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Final Evaluation of the Export Assist 
Programme 
 

 

Executive Summary   

 

1. Programme Overview 

 The Welsh Government appointed Public and Corporate Economic Consultants 1.1

(PACEC) to conduct a final evaluation of the EU funded Export Assist 

Programme (the Programme).  The Programme commenced in April 2009 

and was completed in June 2015.  The core of the Programme was ‘to 

promote and support the internationalisation of businesses in six key 

economic sectors as well as non-sectoral companies of strategic importance 

to Wales’ in order to enable them to compete in global markets.  

1.2 The Programme involves the following four interventions: 

 International Trade Development (ITD): A comprehensive programme 

of one-to-one mentoring and training workshops which allows 

inexperienced exporters to develop and strengthen their exporting skills 

and enables more experienced exporters to refresh their knowledge and 

obtain an update on current best practice;   

 International Trade Opportunities (ITO): This provides companies with 

international trade advice and identifying potential opportunities in 

overseas markets; 
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 Trade Missions and Exhibitions: This supports exporting through trade 

visits to Asia, the Middle East and North America, offering a 50 per cent 

contribution towards the cost of travel and accommodation; and  

 Overseas Business Development Visits (OBDV): This provides 

support towards the costs of business development visits to overseas 

markets. This can include costs of exhibiting at trade fairs and travelling 

to meetings with potential customers, but not to service existing 

relationships or contracts. The grant is for 50 per cent of eligible costs 

up to a maximum of £10,000. 

 

1.3 The primary benefits of the Programme were focused on increasing export 

activity, creating and sustaining jobs and improving the profitability of companies 

located in Wales. However, it was also anticipated that there would be secondary 

benefits for the Welsh economy through enhancing the productivity of Welsh Small 

and Medium sized enterprises (SMEs). Key criteria for the inclusion of a business 

was for it to be an SME, based in the Convergence area of Wales and that without 

support, their export activity would be constrained. 

2. Scope and aims of the evaluation 

2.1 The evaluation aimed to analyse the effectiveness of processes, measure the 

net impacts and assess the value for money of the Export Assist Programme, whilst 

also ensuring that the evaluation satisfied the requirements of the Welsh European 

Funding Office (WEFO). 

The aims of the evaluation were as follows: 

 To conduct a comprehensive evaluation of Export Assist programme 

activity and outcomes against the key performance indicators as 

outlined in the programme business plan; 

 To assess the effects of programme delivery in achieving 

programme aims and objectives outlined in the business plan; 

 To understand the added value of the programme for its 

beneficiaries and stakeholders with regard to the packages of 

support offered; and  



 
 

 Address the programme's delivery and achievement against the 

cross cutting themes (CCT) aims, objectives and CCT-related 

indicators outlined in their business plan. 

2.2 In summary, this programme evaluation sought to assess the overall value for 

money and impact of the suite of interventions provided by the Export Assist 

programme over the period 2009 - 2015. The impact of individual interventions was 

assessed through case studies. 

 

3. Evaluation methods 

3.1 A range of methods, including both qualitative and quantitative approaches 

were required to assess the effectiveness of delivery and the impact of the 

Programme.   

Our approach is summarised in the diagram below: 
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Methodological Limitations 

3.2  A number of constraints have impacted on the evaluation process. 

Limitations associated with the survey included: 

 Up to date and accurate contact information not being available for circa 

one third of programme beneficiaries; and 

 Circa 30 per cent of survey respondents not being able to recollect the 

support they had received from Export Assist.   

3.3 Key  factors contributing to this were: 

 The length of time that had elapsed between the company receiving 

support and the implementation of the survey/evaluation.  In a number of 

cases, key staff within beneficiary  organisations had left and/or there was 

no recollection of the details of the support the organisation had received; 

and 

 A lack of understanding by beneficiaries of the type of support they had 

received (i.e. ITO, ITD etc) and whether it had been supported by Welsh 

Government or one of its predecessor organisations. 

3.4 Programme information was absent or incomplete in relation to: 

 Cross Cutting Themes; 

 Risk Register; 

 Communication and Marketing Strategy; and 

 Delivery against key targets. 

