Social
Innovation ®
Initiative

European Competence Centre for Social Innovation
ESF+ Community of Practice on Social Inclusion

Integrated Approaches to Funding

Summary Report

26 May 2026
Online Event

N Funded by
ML the European Union




1. Background Information

1.1 Objectives

The event brought together Managing Authorities, programme designers, project developers, social service providers,
and EU officials to explore how integrated approaches to funding can strengthen social inclusion under ESF+. It
positioned the combination of ESF+ and other relevant instruments, national, and regional sources as a way to design
more holistic, person-centred and place-based interventions addressing homelessness, child poverty, community
living for persons with disabilities and related challenges.

The event aimed to:

- clarifythelegaland programming framework thatenablesintegrated use of ESF+and other EU fundinginstruments,
including partnership agreements, cohesion policy programmes and cross-financing possibilities;

- showecase promising, scalable models that combine “soft” ESF+ measures (services, capacity building) with “hard”
ERDF investments (infrastructure, equipment);

- identify bottlenecks and practical solutions around eligibility rules, timelines, audits and reporting in integrated
funding;

- encourage strategic sequencing of calls and interventions to ensure sustainable, effective integrated projects;

- support the design of future National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs) and ESF+ programmes in which
integrated approaches become a core feature.

1.2 Target Group

The event was organised for members of the Community of Practice on Social Inclusion (CoP Sincl) and brought
together Managing Authorities, NGOs, social service providers, and representatives from public authorities.

1.3 Number of Participants

Total number of attendees: 83

1.4 Geographical and Typological Spread

Participants from 18 Member States and 2 countries associated to the ESF+: Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania,
Montenegro, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain.

2. Main Findings

2.1 Key Outcomes
The event generated five main outcomes:

1. Clearer understanding of the legal and programming framework for integrated funding. Participants gained
a more concrete picture of how integration is embedded in cohesion policy 2021-2027, including multi-fund
programmes, territorial instruments, enabling conditions and the shared Policy Objective 4 “A more social and
inclusive Europe.” Presentations from DG REGIO and DG EMPL highlighted that combining ESF+ and ERDF is not
only allowed but actively facilitated by the existing architecture, reducing perceived complexity at Member State
level.

2. Increased awareness of concrete integrated intervention models. The event showcased practical models
such as one-stop shops for social inclusion, deinstitutionalisation pathways with community-based services, and
housing-led solutions for homelessness and poverty. These examples demonstrated how integrated funding can
link services, capacity building and infrastructure into coherent pathways rather than isolated projects, offering
participants tangible inspiration for their own programming.

3. Identification of bottlenecks and workable solutions in the ESF+ ecosystem. Discussions, drawing on help
desk experience and inputs from Managing Authorities, identified bottlenecks including divergent eligibility
rules across funds, misaligned call calendars, heavy audit burdens and fragmented reporting requirements. At
the same time, concrete solutions were highlighted, such as coordinated call calendars (e.g. Portugal’'s ESF-ERDF
alignment), simple one-pager guidance on complementarities (e.g. Czechia), and pathway thinking that sequences
interventions around a shared social inclusion objective.



4. Stronger emphasis on strategic sequencing and sustainability. Speakers stressed that launching ESF+ calls for
services and capacity building before ERDF calls for infrastructure increases effectiveness and avoids under-used
facilities. The importance of designing integrated projects with sustainability in mind - embedding services and
models into national systems and budgets - was repeatedly underlined.

5. Enhanced peerlearningand commitmentto further collaboration. Throughinteractive Q&Aand chatexchanges,
the event fostered mutual learning among Managing Authorities, project developers, and representatives of
people concerned. Participants expressed interest in continued technical assistance and EU-level support on
integrated funding, signalling commitment to refine approaches ahead of the new NRPPs and ESF+ programming
period.

2.2 Participant Feedback During the Event

Participants responded positively to the balance between strategic input from EU institutions, practical models from
Member States, and reflections from organisations representing people experiencing homelessness, child poverty
and disability. The interactive format, including space for questions and comments was perceived as helpful for
sharing experience across countries facing similar challenges in combining funds.

2.3 Impact

The event demonstrated that integrated approaches to funding are both technically feasible and strategically valuable
when supported by coherent programming, clear guidance and adequate coordination among Managing Authorities.
Presentations and discussions showed how combining ESF+ services and ERDF infrastructure can create holistic,
person-centred interventions that better address multi-dimensional social exclusion, such as homelessness, child
poverty and barriers to community living.

By linking current cohesion policy frameworks with the emerging architecture of NRPPs, the event positioned
integrated funding as a key lever for the next ESF+ programming period. At the same time, it highlighted that the
potential of integrated approaches will only be fully realised if investments are guided by clear definitions, aligned
eligibility and audit rules, and strong coordination mechanisms across funds.

3. Lessons Learned

3.1 What Went Well

The event successfully bridged high-level EU policy and programming frameworks with concrete, operational
examples of integrated fundingin practice. The presence of speakers from DG REGIO and DG EMPL alongside Managing
Authorities and project developers provided a multi-level perspective that clarified both regulatory possibilities and
day-to-day implementation realities.

The structure, moving from legal frameworks and programming tools to practical models and then to bottlenecks
and solutions, helped participants see integrated approaches as part of a coherent pathway rather than isolated
innovations. The emphasis on strategic sequencing, sustainability and pathway thinking was appreciated as offering
clear guidance on how to design integrated projects that go beyond short-term, fragmented interventions.

3.2 Recommendations for Future Online Events

Future events should continue to prioritize a well-balanced mix of strategic input, practical examples and lived
experience contributions, ensuring that discussions remain both policy-relevant and grounded in reality.

4. Key Takeaways: Areas for Improvement in the ESF+ Ecosystem

- Better alignment and strategic sequencing of calls would allow organisations to design integrated projects where
services and infrastructure are planned together, rather than in disconnected cycles.

- Reducing discrepancies in how similar costs (e.g. social workers’ time) are treated under different funds would
make integrated projects more feasible and decrease administrative risk and uncertainty for beneficiaries.

- Coordinated or joint audits and more coherent reporting expectations across funds would ease the burden on
small and medium-sized organisations and free capacity for quality implementation.



- Short, accessible guidance documents (such as one-pagers) clarifying how ESF+ and other funds can be combined
for specificthemes would help beneficiaries and Managing Authorities operationalise integration more confidently.

- Treatingintegrated fundingas partoflong-term pathways (e.g.fromhomelessnesstostable housingand community
participation) rather than isolated projects would support systemic change and make ESF+ investments more
durable.

5. Next Steps and Future Events

A final report, including all presentations, will be shared with the CoP members and participants. Future events
include:

- Online event on the EU Anti-Poverty Strategy and strengthening of the European Child Guarantee (September)

- On-site joint event with the Community of Practice on Migrant Integration (October, Athens)

- Onsite event. Community based services as an alternative to segregating care. How ESF+ makes a difference (TBD)
(December, Madrid).

- Online event: Homelessness as the Tip of the Iceberg. The ESF+ as an Instrument for Preventive Actions Addressing
Multidimensional Social Exclusion.

Annexes
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B. Presentations
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