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Executive Summary 
The European Training Foundation (ETF) is the EU agency dedicated to human capital development 

(HCD) in countries outside the EU. Its mandate is to support partner countries (PCs) in reforming their 

education, training, and labour market systems to enhance social wellbeing, stability, and prosperity in 

the EU's wider neighbourhood and beyond.  

The purpose of this assignment was to conduct a meta-analysis of all evaluations of ETF’s work to 

identify significant trends, lessons learned, and good practices across ETF’s portfolio between 2020 and 

2025. This assignment covered the entire portfolio of ETF’s work, assessing what approaches worked 

well, in which context, under which circumstances, and revisiting the strategic position of the ETF within 

the broader development cooperation and human capital development (HCD) context, as well as its 

role as an implementer of EU policies. 

The evaluation relied on AI-assisted desk research of relevant documentation. Primarily, the evaluation 

focused on all evaluations conducted between 2020 and 2025. To support the findings, the evaluation 

gathered additional data and examples from earlier evaluations (2015-2019) and from ETF annual 

reports and project reports. The first evaluation draft will be validated through consultations with ETF 

staff. 

Thematic & geographic areas of investments 

ETF's thematic investment over this meta-evaluation period reflects a sustained concentration on skills 

relevance and anticipation, which by 2024 accounted for nearly half of the Agency's total budget. This 

concentration is consistent with the centrality of the Torino Process, qualifications modernisation, and 

an expanding ALMP activity portfolio. Taken together, the evidence indicates that ETF's thematic 

investment is predominantly weighted toward monitoring and knowledge generation functions 

(section 1.2). 

In terms of the geographic reach of ETF’s investments, the SEET region received the largest share of ETF 

funding and staff in 2024, followed by SEMED, the EaP region and Central Asia, continuing a trend of 

rising allocation since 2021 and reflecting the structural priority accorded to EU enlargement policy. The 

overall pattern points to a geographic investment profile that broadly aligns with EU political priorities, 

with changes in allocation reflecting responses to ongoing geopolitical events (section 1.2).  

Effectiveness 

ETF's practical tools, methodologies, and country-specific analyses attract the greatest stakeholder 

interest, while more conceptual and theoretical products see lower uptake. PC stakeholders broadly 

value ETF's analytical and advisory outputs. EU institutional clients, particularly EU Delegations and EC 

Directorates-General, are among the most frequent and satisfied users of ETF's monitoring products.  

Nonetheless, several barriers ETF’s products’ utility beyond the Agency’s established networks were also 

identified, including limited co-creation and involvement of PCs in the production of ETF’s knowledge 

products, which reduced interest (section 3.1.1). 

ETF's portfolio is not designed to reach uniformly across all stakeholder groups: different products serve 

different audiences, and lower familiarity among a given group is not in itself an indicator of weaker 

performance where that group is not the intended user base. Stakeholders derive the most use ETF 

products that are practical, directly applicable to their work, and delivered through formats combining 
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content with expert guidance like meetings, webinars, and direct engagement. On the other hand, 

analytical publications and digital repositories attract less interest and uptake from stakeholders, driven 

by broader accessibility barriers, like lengthy outputs and limited local language availability. This gap 

between growing online visibility and low uptake of certain ETF knowledge products suggests that the 

issue is specific to how certain ETF products are structured and fall under multiple categorisation i n ETF’s 

digital repository, rather than a lack of digital presence. Where ETF products are effectively taken up, 

national authorities adapt and integrate ETF’s methodologies into their national LMIS (section 3.1.2). 

Impact  

ETF has contributed to policy reforms in PCs, often indirectly by fostering stakeholder dialogue, 

broadening stakeholder involvement, building the evidence base around HCD reform priorities. ETF has 

contributed to the establishment of permanent institutional structures such as Labour Market 

Observatories and embedded its methodologies into national LMIS, strengthening national skills 

intelligence capacity. Voluntary contributions projects also show early-stage institutional progress, 

though it remains too early to make an independent assessment of their impact (section 3.2.1).  

These contributions reflect a unique operating model. ETF staff build decades-long relationships with 

PC counterparts, acting as a neutral broker and trusted partner. This continuity of partnership is 

reinforced by ETF's capacity to deploy high-calibre expertise that translates complex comparative data 

into future-oriented, nationally contextualised policy priorities. ETF also has significant convening power, 

bringing together ministries, social partners and practitioners across countries, while simultaneou sly 

creating the connective tissue for peer-to-peer learning that enables PCs to draw on each other's 

reform experiences rather than treating EU guidance as a one-directional input (section 3.3). 

Thematically, ETF's core strength lies in its forward-looking orientation, particularly its capacity to track 

and respond to evolving EU and global priorities, such as the green and digital transitions. Where ETF 

engages in cross-agency cooperation, this further amplifies the Agency’s potential for impact by 

pooling expertise and networks on emerging cross-cutting themes. Geographically, ETF’s impact is 

shaped by both the quality of ETF’s inputs and PCs’ engagement, visibility, and capacity (section 3.2.2).  

Drivers & barriers of impact 

Several drivers underpin ETF’s impact: 1) its continuous presence and trust established with PCs, 2) its 

technical expertise and capacity to transform complex data into actionable policy priorities whilst 

fostering national ownership; 3) its convening power and use of networks, 4) its institutional agility, 

enabling rapid adaptation to emerging thematic priorities and geopolitical crises; and 5) its use of 

voluntary contribution projects as strategic levers that amplify core budget activities (section 3.2.3).  

Conversely, two recurring barriers constrain the Agency’s impact: 1) structural gaps in knowledge 

management and digital accessibility that limit the reach of otherwise high-quality outputs; and 2) 

stakeholder fragmentation across institutional, national, and ecosystem levels which makes for a very 

challenging operating environment due to high diversity of needs in relation to HCD reform momentum 

in PCs (section 3.2.4). Nonetheless, these contextual factors often fall outside ETF’s direct control.  

Added value & positioning  

Both for the EU and for PCs, the unique added value of the ETF links mainly to its role as knowledge 

broker, providing relevant technical knowledge that is not generated by any other organisation. For 

the EU, the ETF generates country-level intelligence needed to inform EU external policies and 

assistance, while translating the EU policies on skills to the needs of the PCs. For the PCs, the ETF’s unique 

methodologies and products play an important role in policy development, combined with its 

recognition as long-term, trusted partner rather than a short-term project-based organisation (section 

4.1).  

Emerging needs & persisting gaps 

Evaluations, annual and project reports predominantly identify trends or growing challenges that affect 

the relevance and responsiveness of ETF’s current offer, rather than long-term and persisting needs of 

stakeholders left unaddressed. The implication is not that ETF needs to develop fundamentally new 

ways of working, but that it should adjust the format, modality, and targeting of its existing offer. In 

practice this means shifting from lengthy PDF publications toward regularly updated dashboards and 

comparative data, deepening engagement with priority countries while accepting that uniform 
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coverage across the full PC portfolio is not feasible within the current resource envelope, and prioritising 

co-creation and peer-learning as the Agency’s main mode of engagement (section 4.2). 