 3.5 In the absence of independent data relating to the performance of non-

participating SMEs from the Convergence area of Wales we have used 

standard questions in the survey to assess a pre and post intervention 

position for each respondent and have used this information  as an 

assessment  of overall  programme impact. We have also benchmarked 

performance with a comparable programme of export support delivered by 

Invest NI in Northern Ireland.  The Invest NI Suite of Trade Interventions has 

the same range of business supports as Welsh Government’s Export Assist 

Programme and is delivered in a comparable economic region.   

3.6 We have assessed and reported on programme performance where there 

was a robust source of information available.  In circumstances where there 



 
 

have been significant gaps in information, we have highlighted these gaps 

and have made recommendations as to how they can be addressed. 

4. Findings 

4.1 The key findings of this evaluation are as follows: 

Delivery against Targets 

4.2 The Export Assist Programme has been developed to deliver: 

 An increase in the capability and capacity of new and existing SMEs to 

trade internationally; 

 An increase in the number of new and existing SMEs trading internationally 

(creating new exporters); and 

 An increase in the international trade value/volume of assisted SMEs. 

4.3 The table below summarises the performance against key metrics/targets as 

reported to WEFO over the Programme period.    

 

Table 1.1: Programme Performance 

 
ERDF Priority 2 

Target 

Export Assist 

Programme 

Proposed Target 

Achieved  

Outputs 

Enterprises 

Assisted 

9,000 652 459 

Enterprises 

financially 

supported 

900 102 111 

Results 

Gross Jobs 

Created 

11,000 170 3 

Profit Benefit £143.1million £408,000 £825,550 

Increase in level of 

export 

£34.65million £112,608,000 £144,005,750 

Source: Quarterly Report: August 2015 



 
 

  

 4.4 Following consultation with the Programme Management Team, we are aware 

of significant under-reporting to WEFO for two targets: Enterprises Assisted 

and Gross Jobs Created.  WEFO requires that for each output reported 

against, detailed supporting evidence must be sourced from the beneficiary 

company.  This has proven especially problematic for companies who have 

not received financial assistance (Enterprises Assisted) and for those who 

have to specify job creation as a result of the Programme.  

4.5 The Welsh Government’s own database has more comprehensive 

performance information for each of the targets. However, performance 

information submitted to WEFO is only a subset (due to the ineligibility of 

many outputs as a result of insufficient supporting information) of collated 

information (i.e. although there have been 683 companies assisted to date, 

only 459 have been reported to WEFO. 

 4.6 We believe that this difference between Welsh Government’s own internal 

performance reporting and that submitted to WEFO illustrates either a 

deficiency in record keeping or an inability to source participant details. 

4.7 PACEC’s survey found that 55 per cent of respondents were actively recruited 

onto the Export Assist Programme by Welsh Government Business Advisors, 

with only 12 per cent either finding out about the Programme through mail 

shot or social media.  This would imply that the Programme is focusing on 

supporting experienced exporters who wish to expand/diversify their export 

activities. 

4.8 This focus on ‘experienced exporters’ has brought with it a higher proportion 

of enterprises receiving financial assistance (47 per cent), than was originally 

envisaged.  Experienced exporters do not avail of introductory supports like 

ITO and ITD and actively seek those interventions which provide financial 

assistance (such as Trade Missions and OBDV).  

4.9 We recognise however the limited resources available to Welsh Government 

and that the promotion of the Programme through Welsh Government 

Business Advisors and their established clients (who are generally existing 

exporters), rather than focusing on non client managed companies (who apply 

through the online portal and who are predominantly non exporters), brings 



 
 

with it a proportionately higher financial impact, but at the cost of higher 

deadweight.  Deadweight would have been considerably lower if the 

Programme had assisted a greater number of first time exporters. 

Assessment of Fitness of Purpose of Interventions 

4.10 Respondents expressed the opinion that Export Assist was largely fit for 

purpose in terms of interventions as it addressed the following market failures: 

 Asymmetric information/Networking Coordination Issues:  The 

Programme addressed this by providing sectoral/market intelligence and 

also  in-market support by sectoral experts who identify potential clients 

for Welsh firms; 

 Financial Barriers: The Programme addressed this through the provision 

of financial support to companies, thereby enabling them to visit target 

markets and develop linkages; and 

 Demonstration Effect:  The Programme addressed this by illustrating the 

benefits of exporting through the use of mentoring and workshops, 

leading to the identification and delivery of trade missions to target 

markets. 

