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INTRODUCTION

1. Atits 207th session, the Executive Board requested the Director-General to continue to report
periodically on completed evaluations in parallel to programme discussions (207 EX/Decision 5.11.A).
The Division of Internal Oversight Services (IOS) herewith presents a summary of the recently
completed Evaluation of the UNESCO Creative Cities Network (UCCN). The detailed findings,
conclusions and recommendations are presented in the full evaluation report, which is available,
along with the management response from the Culture Sector, on the |0S website.

EVALUATION CONTEXT

2. The UNESCO Creative Cities Network (UCCN) was established in 2004 to foster international
cooperation among cities that use culture and creativity as a driver for sustainable urban
development. Since then, the Network has progressively increased its membership and currently
covers 350 cities in more than 100 countries across the five UNESCO regions.

3; Based on the 2017 mission statement the UCCN goals are as follows:

. Strengthen international cooperation among cities that have recognised creativity as a
strategic factor in their sustainable development;

. Stimulate and enhance initiatives led by member cities to make creativity an essential
component of urban development, in particular through partnerships involving the public
and private sectors and civil society;

. Strengthen the creation, production, distribution, and dissemination of cultural activities,
goods, and services;

. Develop creativity and innovation centres and increase opportunities for creators and
professionals in the cultural sector;

. Improve access to and participation in cultural life and enjoyment of cultural goods and
services, in particular for marginalized or vulnerable groups and individuals;

. Fully integrate culture and creativity into local development strategies and plans.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY OF THE EVALUATION

4.  The evaluation was requested by the Culture Sector to provide systematic evidence about
what has worked, what has not worked and why, and to identify areas of improvement for the UCCN.
More specifically, the primary objectives of the evaluation were to (i) assess the relevance,
coherence, efficiency, effectiveness, sustainability, and impact of the UCCN; (ii) assess governance,
coordination, management, monitoring, reporting, and evaluation mechanisms to identify potential
areas of improvement; (iii) provide forward-looking recommendations for the UCCN'’s future strategic
direction and positioning.

5.  The evaluation covered the period 2016-2022 and was based on a network analysis approach.
It followed UNEG evaluation quality standards and benefitted from the active engagement of an
Evaluation Reference Group during the evaluation process.

6. The evaluation methodology included: (i) the reconstruction of a Theory of Change (ToC) to
understand the various levels of results expected from UCCN's work and the underlying
assumptions, (ii) a stakeholder mapping to identify critical stakeholders at city level resulting in
880+ identified partners, (iii)) an analysis of big data using computerised content analysis (CCA) of
214 membership monitoring reports (MMRs), 81 city Internet websites and 23,000+ tweets, (iv) a
document review, (v) 161 semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions, (vi) three online
surveys for Creative City focal points, partners and National Commissions, and (vii) three case
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studies of cities in Latin America, Asia and Europe that allowed for an in-depth understanding of
success stories cases and the revision of the UCCN ToC at city level.

KEY FINDINGS
Relevance

7. The UCCN mission has evolved to align with UNESCO goals and priorities. The Network
underwent a standardization process in 2015-2016, leading to a redefined strategic framework in
2017 that emphasized culture's transversal contribution to the SDGs.

8. The design of the UCCN responds to cities’ knowledge needs and enhances the
alignment of culture with the SDGs. However, the UCCN strategic framework is very broad
and leaves the most important strategic decisions entirely on cities. The breadth of the
2030 Agenda and lack of specific guidance from UCCN results in cities’ differing definitions of
development impact. Moreover, for many Creative Cities their endorsement of the SDG agenda is
sometimes more of an ex-post or theoretical exercise, rather than a strategic reflection that is likely
to influence city policies and programmes.

9.  The UCCN strategic framework has formally integrated UNESCO’s global priorities and
the Culture sector’s specific priorities. The UCCN has a high potential to contribute to issues
such as youth empowerment, inclusion of vulnerable and minority groups, minorities, and gender
equality. However, its potential to address global challenges such as climate change, conflicts,
natural disasters, and sustainable development in Africa or Small Island Developing States (SIDS)
is not perceived to be as strong.