Conclusions 

Over the 2020–2025 period, the ETF successfully consolidated its role as a strategic EU asset, navigating 

significant geopolitical instability while expanding its reach through voluntary contribution projects into 

SEMED, the Eastern Partnership, and Central Asia. Its effectiveness is strongest where products are 

directly applicable, expert-led, and embedded within long-standing national relationships. Several  

interconnected factors drive this impact: decades of partnership and trust, high-calibre technical  

expertise, and a convening power that enables peer-to-peer learning across partner countries. Where 

national political will and institutional capacity are strong, ETF contributions are deeper and more 

durable; where these conditions are constrained, its influence is correspondingly limited. 

The ETF occupies a distinctive position as a knowledge broker serving two interconnected audiences.  

For the EU, it functions as a sensory organ and translator for external action, generating country -level  

intelligence to inform programming and converting complex EU policy frameworks into approaches 

relevant to partner country realities. For PCs, its value lies in being a long-term, trusted partner: a neutral  

broker capable of bringing together fragmented national actors to foster genuine domestic ownership 

of reform, through systemic methodologies that governments can adapt and embed into their own 

institutional infrastructure. 

Looking ahead, the ETF faces a set of persistent structural challenges, notably the implementation gap 

between legal reform and on-the-ground capacity, alongside an evolving demand for more agile, co-

created support. There is a growing expectation that the ETF will move beyond information 

dissemination towards sustained communities of practice and a more active role as a policy co -

creator. Balancing geographical reach with depth of engagement, and aligning its offer with the EU's 

competitiveness agenda, will be central to the ETF's continued relevance across its 2028–2034 strategic 

horizon. 

Recommendations: 

➢ Recommendation 1: Position ETF as the "intelligence engine" of the human pillar of the Global 

Gateway.  

➢ Recommendation 2: Enhance the focus on individualised guidance and assistance.  

➢ Recommendation 3: Support the delivery of the "External Dimension" of the Union of Skills 

through sustained implementation support.  

➢ Recommendation 4: Adopt a more targeted engagement model focused on building long-

term partnerships that is also crisis responsive.  

➢ Recommendation 5: Actively promote peer-learning in the Agency's engagement model with 

PCs 
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Acronyms  

Acronym Full Name 

AAR Annual Activity Report  

ACQF African Continental Qualifications Framework 

ALMP Active labour market policy 

BIBB Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (Federal Institute for Vocational Education and 

Training of Germany) 

CAAR Consolidated Annual Activity Report 

CEDEFOP European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 

COP29 Conference of the Parties (29th session) 

CoVE(s) Centres of Vocational Excellence 

CPD Continuing professional development 

CVET Continuing Vocational Education and Training 

DARYA Dialogue and Action for Resourceful Youth in Central Asia 

DERF Digital Education Reform Framework 

DG DEVCO Directorate-General for International Cooperation and Development 

DG EMPL Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion 

DG INTPA Directorate-General for International Partnerships 

DG NEAR Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations 

EaP Eastern Partnership 

EC European Commission 

EEAS European External Action Service 

EIB European Investment Bank 

ENE ETF Network of Excellence 

ENESAT ENE Self-Assessment Tool 

ENP European Neighbourhood Policy 

EQF European Qualifications Framework 

ETF European Training Foundation 

EU European Union 

EUD(s) EU Delegation(s) 

GIZ German Corporation for International Cooperation GmbH 

GLAD Governance Learning Action Dialogue 

GRETA Greening Responses to Excellence through Thematic Actions 

HCD Human capital development 

IGAD Intergovernmental Authority on Development 

ILO International Labour Organisation 

IPA Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance 
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IVET Initial Vocational Education and Training  

KIESE Key Indicators on Education, Skills and Employment 

KPI(s) Key Performance Indicator(s) 

LMIS Labour market and skills information system 

MENA Middle East and North Africa 

MiM Make it Match initiative 

NDICI Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument – 

Global Europe 

NQF National Qualifications Framework 

PC(s) Partner Country/Countries 

RED Rapid Education Diagnosis 

SADC Southern African Development Community 

SDA Skills Demand Analysis 

SEET South-Eastern Europe and Türkiye 

SELFIE Self-reflection on effective learning by fostering the use of innovative educational 

technologies 

SEMED Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 

SER Supporting Education Reforms and Skills 

SPI System performance index 

TA4TE EU Technical Assistant to the Ministry of Education and Technical Education TE 2.0 

strategy  

TRP Torino Process 

TVET Technical and vocational education and training 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

VET Vocational education and training 

VNFIL Non-Formal and Informal Learning  

WBL Work-based learning 
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1.  Introduction 

1.1. ETF and its mandate  

The European Training Foundation (ETF) is the EU agency dedicated to human capital development 

(HCD) in countries outside the EU. Established by Council Regulation No. 1360 in 19901 and recast under 

Regulation No. 1339 in 20082, the ETF operates within the context of EU external relations policies from 

Turin, Italy. Its mandate is to support partner countries (PCs) in reforming their education, training, and 

labour market systems to enhance social wellbeing, stability, and prosperity in the EU's wider 

neighbourhood and beyond. 

The ETF delivers its work through three interconnected core services: a Knowledge Hub, which 

generates and disseminates evidence on education, training, and skills systems; Monitoring and 

Assessment, including the participatory Torino Process; and Policy Advice, which translates evidence 

and system-level intelligence into targeted technical support for national reform processes. As of 2024,  

the ETF provided policy advice and technical support to 28 PCs and EU Delegations across four regional 

clusters: South-East Europe and Türkiye (SEET), the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean (SEMED), the 

Eastern Partnership (EaP), and Central Asia. It also contributed to various other regions’ HCD 

development through voluntary contribution projects3. 

1.2. ETF’s thematic and geographic areas of investments 

This section outlines the Agency’s main thematic and geographic areas of investments between 2020 

and 2025, drawing on ETF’s Annual Activity Reports (AAR) and extra subsidy project reports. It also sets 

out the financial and human resources underpinning that investment. 

3.2.1 Thematic areas of investments 

The ETF’s work is structured around three global strategic objectives within its Strategy 2027:   

1. Skills relevance and anticipation: Focused on labour market needs, skills demand analysis, and 

qualifications matching.  

2. Skills development and validation: Focused on vocational excellence provision models, WBL,  

and innovative teaching, learning, and enterprise engagement in skills development.  

3. Performance and quality of education and training policies: Focused on lifelong learning 

policies, governance, system monitoring, and quality assurance.  

