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Main findings and recommendations of the external evaluation 
of the ECDC Fellowship Programme 

Background: 

 

 

The external evaluation of the ECDC Fellowship Programme (EPIET and EUPHEM; EU- 
and MS-track) is a mandatory requirement of the ECDC Financial Regulations and 
Implementing rules Art. 11.3: “All programmes, projects or activities,.., where the 
resources mobilized exceed 2M€ shall be subject of interim and/or ex-post evaluation in 
terms of -the human and financial resources allocated and the results obtained 
in order to verify that they were consistent with the objectives set…which enables the 
findings of that evaluation to be taken into account for any decision on the renewal, 
modification or suspension of the programme.” The external evaluation was 
conducted in 2018/2019 by consultants from PwC.  

Aim: 
The External Evaluation of the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control’s 

(ECDC) Fellowship Programme aimed to assess the extent to which the Fellowship 

Programme meets its stated objectives, addresses the current and future needs of the 

Member States and creates EU added value. It also aimed to assess the Programme’s 

efficiency and coherence with other initiatives of the European Commission and/or relevant 

international actors. 

Scope: 
The evaluation was a retrospective evaluation of EPIET and EUPHEM, as two separate 

programmes, each including both an EU-track and a MS-track, as well as an evaluation of 

the fitness of the present (from cohort 2017) Fellowship Programme to meet the current 

and foreseeable future needs of the Member States and propose changes as necessary. 

Use: 

 

 

 

The evaluation findings, conclusions and recommendations are intended to give the ECDC 

Public Health Training Section, Fellowship Programme staff, ECDC’s Management Board, 

key partners and other stakeholders, useful input as to how the Fellowship Programme 

activities can be further improved, delivered more efficiently or, if appropriate, 

reprioritised.  

https://ecdc.europa.eu/sites/portal/files/media/en/aboutus/Key%20Documents/Financial-Regulation-Implementing-Rules-28-03-2014.pdf
https://ecdc.europa.eu/sites/portal/files/media/en/aboutus/Key%20Documents/Financial-Regulation-Implementing-Rules-28-03-2014.pdf




ECDC PUBLIC HEALTH TRAINING  
 

1 

 

 
Executive Summary - External Evaluation of 

the ECDC Fellowship Programme 

 

Executive Summary1 

 

Purpose and scope of the Evaluation 

 

1. The External Evaluation of the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control’s (ECDC) 
Fellowship Programme aims to assess the extent to which the Fellowship Programme meets its stated 

objectives, addresses the current and future needs of the Member States and creates EU added value. 

It also aims to assess the Programme’s efficiency and coherence with other initiatives of the European 
Commission and/or relevant international actors. 

 

2. The evaluation is a retrospective evaluation of EPIET and EUPHEM, as two separate 

programmes, each including both an EU-track and a MS-track, as well as an evaluation of the fitness 

of the present (from cohort 2017) Fellowship Programme to meet the current and foreseeable future 
needs of the Member States and propose changes as necessary. 

 

3. The evaluation findings, conclusions and recommendations are intended to give the ECDC 

Fellowship Programme staff and ECDC’s Management Board, key partners and other stakeholders, 

useful input as to how the Fellowship Programme activities can be further improved, delivered more 
efficiently or, if appropriate, reprioritised.  

 

Approach and Methodology 

 

4. The overarching analytical approach to the evaluation is that of a theory-based evaluation. This 
consists of a systematic approach to the assessment of assumptions underlying a causal chain from 

inputs to outputs, to results and impacts. The data and the evidence used in this evaluation were 

collected through five main sources of information, namely: 

 a desk research on relevant documentary sources (ECDC documentation, ECDC outputs, 

fellow portfolios, EU institution documentation, reports of international organisations, legal 

and procedural documents, partnership agreements, technical and reporting documents, 

financial reports, relevant MS-level documents, academic articles, journal articles, etc.). 

 an interview programme covering 48 key informants from ECDC, EPIET and EUPHEM alumni 

and fellows, training site representatives, scientific coordinators and National Focal Points for 

training;  

 a large-scale online survey addressing Fellowship Programme stakeholders (201 complete 

responses received); 

 a focus group with Training Site Forum members. 

The analysis of the collected data was performed using mixed methods, which ensured that different 

types of evidence are triangulated when drawing the evaluation findings and conclusions.  