10. Cities acknowledge the added value of the UCCN in its role as a laboratory, as defined
by UNESCO. They emphasize the significance of the UNESCO brand and reputation. The
primary added value of UCCN is related to its network which encourages cities to directly connect
with other cities, participate in collaborative initiatives, and exchange experiences. The Creative City
designation brings global visibility and prestige and, in many cases, an improved recognition of the
concerned creative sector vis-a-vis local authorities and key stakeholders.

Coherence

11. While some linkages between UNESCO networks are established e.g. through the
UNESCO Cities Platform' (UCP), there is demand from Creative Cities for the Secretariat to
further facilitate collaboration between cities and UNESCO field offices. The evaluation
identified a great potential for city-level synergies with other UNESCO networks, Chairs, biosphere
reserves, world heritage sites, and Learning Cities. This could include sharing experiences on
network governance issues such as the inactivity of some members, resource mobilisation, network
management, geographic and linguistic limitations, etc. Regarding complementarity with other
international programmes, at the global level the evaluation found limited evidence of collaboration
between UCCN and other partners in the same context.

Effectiveness
12. The most important results of the UCCN include the exchange of knowledge and the

increased mobility of creators and professionals across various sectors. Such movements are
often framed under events that are typical of each creative field, such as film festivals, craft fairs,

1 The UNESCO Cities Platform gathers eight city related networks and programmes across the Organization’s fields
of expertise: education, culture, sciences, communication and information. The Platform reflects the transversal
approach of UNESCO’s work on and for cities towards the local implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.
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design weeks, or gastronomy events. The UCCN designation also adds value to city level
communication and awareness raising efforts. Examples include the set-up of dedicated webpages,
the observation of Sustainable Gastronomy Day or World Poetry Day, the appointment of creativity
ambassadors or the use of the Creative City logo in publications.

13. Knowledge and good practices are effectively shared amongst Creative Cities
worldwide, but such exchanges are not geographically balanced. Big data analysis reveals that
connections between cities show a bias towards the Global North, a Eurocentric focus, and limited
engagement with Africa and subregions in Asia. While there are some connections across thematic
sectors, most connections occur within specific subnetworks. There are significant variations in the
number of connections within each thematic cluster, and these differences don’t correlate with the
size of the subnetwork. Per-capita income emerges as a key underlying cause for geographic
imbalances in networking.

14. The most important enabling factors for achieving Creative City plans are political
commitment, local ownership, available resources and subnetwork activities. In some cities
political and administrative turnover affect these factors.

Impact

15. While SDGs are increasingly noticeable in Creative Cities’ reporting, social and
environmental goals appear less frequent than economic goals. Economic impact is the most
recurring example of a long-term result reported by cities across all areas. Urban revitalization
is a long-term outcome often reported in cities of design, media arts, gastronomy, and crafts and folk
art. Cities of gastronomy frequently connect efforts in promoting their local gastronomy with the
safeguarding of cultural intangible heritage. Other examples of long-term results include enhanced
international cooperation with other cities, expanded opportunities for creators and culture sector
professionals, the boosting of cultural activities and services and strengthened multi-stakeholder
partnerships.

16. The evaluation found examples of potential unintended effects such as inconsistencies
in aligning SDGs on economic growth, environment protection and reduced inequality. There
are also concerns about cities using the UNESCO brand without actively participating in the Network,
as this may lead to negative reputational effects for UCCN.

Efficiency

17. While the membership standards have been effectively applied, the Network’s design
does not integrate sufficient incentives for applicants from underrepresented regions, and
lacks transparency in admissions and an exit strategy. Evaluation respondents highlighted the
need for UCCN to consolidate and improve quality rather than grow in numbers and to introduce
rules for changing the membership status of inactive cities.

