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Introduction

This executive summary presents the key findings and recommendations of the external
evaluation of the EU VALUES LT Programme (“VERTA!” in Lithuanian), which assessed the
Programme's relevance, effectiveness, and impact. Commissioned by the Open Lithuania
Foundation (OLF) and co-funded by the European Union’s Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values
(CERV) programme, VERTA! was implemented between 2022 and 2026 and supported
Lithuanian civil society organisations (CSOs) in integrating and promoting the shared EU values
of equality, democratic participation, and solidarity. The evaluation set out to establish the
Programme's contribution to five expected impacts: strengthened capacity of CSOs that aim to
protect and promote EU rights and values; more effective, accountable and sustainable CSOs; a
better developed advocacy and watchdog role for CSOs; increased involvement of CSOs in policy
and decision-making processes with local, regional and national governments; and strengthened
regional cooperation between civil society actors. It documents a contribution to all five.

Programme and evaluation approach

The Programme combined two complementary tracks. Small and grassroots CSOs took part in
the NGO Leaders’ Academy, a six-month organisational development process (69 organisations,
130 participants across three cohorts), after which 33 Academy graduates received grants of up
to EUR 30 000. Advocacy CSOs attended four advocacy training sessions and a study visit to
Brussels, and eight national-level organisations received grants of up to EUR 60 000, each
required to partner with at least one regional CSO — through this track, 13 regional partners were
involved.

The evaluation applied a contribution-focused, qualitative approach with Outcome Harvesting at
its core — a methodology chosen to trace concrete, verifiable pathways of change. The evaluation
team reviewed Programme and project documentation and conducted 30 interviews (13 outcome-
harvesting and 17 substantiation interviews, 35 participants) across 13 of the 41 funded projects
(9 of the 33 small/grassroots and 4 of the 8 advocacy projects), documenting and validating 56
outcomes in an Outcome Harvesting database.

The harvested outcomes (figure below) confirm that the dual-track design worked as intended:
the small/grassroots track generated change primarily inside organisations and among the people
they serve, while the advocacy track accounted for all policy-influence outcomes, empirically
supporting the retention of both tracks as complementary components.

Figure 1. Documented outcomes by domain of change and Programme track

. Small/grassroots track - 39 outcomes Advocacy track - 17 outcomes

Organisational capacity growth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Improved well-being among vulnge:'?ubplz . . . . . . . . . . 10
Improved democratic participation . . . . . . 9
Attitudes towards vulnerable groups / EU . . . . 7

values
Ties between CSOs strengthened . . . 5
Policy influence 4

Source: produced by authors based on Outcome Harvesting database. Note: 56 outcomes, counted by primary domain of change;
one square equals one documented outcome.



The NGO Leaders’ Academy was highly relevant to small CSOs:
organisations got strategic clarity first and then directed funding into
structural investment

Comprehensive training before funding proved well-suited to the structural constraints of small
and grassroots CSOs, many of which had limited organisational capacity, no clear strategy, and
often worked in isolation from peer organisations. Because the Academy preceded the call for
proposals, CSOs arrived at the grant stage with a clarified mission and strategy in place, which
directed funding towards structural investment rather than one-off activities. The Academy's
strategy module in particular triggered a cascade of downstream change: organisations worked
hands-on with their own strategies, which was also a condition for proceeding to the granting
stage, and these strategies are now actively used as management tools rather than filed away.
Organisations clarified their priorities, let go of activities that no longer matched their mission, and
began making strategy-based decisions. The same applies to practical instruments introduced
during the Academy, such as a budgeting template that several CSOs still use for forward
planning. In addition to raising awareness of EU values and addressing the needs of their target
groups, CSOs utilised the grants to make changes in their governance, HR, communications, and
volunteering structures, which, in some cases, had ripple effects — more earned income,
permanent staff, professionalised services, and improved reputation among stakeholders. A
consistent pattern across the sample is that the Academy supplied strategic clarity and
confidence, while the grant supplied the resources and credibility to act on them; the documented
changes typically arose from the two elements working in combination rather than from either
alone.

Much of the Programme's effect was psychological before it was technical. The in-person small-
cohort format reduced the sense of isolation of CSO leaders, encouraged them to make shared
decisions with their team members (the Academy included two persons per CSO), and generated
lasting peer relationships beyond the Programme, with CSOs attending each other's events,
preparing joint applications, and pursuing shared advocacy. The Academy and the funding
provided organisations that had previously defined themselves as service providers (e.g., social
workers or psychologists) a new sense of confidence and tools to advocate on behalf of their
target groups. The Programme thus visibly strengthened small CSOs as "local schools of
democracy": they expanded and formalised their volunteer bases and engaged with municipal
committees, parliamentary processes, and other decision-making bodies, in some cases for the
first time. The harvested outcomes also document direct benefits for the CSOs' ultimate target
groups, from the improved well-being of persons with disabilities and seniors to growing self-
confidence among minority youth.