 

Limitations 

 

5. Two main limitations to the evaluation design and methods should be noted, namely:  

                                                
1 This executive summary has been prepared on the basis of the Final Report of the evaluation, approved by its Steering 
Committee on 20 June 2019. 
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 the availability of secondary data: The evaluation is a mixed-methods research design, 
combining primary and secondary sources, and qualitative and quantitative data. Secondary 

sources and quantitative data have been referred to as much as possible, but there was an 

inherent limit in the extent to which this type of evidence could be collected, especially in the 
analysis of potential solutions for identified areas for improvement looking forward. 

 the use of qualitative data: With qualitative methods, the goal is not to ensure statistical 

significance, but rather to identify themes, and to check the coherence and consistency of 
feedback. Although the evaluation has been successful in reaching a relevant range and number 

of stakeholders for the Programme, it was not always possible to present a stratified analysis 

of specific aspects of the evaluation questions which emerged inductively or through the 
exploratory interviews with stakeholders. Nevertheless, the review of the findings and 

recommendations by key stakeholders involved in the evaluation Steering Committee has 
helped validate their relevance and feasibility. 

 

Main Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 

6. The conclusions and recommendations presented here are based on cross-cutting findings of 

the evaluation against the following criteria:  

 the relevance of the Programme’s activities and outputs for its key stakeholders in relation to 
its core objectives;  

 the effectiveness of the Programme’s outputs and activities in achieving its objectives;  

 the efficiency with which it has carried out activities to achieve its objectives;  

 the added value and improvements which result from the Programme; and  

 the Programme’s coherence and complementarity with other relevant bodies and initiatives in 

its field of activities. 

 

7. The evaluation found that overall, the Fellowship Programme’s aims and objectives are relevant 

for its stakeholders, both at national and EU level. Its contribution to a network of public health 
professionals who speak a common language and can effectively respond to cross-border threats in a 

harmonized way emerged as particularly strong, as did the Programme’s contribution to increasing the 
capacity of Member States. In relation to the Programme’s tracks, the EU-track and MS-track as 

individual tracks, as well as in combination, are found to be relevant. The EU-track is advantageous 

due to the exposure it affords fellows to other public health systems, and conversely, the insights the 
fellows could offer to their host institute. In addition, the track contributes to the development of a 

cross-border network of public health professionals. The evaluation finds that the MS-track was a 
relevant addition to the Programme, which brought added value in terms of reducing inequalities in 

capacity between Member States by offering a route for capacity building and lessening the “brain 

drain” effect noted in the previous evaluations of EUPHEM and EPIET, and confirmed by the present 
evaluation. 

 

8. Although it is not yet incorporated within its official objectives, the evaluation findings indicate 

that addressing inequalities in capacity between Member States is considered an important objective 

of the Programme and the MS-track in particular. This led to the evaluation’s recommendation to revise 
the objectives of the Programme to explicitly include the objective of addressing inequalities in Member 

States’ capacities in the area of field epidemiology and public health microbiology and that the objective 
of the MS-track is to support the participation of low-capacity/resource countries in the Programme.  

 

9. In connection to this, the analysis of the MS-track’s effectiveness shows that additional efforts 
are needed to strengthen its effectiveness in capacity building and reducing inequalities between 

Member States. Although the ECDC Training Needs Assessment in 2015 showed that a number of 
countries would need to make use of ECDC training activities in order to have sufficient capacities in 

areas covered by the Fellowship Programme, in the period under evaluation several of these Member 

States did not have any participants in either the EU- or MS-track. At the same time, a large number of 
MS-track fellows are being hosted by high-resource countries and countries with national field 

epidemiology training programmes (FETPs), which can be considered to further reinforce the 
inequalities between Member States. The evaluation also found that there is variation in the quality and 

effectiveness of the MS-track for different fellows as a result of difficulties related to participating in the 
Fellowship and carrying out their regular activities. This is particularly relevant in countries with weaker 
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public health capacity, which sometimes face constraints in supporting an MS-track fellow’s salary, 

and/or a backfill for the duration of the Programme. 

 

10. As a result of these findings, the evaluation recommends that the needs assessment mechanism 

should be strengthened to more robustly identify countries which are in need of increased capacity in 
the areas covered by the Programme, but cannot benefit from it due to resource or capacity constraints, 

or whose needs cannot be suitable addressed by the Programme. Introducing a needs-based financing 

mechanism for MS-track positions could address obstacles hindering some Member States from hosting 
a fellow, and enhance the participation of some Member States in the MS-track fellowships. Funding 

for this could be achieved by reducing the number of EU-track seats in favour of MS-track positions or 
by implementing the recommendations under paragraph 22 and 23 of this Executive Summary. In 

addition, from the point of view of efficiency, the evaluation found that the rationale for supporting MS-

track fellows in countries with an associated FETP should be re-considered. 