18. Global events such as the Annual Conference display visible signs of saturation as
thematic subnetworks consolidate. There are concerns about managing subnetwork growth.
Meanwhile, new networking solutions are emerging at national and regional levels that potentially
allow for more meaningful exchange and collaboration.

19. The UCCN has effectively standardized its reporting and peer review processes. The
processes could be adjusted to better align with UNESCO’s strategic priorities, in particular
Global Priority Gender Equality and Global Priority Africa. There is also room for improving
monitoring reports to ensure cities’ compliance with UCCN commitments and to allow for effective
collection of reported success stories.

20. The Secretariat’s resources are not commensurate with the growth in membership of
UCCN and its potential. According to UCCN focal points, the highest priority for additional
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resources is in subnetwork coordination. This is followed by collaborative flagship projects involving
multiple cities and improvements to the UCCN webpage and communication tools.

Sustainability

21. UCCN reports rarely address global sustainability issues such as climate change or
conflicts and disasters. An exception are challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic where the
Network adapted its information system to facilitate knowledge-sharing on adaptation and recovery.
These experiences feature in two UNESCO publications. Creative Cities have used the UNESCO
designation to strengthen local institutions through promoting ownership and sustainability. Partners
from both the public sector, CSOs and the private sector play an important role in designing and
implementing city level action plans.

22. UCCN membership entails financial commitment and financial resources at city level,
an important enabling factor for activities in the respective creative field and participation in
international events. Financial constraints notably in lower-income cities, the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic and political/ administrative changes at the city level hinder their effective
participation in the Network. Although the reporting process requires financial data, it is not critically
assessed, and the information does not prompt any corrective measures.

Gender

23. UCCN has not systematically tapped into its potential to contribute to gender equality.
While there is gender balance amongst Creative City focal points and staff in local partner
institutions, there is limited reporting on gender and SDG 5 in Creative City action plans and in
monitoring reports. The UNESCO/ UN system gender equality markers have not been applied to the
UCCN information system.

CONCLUSIONS

On UCCN outreach and results:

24. UCCN serves as an effective exchange platform, facilitating artistic and professional mobility
while sharing successful practices among cities. The UCCN designation and UNESCO branding
enhance internal and external recognition and many cities leverage this momentum to reinforce
institutional and financial capacities. However, political and administrative turnover may undermine
local ownership, and cities with lower per capita income face challenges in networking, attending
international gatherings, and building connections with peer cities.

25. While there are examples of Creative Cities’ interactions at global level the connections are
geographically unbalanced with a bias towards the Global North, accentuating membership
disparities. While a cooperation framework assists candidate cities during application, there is no
such mechanism for post-application inter-regional cooperation.

26. The UCCN'’s growth has led to less intensive and substantive exchanges at a global level,
impacting in particular Annual Conferences. Thematic and geographic subnetworks emerge as key
drivers for effective networking between cities, with most connections occurring within the same
creative field, region, or country. City focal points view subnetwork activities as the primary enabler
of knowledge-sharing, with working groups serving as think tanks.

On SDG alignment and impact:

27. The UCCN mission aims for creativity to impact SDGs and this concept is gradually permeating
cities’ action plans and MMRs. However, these reports often miss a comprehensive vision on local
development impact and include vague claims about contributions to SDGs. They frequently
prioritize economic over social or environmental goals which raises questions about alignment with
UNESCO priorities.
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28. UNESCO's strategic direction for the Network has been flexible. While annual conferences
reaffirm the 2030 Agenda and UNESCO priorities, specific guidance for creative fields is not
available. When it comes to substantive work, cities are encouraged to take initiatives according to
local priorities and left to navigate on their own at cluster level.

On UCCN management:

29. The current UCCN structure and regulations have been adequate for facilitating its role as a
laboratory for learning. However, concerns from active cities about the management of a rapidly
growing network, uneven participation, and efficiency issues highlight the need for updated and
expanded management standards and internal regulations. There is unease amongst active cities
with the current membership process, particularly in terms of city designations and consequences
for non-compliance with UCCN commitments. The current focus of monitoring reports on activities
could be improved through tracking compliance with UCCN commitments and a more result-oriented
approach.