“l took part in practical advocacy training. It was truly excellent. We now understand at what
institutional level, and with whom, we need to engage. There's no longer a barrier for us to, say,
take part in parliamentary oversight matters.” — Member of the Doula Association

In line with CERV principles, the Programme supported only CSOs whose missions were already
aligned with EU values, and for many of them equality, democratic participation, and solidarity
were embedded in their everyday work and project topics. The Programme's contribution
therefore lay not in instilling new values but in helping organisations recognise, deepen, and
communicate what was already there, mainly through the Academy’s content, peer exchanges,
and project-design consultations. However, there were a few instances where CSOs included



separate training sessions or events on the topic of EU values for the sake of formulaic
compliance, which points to the need for more individual project-design guidance in future calls.

Partnerships between national advocacy CSOs and small grassroots CSOs
worked well when they included a direct, accountable relationship

Pairing national advocacy CSOs with regional grassroots partners created genuine, mutually
reinforcing value where the partnership was direct. National CSOs enriched their advocacy with
grassroots evidence and geographic reach, while the regional partners (smaller regional CSOs)
gained confidence, skills, and national-level visibility. By contrast, reaching regional CSOs
through umbrella-type partners was more difficult: involving a network-based organisation with a
wide geographic reach did not always translate into active engagement by its regional members,
since they were neither contractually bound nor directly resourced by the grant. The lesson is that
partnership value depends less on formal reach than on whether the project design creates a
direct relationship between two organisations.

Advocacy CSOs strengthened their positioning, with a small number of
concrete policy outcomes

For established advocacy CSOs, re-granting sustained and enhanced core advocacy and
watchdog work in a structurally underfunded niche, as funding for advocacy and watchdog
activities is scarce. The funding enabled new advocacy methods, professional media campaigns,
coalition building, a stronger presence of regional partners in national policy arenas, and more
actionable proposals to decision-makers. The Programme’s capacity-building component proved
valuable across the entire maturity spectrum of grantees, not only for small organisations. The
evaluation documented a few concrete policy outcomes, most notably a Government Programme
commitment to a systemic poverty-inclusion model, retained across two consecutive
governments, and now entering implementation. In each case the Programme was one
contributing factor within the grantees' longer advocacy trajectories.

“We found a new angle to our work — we've worked on these same topics for a very long time, but
now we have a concrete instrument: not just saying that inclusion is needed, but proposing how
fo do it, what it takes, and what it costs.” — Project manager, Lithuanian National Anti-Poverty
Network

The most ambitious advocacy objective, ratification of the Istanbul Convention, one of the most
politically contested topics in Lithuania, was not achieved. The supported advocacy nevertheless
advanced the preconditions for change (public awareness and attitudes, public mobilisation). The
lesson for OLF and grantees is that where advocacy pursues systemic reform rather than
incremental change, one-year grants can realistically be expected to partially contribute to
agenda-setting and to advancing the preconditions for change within longer advocacy trajectories;
objectives and success measures should be calibrated accordingly, with particular realism on
politically contested topics.

Contribution to the expected impacts

Taken together, these findings show that the Programme contributed to all five expected impacts,
though the depth of that contribution varied: it went furthest where the Programme worked directly
on organisations and their capacity to act, and was more partial where change also depended on
conditions beyond the grant's reach. In each case it was one factor alongside the organisations'
own longer trajectories.



Key recommendations

Ensure multi-annual funding for the mix of capacity building and financial support for CSOs,
allowing for longer timeframes and realistic programme-management costs for
comprehensive capacity building programmes (such as the NGO Leaders’ Academy) to take
place.

Provide a consistent, predictable funding base for the NGO Leaders' Academy or a similar
comprehensive organisational capacity building programme so it can run as a recurring
activity (e.g., annually) rather than a one-off project.

Retain the dual-track model (capacity-building/re-granting for small CSOs, and advocacy re-
granting for established CSOs) as complementary, separately budgeted components.

Seek to continue the NGO Leaders' Academy as a regular, predictable cycle so it becomes a
constant (e.g., annually held) activity for Lithuanian CSOs.

Embed EU values through project-design consultations and peer learning rather than
standalone, attendance-based training.

In future advocacy calls, prioritise and reward direct partnerships between national and
small/grassroots CSOs.

Calibrate advocacy objectives and assessment to the political sensitivity of the topic —
concrete policy milestones should be complemented by precondition-level objectives
(engagement, reframing, coalition-building), especially for highly contested topics.

Strengthen results and impact monitoring at both project and Programme level, including light
follow-up with grantees after project closure to track longer-term policy and organisational
results.

Sustain the alumni network ecosystem created by the Programme through light-touch,
realistically resourced measures.

Where a network partner is used in advocacy partnerships, ensure member organisations are
actively engaged and resourced, rather than relying on the network's formal reach alone.

Calibrate your own advocacy objectives to the political sensitivity of the topic, so that success
is measured in terms appropriate to the terrain.
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