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Defining the field 

• Collective intelligence in policy design and analysis refers to the 
enhanced problem-solving and decision-making capabilities that 
emerge from the collaboration of many individuals, often 
facilitated by technology. 
• This approach leverages diverse knowledge and perspectives to improve 

policy outcomes.
• Its added value consists in the capacity of groups to collectively 

outperform individuals in cognitive tasks crucial for policymaking, such 
as problem-solving, innovation, prediction, and creativity. 

• This value is frequently amplified by the use of technological tools.
• The terms ‘group intelligence’ and ‘collective intelligence’ are 

often used interchangeably in the literature. 
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Defining the challenge

• Identify the distinctive characteristics of a new policy instrument that 
should fulfil some recognised gaps in the current scenario of the ERA 
(European Research Area).
• More specifically:

“Develop and test a networking framework in support of Europe’s R&I 
ecosystems, building on existing capacities, in order to strengthen excellence 
and maximise the value of knowledge creation, circulation and use”.
[COM/2020/628/final. Online at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2020%3A628%3AFIN] 

• A networking framework can be thought of as a structured system of 
relationships, connections, and interactions between diverse actors 
(individuals, organizations, institutions) aimed at facilitating 
collaboration, knowledge sharing, resource mobilization, and 
ultimately, the achievement of common goals.
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Our interpretation of the challenge (1)
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Foster the interconnection of R&I 
ecosystems across Europe

Map credit: Ricardo Mateis, ERA_FABRIC consortium



Our interpretation of the challenge (2)
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Promote the valorisation of R&I results 
within European economies and societies 



Alternative development and testing models

• Waterfall • Iterative
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Images source: Pezzotta, G., Cavalieri, S., & Gaiardelli, P. (2012).
A spiral process model to engineer a product service system: an
explorative analysis through case studies. CIRP Journal of
Manufacturing Science and Technology, 5(3), 214-225.



Our chosen option: Theory of Change (ToC)

Improves the Waterfall model 
because:
• Requirements are generic / 

indetermined / impossible to 
assess
• Design results cannot be 

superimposed without any 
discussion with stakeholders / 
beneficiaries
• Testing is difficult (resembles 

more a proof of concept)

Improves the Iterative model 
because:
• There is no time / space for 

multiple prototypes
• Despite its cyclical nature, 

development and testing are 
still linear (at each cycle)
• Objectives (aka the policy 

challenge) are possibly the 
only stable thing in this 
scenario
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How was it structured

• A ToC can be defined as a comprehensive and systematically 
structured depiction of how and why a desired change is expected to 
happen in a particular context. 
• It outlines the causal linkages between some ultimate goals or impacts, a 

number of intermediate outcomes, and a set of activities that are expected to 
generate those.

• It’s a sort of “reverse engineering exercise”.
• Our ToC refers to the (expected) change that the adoption of the new 

policy framework should bring to the AS-IS scenario of R&I at the 
regional and national levels in the EU, and to the implications of such a 
change for future ERA policy.
• Elements of such a change were provided by the EC document quoted above 

(and the Horizon Europe call we took part in).
• The ToC can be visualised as follows.
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The (so-called) ERA_Hub ToC
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“Maximise the 
value of 

knowledge”

“Strengthen 
excellence” (of EU 

R&I)

“Build on existing 
capacities”

DIMENSIONS



So far, so good with development…

… now, what about testing?
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Original drawing by David DePatie and Friz Freleng



The problem of attribution

• This approach contains a tautology, or a conundrum: it posits 
that the dimensions of the ERA_Hub (= networking framework) 
concept are those three and not others. 
• Also for that reason, but in fact because of the irrepeatable nature 

of socio-economic change, it misses the possibilities offered by a 
counterfactual analysis, comparing the change effects induced 
by different versions of the concept, within identical or analogue 
testing conditions / environments.
• This leaves the questions “what works (or worked), for whom, and 

why” practically unattended.
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Adopted solution: Contribution Analysis

• An alternative approach to counterfactual analysis, aimed at 
constructing a plausible ‘contribution story’ that explains the 
contribution of a project, intervention or programme to its 
expected and/or identified outcomes and impacts. 
• It is based on six steps, described in the following slides, which 

require the involvement of as many domain experts as possible 
(=group intelligence).
• CA allows assessing causal questions and inferring causality in 

interventions by putting all their steps along a causal chain – or 
‘contribution story’ – that links actions and events to outcomes.
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In theory…

1. Set out the attribution problem
2. Update the initial ToC
3. Explore and discuss alternative outcome and impact generation 

mechanisms
4. Build the Contribution Story
5. Seek out additional evidence
6. Revise and strengthen the Contribution Story

Porto, 9 May 2025 Francesco Molinari 13



In practice…

1. Set out the attribution problem
2. Update the initial ToC
3. Explore and discuss alternative outcome 

and impact generation mechanisms
4. Build the Contribution Story
5. Seek out additional evidence
6. Revise and strengthen the Contribution 

Story
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Workshop, October 2023
SlidoTM questionnaire

Survey
Workshop, April 2024

Workshop, October 2024
Survey & Interviews,

March-May 2025



Results 1/3 (beta)
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“Maximise the value of knowledge” Contribution Story



Results 2/3 (beta)
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“Strengthen excellence” (of EU R&I) Contribution Story



Results 3/3 (beta)
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“Build on existing capacities” Contribution Story



Discussion: role played by CI

Idea crowdsourcing
• Harnessing the knowledge and 

experience of regional and 
academic stakeholders (the 
members of the ERA_Fabric
consortium) who sit closest to 
the battlefield (where the 
framework should serve) and 
were mandated (by the 
project’s work plan) to engage 
other local stakeholders in 
dedicated workshops.

Sense making exercise
• As a way of implementing the 

iterative development and 
testing model, the framework 
was more and more clearly 
defined while deepening its 
understanding by the engaged 
practitioners, who could also 
contribute with a revision of 
the initially stated policy 
challenge and/or ERA_Hub
solution features

Porto, 9 May 2025 Francesco Molinari 18



Conclusions and next steps
Implementation wise: 
• We are now transitioning between 

Step 5 and Step 6 (based on a 
stakeholder survey and interviews)

• However, the three emerging 
dimensions were already presented 
publicly and successfully in 
September 2024 at an ERA 
conference in Brussels

• Curiously, the new Commission 
proposal (February 2025) for a 
Council Recommendation on the 
ERA leaves the topic completely 
unattended.

Methodology wise: 
• The previous narrative confirms the 

viability and fertility of the chosen 
approach (based on a combination 
of ToC+CA+CI) with group 
intelligence helping reduce the level 
of arbitrariness of expert auditing 
and assessment that is implicit in 
both ToC and CA

• Limitations include the lack of 
operational details on how to 
structure the three dimensions. This 
may be the aim of a follow-up 
project.
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Thanks for your attention J

Q&A
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