges of researchers from the two partner universities, is important for the identity 

and group feeling of UNU-CRIS and for the involvement of its researchers.  

The number of KPIs is very high at present, of which most are quantitative and relatively few are 

qualitative indicators. Moreover, the KPIs are not always sufficiently precise and delineated, 

and at present the KPIs insufficiently consider the time it takes for effects to be realised.  

The formulation of relevant KPIs strongly depends on the ultimate strategic and operational 

objectives of UNU-CRIS. As such, the expert report does not contain a proposal for new KPIs. A 

clear strategy with a clear intended impact is an important basis for the development of new 

KPIs. Without concrete objectives, impact cannot be measured properly. This strategy should 

be developed in consultation with UNU, the Flemish government and the partner universities.  
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Recommendations 

In the coming years, creating calm and continuity should be priority of UNU-CRIS and its main 

stakeholders. This includes clarity about funding and the permanent appointment of a director. 

Additionally, there is a need for a more strategic dialogue between UNU, the Flemish 

government and the partner universities, focusing on developing a strategy that fits all partners. 

A more institutionalised relationship between UNU-CRIS and the Flemish government is also 

important, something which was also put forward in the evaluation in 2014. Findings suggest 

that there is no reason to fundamentally change the model of cooperation with the partner 

universities. However, it is important to discuss the prioritisation of topics and the forms of 

cooperation to be used. Finally, in terms of governance from the Flemish government, there is 

a need to improve monitoring in part by improving the set of KPIs.   

In line with the findings and conclusions we have developed the following recommendations 

for UNU-CRIS: 

•  To ensure continuity of the institute, create stability wherever possible, but specifically in the 

areas of leadership, research staff and funding. In concrete terms this means maintaining 

the current director ad interim as new director, continuing the governance structure around 

the clusters, consolidating and where possible expanding research staff dedicated to UNU-

CRIS, and securing guaranteed core funding of at least 1 million euro. In addition, these 

proposed measures should be included in the strategic plan of UNU-CRIS and the new 

Memorandum of Understanding; 

•  Continue to promote and safeguard the high level of academic excellence of the institute 

and its researchers. UNU-CRIS is active in a highly relevant thematic area with lots of 

(potential) added value to national and international policy; 

•  Further define UNU-CRIS’ identity, including the research agenda, in a way that allows for a 

distinct recognisable profile but leaves sufficient room for overlap with the research areas 

of VUB and UGent. Additionally, involve the partner universities in discussions at strategic 

level and keep in open communication channels on a frequent basis; 

•  Formalise contacts with key network partners that stretch beyond a relationship between 

individual researchers. The partnership with VUB and UGent, together with the increase in 

personnel at UNU-CRIS, are favourable circumstances to institutionalise these contacts;   

•  Develop a more structural dialogue between UNU-CRIS and the Flemish government, 

namely EWI Department and the Department Chancellery and Foreign Affairs. This could 

be formalised in the MoU; 

•  Consolidate UNU-CRIS’ role as a knowledge provider for regional, national, and 

international organisations; 

•  Continue the summer schools in Bruges and further explore the possibilities that the virtual 

sessions offered; 

•  Undertake continued efforts to become more integrated into the wider UN system. UNU-

CRIS is a relatively small institute in the UN network but has actively cooperated with other 

UN institutes. There is potential for UNU-CRIS to fulfil its role as supplier of knowledge to the 

UN system, but the extent to which UNU-CRIS can do that has to prove itself in the near 

future; 

•  Clarify the role of the Advisory Committee. It must be clear at what level advice is expected 

from the Board; is the Advisory Committee expected to provide scientific advice or is the 

Board also expected to look at and think along on a strategic level, such as the 

organisational structure and the selection of a new director. 
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Additionally, we developed the following recommendations for the EWI Department:  

•  Continue the funding of UNU-CRIS and provide stability by providing funding for five years 

at a level of at least 1 million euro annually: UNU-CRIS has achieved all KPIs, is appreciated 

by the partner universities, and has potential to achieve more impact. According to 

stakeholders, the current funding of 1 million euro is the bare minimum; 

•  Be more explicit towards UNU and UNU-CRIS about the expected impact of UNU-CRIS on 

the Flemish society and come to terms with UNU, UNU-CRIS and the university partners about 

these expectations, so that they are realistic vis-à-vis the funding provided. 

•  Improve the (strategic) dialogue with UNU-CRIS management and its main stakeholders, 

the two partner universities and UNU headquarters. As key funder EWI should play a more 

proactive role in facilitating dialogue and exchange between UNU-CRIS, the two partner 

universities and relevant agencies and departments within the Flemish government. It 

should be ensured that this dialogue is continuous, and it is therefore advised to formalise 

this in the MoU;  

•  Support UNU-CRIS in establishing links with other entities of the Flemish government and, 

where relevant and in line with sub-federal policy, regional or national governing bodies as 

well. The EWI Department can play a role in establishing contacts with these departments 

through linking different actors directly, setting up joint seminars and inviting relevant 

governmental counterparts to events from UNU-CRIS; 

•  Improve the KPIs for effective monitoring of impact once the strategic plan is finalised, while 

without concrete objectives, impact cannot be measured properly. In addition to scientific 

impact, sufficient attention should be paid to societal impact. Moreover, a more qualitative 

analysis with room for a storyline will allow for identification of less concrete results. The new 

set of KPIs should include a reasonable number of indicators at different levels of change, 

including output as well as outcome level. In addition to a more qualitative approach to 

KPIs, also KPIs relating to the institutes’ relevance for Flemish policy, and KPIs on process 

regarding its collaboration at strategic level with UGent and VUB (e.g., quarterly meetings), 

and with the Flemish government (e.g., annual meeting) should be included. Finally, the 

KPIs should take sufficient account of the time it takes for the effects of activities to be 

realised.  
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