These objectives are implemented through three core services: global knowledge hub, monitoring and 

assessment, and policy advice, which are fully integrated across ETF projects in support of the 

Commission services and PCs. Following the mid-term review of its Strategy 20274 completed in 2024, 

the ETF recalibrated its strategic direction around four broader goals5:  

1. Functioning as a global knowledge hub on HCD  

2. Serving as an asset to the EU and Member States 

3. Providing long-term reference and support to PCs  

4. Operating as a reference EU agency 

This evolution signals a shift from thematic process coordination toward a more integrated institutional 

role, notably within the Team Europe framework. The Agency has operationalised this revised strategic 

framework across its planning, programming and budget reporting from 2025 onwards, and is carrying 

 

 

 
1 Council Regulation (EEC) No 1360/90 of 7 May 1990 establishing a European Training Foundation, Official Journal of the European 

Communities, L 131, 23 May 1990, pp. 1–5. Available here 
2 Council Regulation (EC) No 1339/2008 of 16 December 2008 establishing a European Training Foundation (recast), Official Journal of the 
European Union, L 354, 31 December 2008, pp. 82–93. Available here 
3 ETF CAAR 2024 Report 
4 ETF Strategy 2027 
5 ETF CAAR 2024 Analysis and Assessment 
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it forward into the forthcoming ETF Strategy 2028–2034, scheduled for presentation to the Governing 

Board in November 2026. To align its work with EU priorities, the ETF also reinforced its focus on these four 

cross-cutting themes in 2024: greening, digitalisation, gender, inclusion, and migration.  

These three above-mentioned over-arching objectives are operationalised through specific thematic 

activity areas spanning skills demand analysis (SDA), active labour market policies (ALMPs), 

qualifications modernisation, vocational excellence, innovative teaching and learning, enterprise 

engagement, lifelong learning policies, and quality assurance and governance.  

ETF’s budget and staffing 

ETF’s Commission subsidy grew steadily from €20.96 million in 2020 to €24.15 million in 20256. Alongside 

this budgetary growth, the Agency gradually increased the overall allocation of its staff to core 

operational functions, reaching 75% in 2024 and 2025, up from 61% in 2014, confirming a sustained shift 

toward frontline7. 

Alongside this growth in ETF’s Commission subsidy, this meta-evaluation’s timeframe (2020-2025) is also 

marked by a structural expansion of ETF's resource base through voluntary contribution projects. The 

ETF’s voluntary contribution portfolio from 2021 onwards reflects the operationalisation of the 

Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument  — Global Europe (NDICI-

Global Europe), which came into force in June 2021 and merged several external financing instruments 

of the 2014-2020 MFF into a single framework8. The  ETF's contribution agreements with the Commission 

are funded directly through this instrument, making its voluntary contribution expansion structurally 

embedded in the new EU external financing architecture. ETF's own reporting describes this expans ion 

as integral to "EU objectives of Global Europe and the Team Europe approach," and explicitly 

references "policy first" investments in HCD as part of that framing9. It should be noted that the mid-term 

evaluation of NDICI-Global Europe, adopted by the Council in June 2024, found that the Team Europe 

approach through which much of this work is coordinated is still at an early stage and requires further 

development to deliver on its ambitions, a context that applies to ETF's positioning within that framework 

as well10.  

In 2024, ETF’s voluntary contribution portfolio contributions amounted to €4.98 million across multiple 

active agreements (Table 1). The portfolio also marked a geographic expansion beyond the Agency's 

traditional four regions: ACQF II, launched in 2023 with DG INTPA funding, represented ETF's first 

sustained operational engagement with wider Africa. DARYA extended ETF's Central Asia work through 

a large multi-year DG INTPA agreement, while the EaP SER programme and Egypt TVET project 

extended the portfolio into DG NEAR's neighbourhood envelope.   

Table 1 Summary of ETF’s voluntary contribution portfolio (as of 2024)  

Project Funding details 

DARYA - Dialogue and Action for Resourceful 

Youth in Central Asia 

Contribution agreement with DG INTPA for €10 million across 

5 years (2022-2027)  

ACQF II - Second phase of the project on 

African Continental Qualification Framework 

Contribution agreement with DG INTPA for €5 million across 4 

years (2023-2026) 

EaP SER – Supporting Education Reforms and 

Skills  

Contribution agreement with DG NEAR for NDICI/2023/450-

824, first instalment (€2.5 million for 3 years, started in 2024) 

 

 

 
6 ETF CAAR Analysis and Assessment from 2020 to 2025 
7 ETF CAAR Analysis and Assessment from 2020 to 2025  
8 European Commission, Regulation (EU) 2021/947 of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing the Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooperation Instrument — Global Europe, 9 June 2021 
9 ETF CAAR Reports 2023, 2024 
10 Council of the European Union, Conclusions on the mid-term evaluation of the NDICI-Global Europe external financing instrument, 24 June 
2024; ECDPM, The mid-term evaluation of NDICI-Global Europe: Is the instrument fit for purpose? 2024. 
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Egypt TVET - EU Technical Assistant to the 
Ministry of Education and Technical Education 

TE 2.0 strategy (TA4TE) 

Contribution agreement with DG NEAR for €0.5 million in 2024 

across 12 months (2024-2025) 

Rwanda TVET - Support to the preparation of an 

action in the TVET sector in Rwanda 

Contribution agreement with DG INTPA for €0.18 million for 12 

months (2023-2024) 

COVES SLA 2 - International Dimension of 

Centres of Vocational Excellence: 

Implementing international cooperation 

Service level agreement with DG EMPL for €1.5 million across 

2 years (2023-2024) 

Source: ETF CAAR report 2024 

In 2025, the Agency’s voluntary contribution portfolio stood at €4.42 million ( Table 2), reflecting the 

conclusion of three earlier projects (Egypt TVET, Rwanda TVET and CoVEs SLA 2) and the entry of two 

new agreements: a service agreement with the European Investment Bank (EIB) on the preparation of 

EFSD+ Window 1 investment projects, and a partnership agreement with the German government 

agency Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung (BIBB) on a Global TVET Agenda (Table . These new agreements 

broaden the Agency's funding base within this meta-evaluation period beyond Commission DGs, to 

include an EU financial institution and a Member State agency.  