 

11. In the event that the needs assessment indicates that the needs cannot be addressed through 
the Programme, alternative means of addressing continuous professional development needs could be 

provided by ECDC. 

 

12. The evaluation also found that there is room for strengthening the relevance of the 

Programme’s current two-path (EPIET and EUPHEM) format. Specifically, there is a persistent lack of 
clarity on the objective of the consolidation of the two paths into the “One Fellowship Programme” in 

2016. Diverging expectations about the current and future needs for a more interdisciplinary training 

in the area of field epidemiology and public health microbiology translate into disagreements about the 
appropriate future format of the Programme.  Based on stakeholders’ feedback, the evaluation team 

defined two alternative options to the current setup, taking into account short-term and long-term 
needs and feasibility. The first foresees the opening of all modules to both paths in order to 

accommodate a demand from fellows for a more interdisciplinary training. The second foresees a more 

integrated format, based on a perception that the long-term needs in the area of epidemiology and 
microbiology will be for a more holistic and integrated approach, with increasing importance being 

placed on a multidisciplinary approach between microbiology, field epidemiology and other relevant 
disciplines. This is linked to evidence of developments in the disciplines of public health microbiology 

and epidemiology at the global level, particularly relating to the required competencies of future field 
epidemiologists and public health microbiologists. This option would foresee the Programme’s format 

consisting of a single programme, with no discrepancy between paths, opening to a wider range of 

disciplines with elective modules and flexible placement, a more operational approach to public health, 
clear focus on intervention and a core common set of skills. As it was not possible within the scope of 

the evaluation to perform an evidence-based comparative analysis of the two options, it is 
recommended that they are explored further by ECDC, whereby the decision making process regarding 

such a revision of the current format should be participatory, involving NFPs for training and the Training 

Site Forum. 

 

13. The evaluation also found that the current name of the Programme – “ECDC Fellowship” 
Programme – as rebranded during the merge of the two paths in 2016, should be revised to better 

reflect the nature of the programme and its European scope. A more appropriate name which received 

support from consulted stakeholders and focus group participants was the “European field epidemiology 
and public health microbiology programme”. 
 

14. The Programme has been successful in fulfilling the intended learning outcomes. Nevertheless, 
the evaluation shows that there are some areas of improvement. The evaluation found that international 

assignments provide significant value for both paths and are considered an important competency 
development tool. However, it was found that issues related to insurance and liability and different 

understanding among programme partners about the ECDC standard operating procedures for 

mobilisation, have hindered some fellows from taking advantage of these assignments over the 
evaluation period. As such, ECDC should continue to work on facilitating fellow’s participation in 

international assignments as a matter of priority. In addition, ECDC should more actively encourage 
and support MS-track fellows to participate in existing opportunities for short-term projects abroad, in 

order to ensure they benefit from exposure to other public health systems like EU-track fellows. 
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15. There is evidence that the Programme’s relevance and effectiveness in supporting fellows’ and 

alumni’s career progression could be strengthened for its stakeholders if it were to be academically 
accredited. This is primarily due to a lack of awareness of the Programme outside of host training 

institutes, which was identified as a factor hindering fellows, both in terms of participating in the 
Programme and in supporting their career progression thereafter. ECDC should explore the options for 

attaining academic accreditation for the Programme and raise more awareness of it outside of the 

current training sites in order to increase its added value for alumni in seeking new jobs, in their career 
progression, and also to broaden the pool of applicants. Nevertheless, should the Programme be 

academically accredited, it would be important to ensure that its practical learning-by-doing approach 
not be diluted. 
 

16. The evaluation also concluded that the Fellowship Programme, and its two individual paths, 
have been largely successful in adapting to emerging needs in the field of communicable diseases and 

changes in the professional landscape related to new methods and techniques. The Programme’s 

learning-by-doing approach was found to be a key factor promoting this. However, evidence suggest 
there remain room for improvement related to e.g. modifications to the theoretical modules, allowing 

EUPHEM fellows more autonomy in determining their learning path by affording more flexibility in their 
field assignments/projects, and consolidating the structured input of Training Site Forum members into 

the course curriculum. 