30. At the subnetwork level, coordinators and the rotation mechanism are highly appreciated, but
there may be issues about the increasing coordination burden due to network growth and a lack of
assistance for coordination tasks.

31. The evaluation proposes six recommendations which are detailed below together with the
Management Response from the Culture Sector.

Proposed draft decision

32. In light of the above, the Executive Board may wish to adopt a decision along the following
lines:

The Executive Board,

1 Recalling 186 EX/Decision 6.VI and 207 EX/Decision 5.11.A,

2. Having examined document 219 EX/12,

3.  Welcomes the evaluation of the UNESCO Creative Cities Network (UCCN), and takes
note with interest of its findings and recommendations;

4.  Also welcomes the corresponding management response (Annex to document
219 EX/12);

S. Invites the Director-General to enable adequate follow up to all the recommendations in
document 219 EX/12 and implement the actions indicated in the management response
thereto (Annex to document 219 EX/12).
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ANNEX

Management Response

Overall Management Response

The Evaluation Report is comprehensive, well-documented and highlights existing tendencies also observed
by the UCCN Secretariat and more globally at the Sector level. However, it should be stressed that the Report
sometimes overlooks the fact that the UCCN is a UNESCO programme, which serves first and foremost the
Member States of the Organization through a city-based approach. Therefore, while the viewpoints of member
cities are taken into account, input from Member States could be further included.

The recommendations are generally relevant, most of which have already been identified however not (fully)
implemented owing to limited human and/or financial resources as well as immediate priorities. Moreover, the
six recommendations cover a wide range of areas. Despite the increase in resources allocated, there is a
discrepancy between the flagged ambitions and what can be effectively implemented (i.e. a matrix coordination
mechanism by creative field and region; Result-oriented reports and reviews involving UNESCO-appointed
experts).

In summary, the recommendations are a further step in the right direction for the continuous enhancement of
the programme, providing a timely opportunity to review its performance and fulfil its future development
potential.

Recommendations Management response

For the balance and consolidation of UCCN outreach

Recommendation 1: The recommendation is accepted.

The management understands the rationale behind the
strengthening of the subnetworks to better manage the
The UCCN structure should strengthen | Network's growth. However, further elements should be
subnetworks by providing them with more visibility identified to ensure that such change does not undermine
and recognition, as well as assistance for the Network's management and cohesion. Indeed,
coordination tasks. To better manage the adding an additional layer of governance will further
Network’s growth, the Coordination Group needs to | complexify the day-to-day management of the Network.
expand by including more coordinators for the most .
numerous thematic subnetworks and by adding | Action Plan:
geographic coordination mechanisms.

Addressed to:

Enhancement of UCCN structure

- Implement a rotation mechanism for the Coordination
Group to further foster geographic representation

- Enhance the commitment of the Mayors of newly
designated Coordinating cities, by asking for
concrete support from the municipalities concerned
to allow their teams to better endorse their
coordination role

Foster coordination efforts beyond the national scale,
and create synergies with existing geographic
coordination

UCCN Secretariat and supported by Field Offices
Time frame:

By the end of the Biennium (2024-25) =

Recommendation 2:
Geographic  balance and
cooperation

While the promotion of geographic coordination
mechanisms in underrepresented areas and their
integration in the formal structure of UCCN will

development

The recommendation is accepted.

The recommendation aligns with the already existing
UCCN Cooperation Framework. However, adequate
means should be mobilized to support such cooperation
strategy in favour of underrepresented regions.
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favour the Network geographic balance, this should
be further enhanced with a UCCN development
cooperation strategy.