Table 2 Summary of ETF’s voluntary contribution portfolio (as of 2025)  

Project Funding details 

DARYA - Dialogue and Action for Resourceful 

Youth in Central Asia 

Contribution agreement with DG INTPA for €10 million across 

5 years (2022-2027)  

ACQF II - Second phase of the project on 

African Continental Qualification Framework 

Contribution agreement with DG INTPA for €5 million across 4 

years (2023-2026) 

EaP SER – Supporting Education Reforms and 

Skills  

Contribution agreement with DG NEAR for NDICI/2023/450-

824 (€2.5 million for 3 years, started in 2024) 

GESI Technical Assistance Facility – Gender and 

Social Inclusion Technical Assistance Facility 

Service agreement with the European Investment Bank for €1 

million across 4 years (2025-2028) 

Towards a Global TVET Agenda – Agreement 

with BIIB  

Agreement with the Bundesinstitut für Berufsbildung for €1 

million across 30 months (2025-2027) 

Source: ETF CAAR report 2025 

In terms of the breakdown of staff and budget allocation across ETF’s three strategic objectives, the 

expansion of Strategic Objective 1 (SO1) to nearly half of total resources in 2024 is the culmination of a 

trend since 202111. In 2021, SO1 already exceeded its planned share, absorbing 29.5% of the actual 

budget spent against a planned 23.1%, driven largely by an in-year increase in allocations to ALMP 

support. By 2024 (Figure 1), this trend was further consolidated with SO1 representing nearly half of ETF's 

total budget, consistent with the centrality of the Torino Process monitoring cycle, skills demand analysis, 

and the expanding qualifications and ALMP portfolios. SOs 2 and 3 accounted for approximately 29% 

and 25% of the ETF’s actual budget for 2024 respectively, with SO3 exceeding its planned budget share, 

reflecting the intensification of governance, quality assurance, and lifelong learning activities during 

the year. 

 

 

 
11 ETF CAAR Analysis and Assessment from 2020 to 2025. Note: The 2020 and 2025 figures are not directly comparable with subsequent 
years since the budget breakdown by Strategic Objective was implemented between 2021 and 2024.   
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Figure 1. ETF’s budget share by Strategic Objective - planned vs actual (in %, for 2024) 

 

Source: ETF CAAR 2024 Report (Annex 5 Human and financial resources) 

From 2025 onwards, ETF's budget allocation is reported against the four strategic goals introduced 

through the Strategy 2027 mid-term review. These goals organise ETF's activities by institutional role and 

audience rather than by thematic focus. The analysis of ETF’s breakdown of staff and budget allocation 

by strategic objective and by activity area is therefore provided between 2020 and 2024. As of 2025,  

the largest share of the ETF’s actual budget was allocated to its goal to be an ‘Asset for the EU and 

Member-States’ (32%)12, reflecting the Agency’s growing evidence-based support to EU programme 

design and policy processes in its portfolio (e.g.: enlargement screening exercises and package reports, 

recovery dialogue notably for Ukraine and Moldova, high-level EU policy moments such as the Ukraine 

Recovery Conference, the EIB partnership and contributions to the Pact for the Mediterranean) .  

Resource allocation by activities 

A comparison of the ETF’s planned vs. actual allocations by activity areas points to a consistent pattern 

of in-year rebalancing towards support for ALMP modernisation in PCs, evident across the entire meta -

evaluation timeframe. In 2021, the first year of ETF’s Strategy 2027’s implementation, the funding 

allocation to ALPM support increased more than fivefold against the initially planned figure, from €0.3 

million (1.2% of the total planned budget) to an actual €1.6 million (7.6% of the total actual budget) 13. 

The same dynamic is visible throughout the meta-evaluation period. As of 2024, allocations to ALPM 

support increased from a planned €3.4 million (17%) to an actual €5 million (21.1%) ( Figure 2). This 

pattern is likely driven by the progressive intensification of ALMP-oriented support. Indeed, from 2021,  

the Western Balkans Youth Guarantee Flagship Initiative provided a sustained baseline of ALMP 

advisory work, complemented by country-specific requests. In 2022, the scope expanded further with 

the launch of a new career guidance country review programme, the extension of ALMP support to 

the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean, and a surge of unplanned employment-related work in 

response to the invasion of Ukraine. By 2024, these drivers had consolidated, with Youth Guarantee 

Implementation Plans advancing across the Western Balkans and ETF's employment policy advisory role 

in Ukraine intensifying.  

 

 

 
12 ETF CAAR Report 2025, Annex 5 Human and financial resources by activity  
13 ETF CAAR Report from 2020 to 2025. Note: The 2020 and 2025 figures are not directly comparable with subsequent years due to the 
updated categorisation of the Agency’s activity area with the 2027 Strategy mid-term review.  
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Figure 2. Planned vs. actual budget by activity area, for 2024, in million EUR  

Source: ETF CAAR 2024 report (Annex 5 Human and financial resources) 

In 2025, the Agency’s budget was primarily allocated to its activity area related to “EU external policies 

in the area of HCD”, which absorbed 29% of the actual total budget, with €7mil allocated that year 14. 

This activity area includes a broad set of activities that operationalises EU policy frameworks in PCs, 

including accession and enlargement support, monitoring of EU-level VET reform commitments, and 

programme design in enlargement, neighbourhood and fragile contexts.  

Tracing the distribution of ETF budget across its three core services over the meta-evaluation period 

reveals a consistent pattern of variation between planned and actual allocations, with the knowledge 

hub function absorbing a progressively larger share of actual spending. In both 2023 and 2024, the 

knowledge hub function absorbed the largest actual budget share out of all three services (52% and 

48% respectively), above its planned allocation for both years (47% and 38% respectively), reflecting 

the progressive scaling of peer-learning networks (e.g.: ENE, SkillsLab, GLAD), the dissemination of ETF-

developed tools (e.g.: SCAFFOLD, SELFIE, DERF), and participation in events like COP29. Its policy advice 

function, by contrast, received a significantly lower actual budget in 2023 and 2024 (25% and 24% 

respectively) than planned for both years (40% and 41% respectively)15. In 2025, the Agency’s 

monitoring and assessment function by contrast, absorbed a substantially larger share than planned 

(30% actual against 21% planned), consistent with the completion of the Torino Process cross -country 

monitoring cycle, the beta launch of the ETF Monitoring Portal, and the redesign of country fiches for 

2025–202616.  

Moreover, as part of the ETF's response to requests from Commission services, the ETF also supported EU 

programming corresponding to a total EU investment €289.7 million in 2024, of which €188.4 million was 

directly linked to ETF input17. In 2024, the ETF's own direct costs for handling these requests amounted to 

€144,268 for planned requests and €79,476 for unplanned, ad hoc support18, a modest investment 

relative to the scale of EU programming it helped shape, underscoring the Agency's leverage effect.  

In 2025, the scale of this leverage effect expanded substantially: ETF contributed to programme 

implementation linked to a total EU investment of €643.7 million, with €350.4 million directly supported 

 

 

 
14 ETF CAAR Report 2025, Annex 5 Human and financial resources by activity  
15 ETF CAAR 2024 and 2023 Reports. Note: Budget breakdown by ETF’s Core Services is only available from 2022 onwards.  
16 ETF CAAR 2025 Report, Annex 5 Human and financial resources by core services  
17 ETF CAAR 2024 Report, p. 33  
18 ETF CAAR 2024 Report, p. 33  
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by ETF input, while the Agency's own direct costs for handling planned and unplanned requests rose 

only modestly to €0.3 million combined19.  

