
Concept Symposium 2018
Governing Megaprojects – Why, What and How

Ex post Evaluation of Large Public Projects 
– Experiences from Norway

Gro Holst Volden
Research Director
Concept Research Program, NTNU
NorwayInfrastructure projects in developed countries are rarely evaluated ex‐post. Despite their number and scope, our

knowledge about their various impacts is surprisingly limited. The Concept Research Program has argued that such
projects must be assessed in a broad perspective that includes both operational, tactical and strategic aspects, and
intended as well as unintended effects. A generic six‐criteria evaluation framework is suggested, inspired by a
framework frequently used to evaluate development assistance projects. The criteria are: efficient implementation,
effectiveness, impact, relevance, sustainability, and value for money. The framework is tested on 20 Norwegian
projects from various sectors (transport, defense, ICT, buildings). The results indicate that the majority of projects
were successful, especially in operational terms, possibly because they underwent external quality assurance up‐
front. It is argued that applying this type of standardized framework provides a good basis for comparison and
learning across sectors. It is suggested that evaluations should be conducted with the aim of promoting
accountability, building knowledge about infrastructure projects, and continuously improve the tools, methods and
governance arrangements used in the front‐end of project development.

https://www.ntnu.edu/concept/concept‐symposium

The Concept Symposia on Project Governance
The Norwegian Ministry of Finance and the Concept Research
Program hosts every second year a symposium on project
Governance. Project governance, in brief, is concerned about
investments and their outcome and long‐term effects. In view of
the problem at hand, the aim is to ensure that the best
conceptual solution is chosen, that resources are used efficiently
and anticipated effects realized. Resource persons from
ministries, governmental agencies, academia, international
organizations, and industry are invited. In order to facilitate
professional exchange and direct communication between
participants, the number of individuals is restricted. The aim is to
initiate further international cooperation and research on
important issues related to project governance.
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Outline

• Introduction: How to define the success of public
investment projects

• A general framework for ex post evaluation of
public projects

• Aggregated results based on 20 evaluations

• Lessons regarding the model and the evaluation
process
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Project success at different levels

Societal
objectiveOutcomeOutputProjectInput

Operational success
Project management success

Internal efficiency

Tactical and strategic success
Successful outcome/effects

External efficiency
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The Ministry of Finance’s QA scheme – aimed to 
ensure success at both levels

• Projects with an expected cost exceeding 750 mill. NOK

• Requires external quality assurance (QA) of decision documents at two 
stages. Decisions are elevated to the highest political level.
• QA1 concerns needs assessments, possibility studies, CBA
• QA2 concerns the cost estimate, contract strategy
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and funding



555

Operational success

Tactical and strategic success

Evaluation of investment projects
ex ante and ex post

• Effective learning requires that projects are followed over time, from the
front-end phase, through detailed planning, implementation and O&M

Ex post 
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Many projects, but it takes time before they can be 
evaluated

Quality assurance (QA) No. of 
projects

No. 
delivered

No. in 
operation for 

> 5 years

No.
evaluated

No. of projects quality assured since
year 2000

252 92 40 20

No. of QA2s (introduced year 2000) 177 92 40 20

No. of QA1s (introduced year 2006) 93 0 0

No. of projects that have been through
QA1 and QA2

25 0
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• Framework for project evaluation.
– Concept report no. 30 presents the first 

version (2013)

– Text book (Samset, 2015)

– Guideline for evaluators (updated, 2017)

• Applied to 20 projects
– Concept report no. 52 presents the

meta-evaluation (2017)
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The evaluation framework
• We use a set of five criteria, commonly used in project evaluations by the 

UN and other institutions and aid organizations, and endorsed by the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee
– efficiency, 
– effectiveness, 
– impact, 
– relevance 
– sustainability

• Benefit-cost efficiency as the sixth criterion.
• The model is…

– Simple
– Flexible enough to accommodate all types of projects…
– …but also sufficiently standardized to allow for comparisons.  
– Measures the success of projects in a broad perspective. 
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Societal
objectiveOutcomeOutputProjectInputNeeds

Efficiency

Effectiveness

Other impacts

Relevance

Benefit-Cost efficiency

Sustainability
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The evaluation process – disaggregation and 
aggregation

0
1
2
3
4
5
6

Efficiency

Effectiveness

Other impacts

Relevance

Sustainability

B-C-efficiencyChoice of project and evaluation team.