 All respondents appreciated the flexibility associated with the Programme, 

in that eligibility criteria and indicative activities could be widely interpreted 

and so permit most types of support.  

Assessment of Value Added 

4.11  We estimate that the Export Assist Programme has contributed an additional 

£19.3million to the Welsh economy and has created/sustained 780 jobs with 

an average GVA per job of £45,474 (20 per cent higher than the Welsh 

average).  It should be noted that the Programme has a high level of 

deadweight (40 per cent) due to focusing support on existing exporters who 

wish to diversify into other markets. 

4.12 When compared against the much larger Invest NI Suite of Trade 

Interventions programme, Export Assist performs comparatively well in terms 

of cost per net additional jobs (£7,179 to Invest NI’s £12,973) and cost benefit 

ratio (1:3.5 to Invest NI’s 1:4).   



 
 

o There is also strong evidence to suggest that Export Assist has led to 

the development and embedding of new and innovative ways of 

working amongst beneficiary companies which, in the longer term, 

should enhance productivity, including: 

 Eighteen respondents had developed an international 

strategy/action plan; 

 Sixteen respondents had adapted products for new markets;  

 Twelve respondents  had developed new products; and 

 Eleven respondents had developed a joint international research 

and development programme. 

4.13 Our survey of beneficiaries and in-depth interviews with beneficiary 

representatives also highlight the development of new overseas partnering 

arrangements (by 76 per cent of survey respondents), which could reflect the 

move towards working in more distant/culturally divergent markets. 

4.14 We believe that Export Assist offers good value for money and has achieved 

higher financial returns than Invest NI’s Suite of Trade Interventions. 

However, it has achieved this by focusing on experienced exporters, and this 

has resulted in a significant level of deadweight.  Deadweight would have 

been considerably lower if the Programme had assisted a greater number of 

first time exporters. 

Impact on Cross Cutting Themes (CCT) 

4.15 At present, WEFO does not have specific ‘CCT targets’, only indicator targets 

which may relate to the CCTs.  Following consultation with the Programme 

Management Team it was noted that WEFO had not set any indicator targets 

for CCT for the Export Assist Programme, but had identified a number of 

indicative activities which, if delivered, would ensure compliance. 

4.16 PACEC reviewed the delivery of the Programme against the two Cross 

Cutting themes and notes that the mitigating actions carried out by the 

Programme Delivery team and its subcontractors was comprehensively 

applied and ensured minimal negative impact. 

4.17 However, the absence of specific CCT targets means that it is currently not 

possible to demonstrate the Added Value of the Programme for the two Cross 



 
 

Cutting Themes.  There is consequently a need for CCT targets to be agreed 

with WEFO for any subsequent Programme. 

 

Review of Programme Delivery/Identification of Good Practice  

4.18 The Programme does not have a formal communications strategy in place.  

The negative impacts of this became obvious during the consultation exercise 

when there was a lack of awareness of the role of Welsh Government in the 

delivery of Export Assist and a low take up of the Programme by non-client 

managed companies.  However, this may also be due to a strategic decision 

by Welsh Government to focus on existing Client managed companies. 

4.19 PACEC reviewed the Export Assist Risk Register and noted that no risks were 

reported during programme implementation.  Although not reported in the risk 

register, the following actions were undertaken: 

 Following negative client feedback on a small number of external 

contractors, the Delivery Team retendered its external delivery contracts 

for ITO, ITD and Trade Missions/Exhibitions to provide a long list of sub-

contractors for each intervention from whom participants could select 

services; and 

 The Welsh Government augmented its existing Customer Relationship 

Management tool with additional databases to capture all Programme 

outputs and results. 

4.20 We note that the effective programme management was impeded by: 

 Output and result data being incomplete (i.e. no activity was recorded due 

to a lack of supporting information); 

 The absence of key risks from the programme’s risk register;  

 The absence of CCT targets to report against; and  

 The absence of a communications strategy. 

4.21 The Programme Team has largely been successful in delivery of the 

Programme.  We believe that the issues highlighted above have largely 

occurred as a result of resource limitations. For example, the Welsh Export 

Assist Programme is comparable to Invest NI’s Portfolio of Trade Support.  

However the Invest NI Trade support budget is approximately four times that 

of Welsh Government and has significantly greater administrative support.  