 

17. The evaluation findings indicate that the Programme has made a positive contribution to 

enhancing response capacities for effective field investigation at the national, EU and international level. 
The Programme’s success in establishing a network of public health professionals with shared standards 

and methods, good practices and common public health objectives was identified as a key factor 

contributing to surveillance and outbreak responses to health threats due to improved cross-border 
communication and exchange of information. Alumni’s contribution in terms of research, training and/or 

implementation activities was also found to be a key factor contributing to enhancing response 
capacities at each level.  

 

18. In relation to this, the extent to which the Fellowship Programme has been able to contribute 
to supporting the cascading of training and capacity building was also found to be high. The EU-level 

impact could be strengthened by increasing the opportunities for exchange across countries during the 
Fellowship Programme via, e.g. twinning agreements and encouraging more short-term projects abroad 

within the EU. The evaluation found that ECDC should further contribute to capacity building by 

increasing its support to the establishment of national FETPs.  

 

19. The Fellowship Programme is found to have brought added value to the EU as a result of its 
strengthening the transdisciplinary cooperation in the fields of epidemiology and microbiology, with the 

network contributing to the exchange of knowledge and initiation of collaborative projects between 

epidemiologists and microbiologists. The launch of the EUPHEM was highlighted as having played a 
significant role in facilitating collaboration between the two. Nevertheless, the extent of collaboration 

between the EPIET and EUPHEM fellows was found to vary across Member States, influenced by e.g. 
the geographical distance between the training sites of the two paths and national-level efforts to 

promote collaboration between the two.  

 

20. There is also evidence that the Fellowship Programme is successfully contributing to the 

strengthening and maintaining of a network of European and global training partners. The programme 
is involved in relevant European and international-level networks for intervention epidemiology, and 

public health microbiology training programmes. Secondly, there is extensive evidence that the 
Programme has directly contributed to other relevant training initiatives. In addition, there has been a 

good level of complementarity between the Fellowship Programme and international actors such as 

GOARN and MSF. 

 

21. Concerning the effectiveness and efficiency of the Programme’s administrative and 
organisational arrangements, the analysis identified room for improvement in a number of different 

aspects. While the employment conditions offered to the EU-track fellows can be considered adequate, 



ECDC PUBLIC HEALTH TRAINING  
 

5 

 

the current employment mechanism for scientific coordinators is not effective in providing for 

sustainable employment conditions for coordinators to ensure the high quality needed for scientific 

coordination. The mechanism for payments related to EU-track fellows’ salaries and scientific 
coordinators’ salaries is considered cumbersome in terms of the rules and procedures involved. 

 

22. The evaluation identified several alternative solutions which would serve to incur efficiency 

gains. Firstly, the currently explored switch from net-based to gross-based estimation of fellows’ salaries 

should be finalised as a matter of priority. Secondly, consolidating coordination activities at fewer 
institutes or at ECDC premises could also lower the overall burden, but the evaluation did not analyse 

the cost implications of these alternatives and they would need to be explored further by ECDC.  

 

23. A comparison of the costs of the Fellowship Programme to that of other programmes of similar 
scope (EFSA Fellowship programme) or national FETPs shows that they are broadly in line. However, 

the evaluation team also identified several alternatives to the current approach, which could lead to 

savings or provide more flexibility in how the financial resources of the programme are allocated. This 
could be relevant in the event that additional resources are needed for financing MS-track positions or 

increasing the scientific coordination capacity within the Centre. The identified options include  
outsourcing activities related to the organisation and logistics of training modules, currently carried out 

in-house, to a service provider, and replacing (some) site visits and meetings with video or phone 

conference calls.  

 

24. Concerning the Programme’s mechanisms and processes for reporting and monitoring, key 
performance indicators for the Programme should be revised to include indicators related to its 

objectives (e.g. number and distribution of training sites, cumulative allocation of seats among Member 
States, fellows’ satisfaction with the Programme), in order to provide a more transparent picture of 

areas for improvement to its management. There is also a need to improve the effectiveness of the 

Training Site Forum meetings by continuing ongoing efforts to further focus meeting discussions on the 
Programme’s scientific content and ensuring consistent and transparent follow-up on agreed action 

points. There is also room to improve the effectiveness of the Training Site Forum as a governance 
mechanism and a need to establish a formal process and/or mechanism for handling complaints. 
 

 