The Agency channels its thematic investments through several mechanisms. The biennial Torino Process 

(TRP) monitoring cycle constitutes the single largest allocation of analytical staff time, culminating in 

the 2024 cross-country monitoring report and the launch of a new online gateway for dissemination20. 

Thematic "deep dives" in areas such as qualifications systems under its policy advice function, WBL,  

career guidance, and CPD complement this monitoring function. Moreover, through its knowledge hub 

arm, ETF offers opportunities for peer learning, knowledge co-creation and transfer so as to facilitate 

structured engagement and joint action among PCs, European Commission services, EU Member 

States, and other stakeholders. In 2025, these channels were complemented by the beta launch of the 

ETF Monitoring Portal integrating Torino Process, KIESE+ and country fiche data; the reactivation of the 

Network of Excellence (ENE) through the ENE Atlas; and preparations for the 2026 To rino Skills Summit as 

a flagship convening moment. Additional effort flows through the  voluntary contribution projects noted 

above, and through transversal priorities (green and digital transitions, gender and inclusion, and 

migration) that are now mainstreamed across the monitoring framework, and through the expanding 

network of EU requests in PCs (see next section).  

3.2.2 Geographic areas of investment  

The ETF allocates its staff effort and resources across its PCs by four regional clusters: South-Eastern 

Europe and Türkiye (SEET), the Eastern Partnership (EaP), the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 

(SEMED), and Central Asia (CA). The primary vehicle for its geographic investment is the TRP, which 

provides a baseline of standardised monitoring across all PCs. Beyond this baseline, the ETF 

differentiates its geographic investment through three mechanisms: crisis-driven intensification (most 

visibly in Ukraine), tiered engagement depth (Level 1 vs Level 2 reviews), and voluntary contribution 

project-based expansion (DARYA in Central Asia, ACQF II in Africa).  

ETF’s interventions in each region operates through dedicated strategic frameworks which provide the 

context, structural coherence, and a basis for impact in engagement across PC regions. In the 

Enlargement region, the ETF’s work is guided by the EU Enlargement Policy and the Instrument for Pre-

Accession Assistance. In the EU Neighbourhood region, the ETF operates under the European 

Neighbourhood Policy, including the Joint Communication on a renewed partnership with the Southern 

Neighbourhood21 and its economic and investment plan22. In the East, the ETF’s work supports the EaP 

policy, the Eastern Partnership post 2020 agenda on resilience and inclusion23, and the new Deal for 

Youth24. The new EU Strategy for Central Asia25 is the basis for the ETF’s operations in that region.  

Across the 2020–2025 meta-evaluation period, the overall pattern of ETF’s geographic investment was 

shaped by three intersecting forces:  

1. The structural priority of EU enlargement policy, which consistently directed the largest share of 

resources toward the SEET region;  

2. The external shock of Russia's invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, which disrupted ETF’s EaP 

engagement and triggered a reallocation of resources;  

3. A gradual expansion of the ETF's geographic footprint through voluntary contribution projects,  

most notably the launch of DARYA in 2022 and the ACQF II programme in Africa.  

 

 

 
19 ETF CAAR 2025 Report, p. 53 
20 ETF CAAR 2024 Report, p. 20  
21 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Communication JOIN(2021) 2 
final, 'Renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood: A New Agenda for the Mediterranean', 9 February 2021. Available here  
22 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Staff Working Document 
SWD(2021) 23, 'Renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood: Economic and Investment Plan for the Southern Neighbours', 9 

February 2021. Available here 
23 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joint Communication JOIN(2020) 7 
final, 'Eastern Partnership Policy beyond 2020: Reinforcing Resilience – an Eastern Partnership that Delivers for All', 18 March 2020. Available 
here 
24 European Commission/EEAS, 'New Deal for Youth' (Eastern Partnership post-2020 agenda), December 2020. 
25 European External Action Service, 'EU–Central Asia Relations' (factsheet accompanying the EU Strategy for Central Asia), June 2019. 
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A breakdown of the ETF's actual budget by region for 2024 is provided in Figure 326.  

Figure 3. ETF’s actual budget (in million EUR) and distribution (in %) by region/country for 2024  

 

Source: ETF CAAR 2024 report (Annex 5 Human and financial resources) 

Across most of the meta-evaluation period, the SEET region consistently received the largest share of 

ETF funding and staff. In the absence of comparable regional budget-share data for 2020–2022, this is 

evidenced by the volume and breadth of reported activities. In those years, the SEET region accounted 

for the greatest range of ETF’s country engagements of any region, spanning Youth Guarantee design 

support across the Western Balkans, SELFIE work-based learning pilots in Serbia, Montenegro and Turkey, 

the European Alliance for Apprenticeships, and smart specialisation analysi s and IPA programming 

input across multiple countries. 2023 and 2024 represent a continuation of the region’s dominant 

position in ETF’s geographic portfolio over the years, with the region’s allocated budget share rising 

from 38.6% in 2023 (€8.7 million) to 41.3% in 2024 (€9.8 million). Actual staffing also increased slightly from 

44.5 to 45.327 between 2023 and 2024. This concentration of ETF resources in the region reflects both the 

structural priority of EU enlargement policy over the meta-evaluation and the intensity of demand: the 

SEET region accounted for 17 of 31 EU requests in 2024, with top mission destinations including Serbia 

and Albania. Within the SEET region, Albania received the highest country funding allocation, followed 

by Serbia and North Macedonia, reflecting the breadth of ETF support spanning for example smart 

specialisation analysis (Albania), VET reform and validation piloting (North Macedonia), and agri -food 

sector skills development (Serbia).  

The SEMED region was the second-largest recipient of ETF funding, also above its planned budget share 

for 2024 (Figure 3). ETF engagement in the region developed steadily throughout the meta-evaluation 

period. From 2020 onwards, the Agency maintained active follow-up to the UfM Ministerial Declaration 

on Employment and Labour, and COVID-19 recovery pressures sustained demand for ETF support 

across the region. The region saw the most significant staffing increase of any region between 2023 and 

2024, with staffing rising from 25.8 in 2023 to 40.9 in 2024, before dropping to 33.2 in 2025. Yet its actual  

budget share “only” rose from 24.5% (€5.5 million) in 2023 to 26.8% (€6.4 million) in 2024 and remained 

broadly stable at 27.2% (€6.5 million) in 202528. This staff-intensive pattern is consistent with the nature of 

ETF engagement in several SEMED countries where a greater share of effort is directed toward data 

capacity building and relationship-driven monitoring. This expansion in ETF resources in the region was 

also driven by deepening partnerships with the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), and the extension 

of Youth Guarantee support across the region. Egypt's engagement is notable given the additional 

contribution agreement with DG NEAR for TVET technical assistance and the ETF's role in shaping a €45 

million EU-funded TVET reform initiative, a significant example of the Agency's leverage effect29. By 2025, 

 

 

 
26 Note: Regional budget-share breakdown is available from 2023 onwards in ETF’s reporting format. 
27 ETF CAAR 2023, 2024 and 2025 Reports 
28 Ibid 
29 ETF CAAR Report 2024, Annex 6 Contribution, grant and service level agreements.  
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Egypt had become the second largest country recipient of the Agency’s funding and staffing within its 

entire portfolio (behind Ukraine), with €1.4 million actual budget allocated and 7.1 staff.  