Efficiency Effectiveness (…) BC efficiency

Indicator Indicator Indicator

Efficiency Effectiveness (…) BC efficiency

Indicator Indicator Indicator

Data collection and analysis

The evaluation team reviews and, if 
necessary, adjusts the goal hierarchy
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The evaluated projects
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www.ntnu.no/web/concept/etterevaluering-av-prosjekter 
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Findings: Public project success
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Findings: Public project success – by sector

Sector Projects Efficiency Effective-
ness

Other 
impacts

Relevance Sustain-
ability

Socioec. 
efficiency

Construction 5 5,4 4,2 4,6 4,6 4,8 3,8

Defense 2 4,5 4,5 4,5 4,5 3,5 3,5

ICT 2 5,0 5,5 4,5 4,0 5,5 4,0

Rai lway 3 4,3 3,3 4,0 4,7 4,7 2,7

Roads 8 4,4 5,3 4,3 4,6 4,5 5,3

 
Average 4,7 4,7 4,4 4,6 4,6 4,2

Benefit-Cost
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Construction
• Excellent performance in operational terms, implying that high-quality buildings 

were delivered within time and budget. 
• But limited outcome several years after completion, and low/ uncertain value for 

money. Some of the projects had very ambitious goals which takes more than a 
building to obtain.

Sector Projects Efficiency Effective-
ness

Other 
impacts

Relevance Sustain-
ability

Socioec. 
efficiency

Construction 5 5,4 4,2 4,6 4,6 4,8 3,8

Defense 2 4,5 4,5 4,5 4,5 3,5 3,5

ICT 2 5,0 5,5 4,5 4,0 5,5 4,0

Rai lway 3 4,3 3,3 4,0 4,7 4,7 2,7

Roads 8 4,4 5,3 4,3 4,6 4,5 5,3

 
Average 4,7 4,7 4,4 4,6 4,6 4,2

Benefit-Cost

Findings: Public project success – by sector



171717

Findings: Public project success – by sector

Railway
• Ok performance in operational terms (1 out of 3 had a cost overrun)
• All projects scored low on benefit-cost efficiency and on effectiveness. As for 

building projects, the goals were ambitious (‘modal shift’ in transport).
• But – the railway projects were closely aligned with government strategies, and 

thus were considered relevant and sustainable. 

Sector Projects Efficiency Effective-
ness

Other 
impacts

Relevance Sustain-
ability

Socioec. 
efficiency

Construction 5 5,4 4,2 4,6 4,6 4,8 3,8

Defense 2 4,5 4,5 4,5 4,5 3,5 3,5

ICT 2 5,0 5,5 4,5 4,0 5,5 4,0

Rai lway 3 4,3 3,3 4,0 4,7 4,7 2,7

Roads 8 4,4 5,3 4,3 4,6 4,5 5,3

 
Average 4,7 4,7 4,4 4,6 4,6 4,2

Benefit-Cost
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Findings: Public projects success – by sector

Roads
• The road projects scored high on most criteria, very high on effectiveness and 

BC-efficiency. May to some extent be explained by trivial goals.
• More attention should be paid to negative side effects.
• Road projects experienced the biggest cost overruns, but also the biggest cost-

underruns.

Sector Projects Efficiency Effective-
ness

Other 
impacts

Relevance Sustain-
ability

Socioec. 
efficiency

Construction 5 5,4 4,2 4,6 4,6 4,8 3,8

Defense 2 4,5 4,5 4,5 4,5 3,5 3,5

ICT 2 5,0 5,5 4,5 4,0 5,5 4,0

Rai lway 3 4,3 3,3 4,0 4,7 4,7 2,7

Roads 8 4,4 5,3 4,3 4,6 4,5 5,3

 
Average 4,7 4,7 4,4 4,6 4,6 4,2

Benefit-Cost
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What can be learned?

 Project implementation was acceptable in most projects. Some public 
agencies should make efforts to obtain accurate cost estimates. 

 The goal structure had weaknesses in several projects. Had to be re-
established by the evaluators. 

 Benefits are not realised automatically – it often takes more than the 
physical infrastructure. Large sectoral differences.

 Benefit-Cost efficiency is often weak. But there may be conflicts between
BC and other goals. Important to identify such conflicts ex ante, and try to 
obtain a better balance.

 CBA should be more transparent. Ex ante CBAs (if they existed) were of
limited value.

 The findings provide input to the appraisal and planning processes of future 
investment projects funded by national government, and the QA scheme as 
such.
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Lessons regarding the evaluation 
model and procedure

 Evaluators find that the six-criteria model is fit for the purpose. Covers the 
important aspects of project success.

 Limited time and budget implies limitations with regard to scope and 
methodological rigour…

 .. but most evaluations hold an acceptable quality. Triangulation is the key-
word. 

 Some variation related to the interpretation of the criteria and overlap 
between them. 

 Not all evaluation teams were sufficiently experienced in evaluation, and 
not all teams were broad enough in terms of perspectives and disciplines.
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Lessons regarding the evaluation 
model and procedure

 The score setting was useful, but efforts should be made to ensure that
results are better calibrated.

 There is a general risk that some scores were positively biased. 
Evaluators may be reluctant to criticise without hard evidence, but willing 
to mention a positive, but uncertain issue. 

 The solution is clearer guidelines applying to all evaluators.

 The review provided useful experiences and a solid basis for 
consolidating the model and practice.
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www.ntnu.no/concept 
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