 
 

Lessons Learnt on Programme Implementation 

4.22 There are a number of issues that constrain the effectiveness of programme 

delivery , namely:  

 a lack of administrative support – the Programme’s underspend of 

£660,771, of which £656,990 was not considered eligible due to a failure 

by the Programme Management Team to submit time sheets for salary 

claims and travel and subsistence, is largely attributable to an absence of 

administrative support;  

 Many trade fairs are no longer considered to be fit for purpose, as they 

don’t provide access to local agents/distribution networks.  There is a 

need to identify other effective market entry solutions;  

 The Export Assist Programme does not assist companies in entering 

supply chains, which are a key entry point for many intermediary products; 

 The existing Programme has provided support to significantly more 

experienced exporters than non-exporting companies.  A move to 

supporting more  non-exporting companies would significantly enhance 

the additionality of the Programme;   

 Trade Missions are mainly focused on established markets (which do 

provide guaranteed market opportunities), they do not take into 

consideration opportunities for new markets and enabling technologies; 

and 

 There is a need to address specific resourcing issues related to accessing 

emerging markets, which because of their culture and distance from 

Wales, need additional time and financial support to develop market 

opportunities.  There are opportunities to encourage micro and small 

companies to develop new ways of working/collaboration to enter target 

markets. 

  



 
 

5. Recommendations 

5.1 The Programme should be supported in the next funding period subject to the 

adoption of the following recommendations: 

Recommendation 1: There should be  an increase in administrative support for the 

Programme with the sole function of ensuring the completion of the following tasks 

on a monthly basis: 

 Development and subsequent population of a comprehensive customer 

relation management system, which captures the following information (in 

line with WEFO reporting requirements): 

 Name, Location, Sector, Scale and turnover of all participants; 

 Details of all support interventions (including timing); 

 Details of all financial support; and 

 Details of beneficiary specific monitoring information (including key 

performance indicators). 

Recommendation 2: A Risk Register should be developed and agreed with 

WEFO.  This should be reviewed by the Programme Management Team on a 

monthly basis with any variances/mitigating actions reported to WEFO in the 

Quarterly Report; 

Recommendation 3: A Marketing and Communication Strategy should be 

developed and agreed with WEFO, which should then be reviewed by the 

Programme Management Team on a monthly basis with any variances/mitigating 

actions reported to WEFO in the Quarterly Report; 

Recommendation 4:  The Programme Management Team should  liaise with 

WEFO and the CCT Team  to develop a number of additional targets which will  

demonstrate the added value of the Programme i.e. 

 Number of first time exporters; 

 Number of markets entered for the first time; 

 Total Export Sales; 

 Total Export Sales in new markets; 

 Gross Jobs created; 

 Number of participants from under-represented sections of the 

Community; and 



 
 

 Number of new products/processes specifically developed to enter 

new export markets. 

Recommendation 5: The Programme Management Team should liaise with 

WEFO and CCT to develop and implement a robust process of Programme 

Monitoring and Evaluation.  This should include: 

 Gathering of baseline participant information; 

 Quarterly reporting against all targets; 

Terms of Reference for a Mid Term Evaluation (at Year 3); and 

Terms of Reference for a Final Evaluation (at Year 6). 

Compliance with the agreed Monitoring and Evaluation Framework should be 

assessed on a regular basis during programme implementation; 

Recommendation 6: The Programme should focus on supporting first time 

exporters and a target should be set in relation to the number of first time 

exporters that are to be supported; 

Recommendation 7:The Programme Management Team should liaise with Local 

Authorities and other agencies involved in economic development to signpost 

the Programme to first time exporters; 

Recommendation 8: A group of practitioners should be convened by Welsh 

Government to identify emerging trends/new markets to inform the calendar of 

trade missions; 

Recommendation 9: In-market support to emerging markets should be reviewed 

with enhanced financial assistance provided for the identification of networks 

of delivery agents in target markets;   

Recommendation 10: In  order to permit greater access to emerging markets by 

micro and small companies, support should be provided to develop  

collaboration/partnership arrangements with other Wales based SMEs 

targeting the same markets; and  

Recommendation 11: It is recommended that supply chain support is considered 

in any new Programme in order that Welsh producers’ of intermediary goods 

can access key procurement opportunities. 
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