The EaP region experienced a structural disruption during this meta-evaluation timeframe which 

shaped its investment trajectory for the remainder of the meta-evaluation period. In 2020 and 2021,  

ETF’s  engagement in the EaP was active and cross-country: the fifth round of the Torino Process was 

completed across all six PCs, platform work and new forms of employment studies covered the region, 

and career development support system reviews were initiated in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia and 

Ukraine. Russia's military invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 marked a decisive break. The effects are 

visible in ETF’s geographic areas of investments: activities in Russia and Belarus ceased, Moldova faced 

acute pressures from the refugee influx, and Ukraine required crisis-response resourcing. These effects 

persisted into 2023 and 2024, with the EaP region recording significant underspending against its 

planned allocation, standing 7.3% below plan in 202430 (Figure 3). ETF staff was also reduced in the EaP 

region for 2024. In 2025, however, this pattern reversed: the EaP region’s actual budget share rose to 

29.8% (€7.2 million and 36.4 staff), 3.4 percentage points above its planned budget share for 2025. This 

shift was driven almost entirely by the budget allocated to Ukraine, which alone absorbed 16.% of the 

region’s actual budget (€3.9 million, 19.6 staff) against a planned 11.3%31. Over the meta-evaluation 

period, Ukraine was one of the largest single-country funding allocation, with a dedicated Task Force 

coordinating support for VET modernisation, NQF-EQF alignment, Youth Guarantee development, and 

post-war skills reconstruction. A new €2.5 million contribution agreement with DG NEAR (EaP SER, 2024–

2027) also signals a planned re-intensification of ETF investments in the region32.  

As regards Central Asia, its actual budget share for 2024 slightly exceeded its planned one for the year, 

but this figure substantially understates actual ETF investment in the region (Figure 3), a trend continuing 

into 2025 (16% of the actual budget)33. Prior to 2022, ETF engagement in Central Asia was lighter in 

scope, centred primarily on TRP monitoring and regional consultations. The signing and launch of the 

DARYA contribution agreement in 2022, a five-year, €10 million programme initiated with DG INTPA, 

marked the defining investment event for the region within the evaluation period. DARYA provides an 

additional €2 million annually, reaching all five countries through employer surveys, qualifications 

cooperation, and the SCAFFOLD methodology rollout. 

Besides these above-mentioned regions, the ETF also expanded beyond its traditional mandate 

through the ACQF II programme, supporting NQF development across 21 African countries, and 

through targeted engagements in Rwanda (TVET Centres of Excellence), Thai land (Youth Guarantee),  

and China (SCAFFOLD dissemination)34. 

 

 

 

 
30 Ibid 
31 ETF CAAR Report 2025, Annex 5 Human and financial resources by activity  
32 ETF CAAR Report 2024, Annex 6 Contribution, grant and service level agreements  
33 ETF CAAR Report 2025, Annex 5 Human and financial resources by activity  
34 ETF CAAR Report 2024, Annex 6 Contribution, grant and service level agreements  
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1.3. The objectives of the assignment 

The purpose of this assignment was to conduct a meta-analysis of all evaluations of ETF’s work to 

identify significant trends, lessons learned, and good practices across ETF’s portfolio between 2020 and 

2025. This assignment covered the entire portfolio of ETF’s work, assessing what approaches worked 

well, in which context, under which circumstances, and revisiting the strategic position of the ETF within 

the broader development cooperation and human capital development (HCD) context, as well as its 

role as an implementer of EU policies.  

In this regard, the meta-evaluation identified emerging areas of importance for HCD, which fall within 

the ETF mandate and enable the ETF to connect EU priorities with PCs’ reform agendas. This information 

is crucial for the ETF to ensure that resources are allocated to the most strategically advantageous 

interventions (both for the EU and for the PCs), to maximise the ETF’s added value. This information will 

subsequently inform strategic discussions shaping the new ETF Strategy for 2028-2034.  

This meta-evaluation built on ETF's Mid-Term Review of Strategy 2027, which rated knowledge expansion 

and evidence-based policymaking as "on track" while identifying EU programme uptake, partnership 

development, and stakeholder inclusion as areas requiring development. These baselines framed this 

synthesis of portfolio-wide evidence. 

This meta-evaluation focuses primarily on the programming period from 2020 to 2025, though it draws 

on evaluation evidence from the preceding decade where this provides relevant context for 

identifying longer-term trends and baselines.  

This meta evaluation’s time period (2020–2025) was marked by significant contextual changes.  

Geopolitical instability35, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic36, and shifting EU strategic priorities, 

including the Global Gateway strategy37, the enlargement agenda,38 and the twin Green and Digital 

transitions alongside demographic changes39, have reshaped both PCs’ needs and the EU's 

expectations of its external action agencies. Within this evolving landscape, the ETF has been called 

upon to connect EU policy frameworks, including the European Skills Agenda40 and the European Pillar 

of Social Rights, with PCs’ reform agendas.  

 

 

 

 
35 European External Action Service, 'The new NDICI-Global Europe (2021–2027)'. Available here  
36 Council of the EU, Press Release, 'NDICI-Global Europe: final green light for the new financial instrument to support the EU's external 

action', 9 June 2021. Available here   
37 European Commission, Global Gateway, COM(2021) 740, 1 December 2021. The Global Gateway is the EU's strategic framework for 
global infrastructure and connectivity investment, launched in part as the EU's response to China's Belt and Road Initiative. Available here. 
38 European Commission, 'Enhancing the accession process – A credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans', COM(2020) 57, 5 

February 2020; European Commission, '2025 Enlargement Package', 4 November 2025.  
39 Cedefop, 'Skills forecast 2035: the twin transition and the demographic challenge drive demand for high-level skills', 10 December 2025. 
Available here;  Petmesidou, M. and Guillén, A.M. (2022) 'Europe's green, digital and demographic transition: a social policy research 
perspective', Transfer: European Review of Labour and Research, 28(2). 
40 European Commission, COM(2020) 274, 'European Skills Agenda for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience',  1 July 
2020. Available here 
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2. Methodological Approach 
This section outlines the overall approach and scope of the evaluation, including the Intervention Logic 

and the operationalised Evaluation Matrix, and the main approach to data collection and analysis.  