Such a strategy should include an indication of
priority projects (e.g. capacity building and joint
projects in target cities) and foresee the provision
of city-to-city technical assistance, as well as
financial assistance from donor countries. While
the Secretariat could play a facilitator role, Field
Offices could also add to its effort by further
designing and managing ODA-funded projects.

Addressed to:

Culture Sector's senior
supported by Field Offices

management and

Time frame:

By the end of the Biennium (2024-25)

Action Plan:

- Establish a consultation mechanism with relevant
stakeholders including member cities on the
feasibility and potential modalities for introducing a
membership  contribution  (legality, = amount,
periodicity, etc.), with a view to reinforcing the global
management of the Network, the participation of
cities from under-represented regions, and the
development of global initiatives.

- Reinforce the joint work with Field Offices, notably to
foster capacity building for cities in under-
represented regions, notably in the framework of the
existing Cooperation Mechanism

For a strengthened alignment with the SDGs

Recommendation 3:

Setting
practices
UNESCO should strengthen its standard-setting
role by tapping into cities’ reported practices and
highlighting good practices. With support from the
Coordination Group and fellow cities, the
Secretariat should select a reduced number of
good practices (e.g. one per cluster and year), and
later disseminate them through a UNESCO
publication. The selection criteria should reflect
UNESCO’s normative and strategic priorities, as
well as a certain degree of maturity of the good
practice. According to the UCCN laboratory logic,
maturity may be interpreted as replication of the
practice from one Creative City to another.

Addressed to:

standards by highlighting good

UCCN Secretariat along with the support of the
Coordination group

Time frame:

By the end of 2024

The recommendation is accepted.

The recommendation builds on efforts already underway
to consolidate the Network’s role as an efficient
laboratory of good practices.

Action Plan:

- With support from the Coordination Group and the
member cities, the UCCN Secretariat will select a
reduced number of good practices throughout the
Network.

- Disseminate such initiatives through UCCN’s main
communication platforms and channels, including the
UCCN Annual Conference, the UCCN website, as
well as the UNESCO Global Report on Cultural
Policies and the Cultural Data Portal.

Recommendation 4:

Enhancement of UCCN’s strategic direction,
including on Gender Equality and Africa

It is recommended to enhance the narrative on the
role of culture for sustainable development by
creating a detailed strategic framework. This

The recommendation is accepted.

Since 2017, the UCCN Secretariat has coined a strategic
positioning that has progressed from the 2030 Agenda
and its 17 SDGs, towards UNESCO's priorities, and more
recently the priority areas identified in the MONDIACULT
2022 Declaration. Indeed, as part of the Culture Sector,
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framework should establish priorities and stronger
links between UCCN creative fields and a reduced
set of specific SDGs and targets, which should be
prioritised in accordance with UNESCO Global
Priorities, Gender Equality and Africa, and the
Mondiacult thematic areas.

In addition to Annual Conferences, the revised
framework should reflect in the thematic choices of
subnetwork meetings and working groups, in the
collection of good practices, and in the structure of
key membership documents such as applications,
action plans, monitoring reports and peer reviews.
To monitor gender mainstreaming at city levels, the
application of UNESCO Gender Equality Markers
(GEM) should be considered in monitoring reports
and peer reviews.

Addressed to:
Culture sector's senior management
Time frame:

By the end of the Biennium (2024-25)

the programme adapts to the main priorities identified by
the Organization in the field of culture.

In the framework of the sector-wide revision of reporting
activities, the UCCN Secretariat has developed a
strategic vision towards the implementation of the
MONDIACULT priority areas in the Network, laying the
foundations for an updated strategy for the years to
come.

Action Plan:

- Building on the Culture Sector’s strategic vision and
elements developed by the UCCN Secretariat, work
on developing an updated strategy to allow member
cities to further align their action with identified priority
areas and targets (SDGs, UNESCO priorities,
MONDIACULT priority areas, etc.), notably through
the revised monitoring and reporting exercise.

- In line with the aforementioned strategy, explore
possibilities for thematic collaborations with the
UNESCO Cities Platform and relevant UN entities
and international organizations, such as FAO, UN-
Habitat, etc.