2.1. Evaluation framework 

This section provides the analytical framework of the evaluation, namely the Intervention Logic and the 

Evaluation Matrix. Both elements set the boundaries of the evaluation and highlight the focus areas 

and priorities. 

The focus of the meta-evaluation was on the effectiveness and impact criteria, allowing the evaluation 

team to identify which approaches across the core services were impactful, under what conditions 

and what were the most valuable lessons learned for the ETF’s future planning. A Knowledge-to-Action 

lens traced value creation beyond outputs examining how ETF products lead to changed practice,  

performance improvements, and strategic shifts in partner countries. This addressed findings from the 

2021 Knowledge Products evaluation on limited uptake tracking. Furthermore, the meta-evaluation 

provides insights into the ETF’s main added value for Partner Countries and in supporting the 

implementation of the EU external policy objectives.  

2.1.1 Intervention Logic 

The intervention logic for this meta-evaluation covers the entirety of ETF's work and mandate between 

2020 and 2025. The framework follows a results chain architecture progressing from inputs through 

activities, outputs, and outcomes to impact, providing the synthesising structure for consolidating 

evidence across the evaluation portfolio.  

The €24 million annual budget, human capital, and strategic assets defined the resource parameters  

and operational boundaries, within which ETF increasingly leveraged partnerships and voluntary 

contribution resources to extend its reach. Its three core service pillars, Knowledge Hub, Policy Advice, 

and Monitoring & Assessment, operated as mutually reinforcing channels: monitoring identified gaps 

for knowledge generation, which informed policy advice, creating changes requiring further 

monitoring. 

The framework differentiated spheres of control and attribution in line with the OECD-DAC evaluation 

criteria. The outputs remained under direct organisational control; outcomes required partner 

engagement but stayed within ETF's influence; impact represented systemic changes to which ETF 

contributed without exclusive attribution. Outcomes were further structured at two levels: thematic 

outcomes describing changes in PCs, and ETF contribution pathways describing the mechanisms 

through which the Agency drove those changes. Baseline ratings from the Mid-Term Review provided 

a reference point for progress against each pathway.  

External factors, including political stability, geopolitical shifts, and institutional capacity, were treated 

as explicit mediating variables rather than internal process elements. The 2020–2025 period was marked 

by significant contextual disruption, and the meta-evaluation assessed how these factors conditioned 

ETF's results across regions and thematic areas.  

The framework's underlying knowledge-to-policy logic assumed that evidence generation combined 

with sustained dialogue catalysed reform in contexts with functioning institutions. Partner countries were 

positioned as primary agents of change, with ETF serving as intermediary between EU standards and 

country contexts. All elements are represented in the Intervention Logic figure below.  
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Figure 4. Intervention Logic
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2.1.2.  Evaluation matrix 

This meta-evaluation, while following the relevant OECD/DAC criteria, had a strategic focus on the lessons 

learned across the portfolio and core services. The evaluation questions were therefore grouped into two 

categories: 

➢ Retrospective analysis workstream (effectiveness and impact) : Overall effects and impact of the 

portfolio, trends in lessons learned and good practices during 2020-25 (EQs 1, 3, 4, 5). 

➢ Strategic positioning & future orientation workstream (Added value & opportunities) : Added value 

of ETF and potential for strengthening its unique position (EQs 2 and 8) and emerging gaps, strategic 

opportunities to strengthen impact, informing the forthcoming strategy 2028-2034 (EQs 6 and 7). 

The more detailed evaluation matrix in Annex 1 presents the evaluation questions, as well as the judgment 

criteria, indicators and sources.  

2.2. Data collection and analysis 

This assignment relied primarily on desk research, namely the analysis of evaluations and other evaluative 

documentation. The desk research was complemented with a few strategic interviews.  

2.2.2.  Desk research 

Desk research comprised a combination of manual and automated desk research. Manual and automated 

approaches served different purposes and allow for triangulation and verification. While the automated 

review provided lists and quantitative insights across the reports, the manual review presented nuances,  

context-specific exceptions, and helped to understand why specific approaches worked in one group of 

countries but not in another. Manual research was used to complement the meta-evaluation with supporting 

documentation, either by ETF or by other actors. Lastly, manual review served to ensure the quality of the AI-

assisted review results.  

Table 3. Examples of the complementary use of manual and AI approaches 

Manual desk review Automated desk review 

➢ Context-specific nuances and challenges to the 

achievement of ETF results and impacts 

➢ Added value of the ETF portfolio vis-à-vis other actors 

➢ Alignment of ETF’s work with the EU external policy priorities 

➢ Identification of emerging trends and areas to strengthen 

ETF’s added value 

➢ How often are specific ETF tools mentioned as 

effective or ineffective? 

➢ Which results and impact are most often 

mentioned? 

➢ Which challenges are most often mentioned?  

Documents informing the desk research included:  

• The ETF internal and external evaluation reports that were conducted in 2020 - 2025. 

• ETF’s Annual Work Plans and Annual Reports (CAAR)  

• The ETF monitoring (Torino Process) reports tracking PCs’ progress.  

• Reports on the voluntary contribution projects.  

• ETF key performance indicators and basic statistics on the use (e.g. downloads) of different 

products. 

• ETF surveys and other reports that provide data on the take-up of ETF services and stakeholder 

satisfaction. 

• EU strategy and policy documents in the field of HCD across internal and external actions.  

• Older independent external evaluations of ETF’s performance covering the years before 2020  

These documents were obtained from the ETF platform and/or from the Agency directly. Throughout the 

evaluation, the Evaluation Team requested additional documentation where needed.  
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2.2.3.  Supporting consultations were conducted with ETF staff to validate the findings and their 

potential implications for the ETF’s future strategy. Data analysis 

Desk research and interviews provided both quantitative (mostly from monitoring data and web statistics) 

and qualitative information, which were triangulated and analysed. The AI tools served to identify recurring 

themes (e.g., "recurring barriers to impact" or "underserved needs") across all used reports (see Annex 1).  

The quantitative data from the web analytics, the stakeholder survey, and statistics created by AI underwent 

cross-country/thematic comparisons to demonstrate variations in achievements and impact, and in 

perceived added value. 

Triangulation of all qualitative and quantitative data focused on identifying areas of convergence (different 

sources support the same conclusion) and areas of divergence (no consensus in data).  
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3. Retrospective Analysis (2020-2025) 

3.1. Effectiveness 

This section examines which ETF knowledge products have been most effectively used by stakeholders, and 

why. The publication of knowledge products with the objective of building and expanding knowledge plays 

a central role in all three of the ETF’s core services (knowledge hub, monitoring and assessment and policy 

advice) and their operational modalities. For this meta-evaluation, we understand ‘knowledge products’ to 

be tangible outputs of knowledge (e.g., publications and other products).  