For an efficient network management

Recommendation 5:

Timebound membership with clearer
participation requirements

Membership rules should be clarified and enforced
by enhancing transparency in the designation
process. This could be done by setting minimum
participation requirements at Network and
subnetwork level and establishing timebound
memberships. Additionally, membership renewals
should be contingent on quadrennial reports and
peer reviews. Depending on the case, reviews of
MMRs should lead to either membership
termination or the implementation of follow-up and
support mechanisms (i.e. mentoring or technical
assistance provided by the most performant cities).
Another option for informing the decision on
membership renewal includes the establishment of
an evaluation mechanism.

Addressed to:
Culture Sector’s senior management
Time frame:

By the end of the Biennium (2024-25)

The recommendation is accepted.

A timebound membership based on participation and
quadrennial reports entails the need for the UCCN
Secretariat to coordinate a review process. The proposed
timeline (initial designation period of 8 years, and then
renewal after each 4-year reporting cycle) would also be
impacted by each city’s designation year. In fact, this
would not align with the revision of the monitoring and
reporting exercise based on a common submission date
for all cities (once every four years; whereas the Call for
Applications is held once every two years).

Action Plan:

- Develop a membership mechanism with a sunset
clause based on factual indicators to ensure that
member cities fulfil their minimum commitment
towards the Network (participation in Annual
Conferences, submission of reports, etc.).
Furthermore, a progressive approach with a warning
mechanism could be envisaged.

- Adapt working documents (Application Guidelines,
Application Form, etc.) accordingly.
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Recommendation 6:

Result-oriented reports and reviews involving
UNESCO-appointed experts

UCCN should revise the reporting process to
ensure that: (1) cities’ participation and compliance
with UCCN commitments can be tracked, (2) action
plans and reports are result-oriented, and (3) the
structure of such plans and reports allow for follow-
up on cities' alignment with priorities. The collection
of cities’ participation data should be automated to
track performance indicators at various levels, such
as region, cluster, network, etc. The reports should
also include a narrative for systematic collection of
good practices from successful Creative Cities.
Additionally, the peer review of reports should be
reinforced with the guidance of UNESCO-
appointed experts. Such experts should be
knowledgeable about UNESCO normative and
strategic frameworks and assess the alignment of
Creative Cities’ reports with UNESCO priorities.

Depending on the case, reviews of MMRs should
lead to either membership termination or the
implementation  of follow-up and support
mechanisms  (i.e. mentoring or technical
assistance provided by the most performant cities).
Addressed to:

UCCN Secretariat

Time frame:

By the end of 2024

The recommendation is accepted.

The revision of the reporting exercise is currently
underway (automation, harmonization, aggregation of
data, etc), in line with the MONDIACULT 2022
Declaration and with a view to better contributing to the
upcoming Global Report on Culture.

However, the establishment of a pool of UNESCO-
appointed experts in the process entails tremendous
internal preparatory work as well as significant human
and financial resources in the long-run. Given the growing
size of the Network, reviewing and analyzing these result-
oriented city reports would be a very time-consuming and
resource-demanding process. In addition, internally there
is no longer thematic/specific expertise in the various
creative fields.

Indeed, the Network currently counts 350 cities and is
expected to continue its expansion in the coming years.
A result-oriented approach with performance indicators at
different layers and levels of aggregation (“such as
region, cluster, network, etc.”) seems ambitious.
However, a global assessment instead of individual
evaluations of all city reports by experts could be
envisaged in the framework of the Sector’s Global Report
on Cultural Policies in the future.

Action Plan:

- Launch the revised UCCN monitoring and reporting
exercise.

- Improve the existing peer reviews by fellow cities in
the same creative fields.

- Raise awareness on adopting a renewed approach
(notably data based) when reporting on cities’
activities and contribution, in line with the revised
online reporting exercise for the Culture Sector.

Printed on recycled paper
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