3.1.1.  ETF knowledge products’ utility to Partner Countries & EU institutional clients   

What stakeholders generally find the most useful  

ETF knowledge products are often seen as more practical and hands-on tools compared to some of its more 

reference-based and/or conceptual products. As an ETF-commissioned stakeholder survey show (Figure 5), 

ETF’s tools and methodologies (81%) and country-specific analyses (78%) are ranked as the most 

useful/relevant ETF products by users, while digital platforms are ranked as the least useful/relevant. The more 

“directly applicable” the ETF product was in respondents’ day-to-day policy work; the more stakeholders 

engaged with it. An independent evaluation of ETF’s support to qualifications systems development covering 

the years 2014–2019 found a similar pattern, noting that ETF was "less known for its more theoretical or 

analytical work", suggesting this preference is not a new pattern41. ETF's own internal reporting also 

corroborates this pattern. Its Torino Process monitoring reports and associated methodological tools (such as 

the KIESE database and System Performance Indices) consistently generate the highest institutional 

engagement, with national authorities in PCs actively involved in the data collection of these outputs 42. 

Figure 5. Stakeholder ratings of ETF knowledge products’ utility  

 

Source: ETF Stakeholder feedback survey 2024-25 (N=539) 

It should be noted that the survey referenced in Figure 5 was designed as a consultation with stakeholders 

already institutionally engaged with ETF, with the highest response rates received from national 

authorities/agencies and Governing Board members43. Accordingly, this implies that the high satisfaction 

ratings in the survey likely reflect the views of stakeholders already embedded in ETF's processes and familiar 

 

 

 
41 Text 35 Ockham IPS, FGB and 3s (2020) Evaluation of the ETF actions on the reform of qualifications systems in partner countries  
42 ETF Torino Process Level 1 Monitoring Reports: Egypt (2024); Kazakhstan (2024); Kyrgyzstan (2024); Serbia (2024); ETF, System Monitoring 

Report: Egypt (2024). 
43 Note: Response rate by stakeholder group in Text 1: National Authorities/Agencies (89%) and ETF Governing Board members (100%), while 
participation from civil society (16%), VET providers (9%), and donors (6%) was significantly lower.  
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with its products, rather than a broader population of potential users. This may limit what can be concluded 

about ETF’s knowledge products’ uptake beyond ETF's established networks with new potential users.   

ETF products’ utility to partner countries 

ETF products and services are generally highly valued by PC stakeholders who engage with them, though the 

breadth, depth of this utility are at times uneven. Across the evidence base, PC stakeholders valued the wide 

stakeholder involvement, data quality, continuity over time, strong government connections, and 

applicability to real policy issues, precisely the characteristics that distinguish ETF from project-oriented 

organisations operating on shorter timeframes.  

In terms of perceived learning value, PCs representatives (e.g. government, ministries, agencies) consistently 

rate ETF's analytical and advisory outputs positively. In a dedicated evaluation of ETF’s monitoring and 

assessment function, over 85% of the PC respondents rated the quality of ETF monitoring and assessment 

written outputs as either “very high” or “sufficient”44. However, PC representatives were also among the least 

satisfied stakeholders, with 25% claiming that the quality of ETF products at times needs improvement. ETF’s 

stakeholder engagement activities were also highly valued by PCs and stakeholders.  

The evidence base points to various examples of how ETF products have generated sustained PC interest 

beyond the products’ initial publication. The ETF's publication on Centres of Vocational Excellence (COVEs) 

in 2020 was taken up by PCs and donors and mainstreamed in the CoVEs network, an outcome that was not 

planned at the outset but emerged through ongoing PC and EC engagement with the product's ideas 45.  

Nonetheless, co-creation with PCs stakeholders in ETF’s knowledge products was found often uncommon. 

Collaboration was more often characterised as outsourcing to external experts, with substantive involvement 

of PC stakeholders concentrated in the data collection rather than in the problem definition,  synthesis, and/or 

the development of recommendations, which resulted in lower understanding, interest and/or uptake of ETF’s 

knowledge products46. When ETF’s products were positioned as a ‘mid-point’ for a project with associated 

workshops/events in PCs to promote its fine-tuning, dissemination, and uptake, PC stakeholders were able to 

continue building on its contents after publication.  

ETF products’ utility to EU institutional clients  

The available evidence indicates that ETF products and services are widely perceived as useful to their 

primary EU institutional beneficiaries, EU Delegations (EUDs), the EEAS, and EC Directorates -General  

(particularly DG NEAR, DG EMPL, and DG DEVCO).  

EU Institutions were often highly familiar with ETF’s monitoring products, in particular the Torino Process, Country 

Fiches and KIESE, a degree of familiarity among the highest of all stakeholder groups surveyed in evaluations 

and used written outputs most frequently for policymaking. Earlier evaluations similarly showed that E TF 

products were perceived as valuable and useful to EU stakeholders. In the context of monitoring and 

assessment outputs, EU Member State representatives (87%) and public sector PCs representatives (85%) were 

the most satisfied with the quality47. Older evaluations pointed in the same direction, with EU institutional 

stakeholders rating ETF's support to EU external policy actions among the most positive of any stakeholder 

group in preparation for the ETF's Strategy 202748.   

ETF products and services are also directly integrated into the programming of EU external aid, influencing 

financial assistance and ensuring interventions are grounded in local realities. Country fiches, prepared upon 

request of EC services, represent another demand-driven product line directly serving EU institutional needs.  

For example, an earlier meta-evaluation analysis found that the ETF had been "particularly useful in supporting 

the Commission and EU Delegations during the different phases of the EU external assistance project cycle,  

including in the formulation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of cooperation programmes"49. The 

 

 

 
44 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment 
45 Text 5 FGB & Ockham IPS (2024) Evaluation of the ETF Network of Excellence (ENE) project 
46 Text 6 FGB & Ockham IPS (2021) Evaluation of the use and future development of ETF knowledge products  
47 Text 3, PPMI Group (2022), Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and Assessment 
48 Text 40 PPMI Group (2018) Evaluation of the ETF functions - a meta-analysis of recent achievements and impacts  
49 Text 40 PPMI Group (2018) Evaluation of the ETF functions - a meta-analysis of recent achievements and impacts  
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Commission's Talent Mobility Package also contained multiple references to ETF's work, indicating that ETF 

analytical outputs are being integrated into EU-level policy instruments. 

Where ETF knowledge products were co-designed and created with PCs and/or EU stakeholders , these 

products had a higher use rate and interest. Shared authorship, leveraged networks, and broader 

geographic reach produced product with both higher download rates and more sustained institutional use. 

For example, the Labour Market Information Series (from 2016), developed jointly by ETF with ILO and Cedefop 

in 2016 is a clear example of how collaborative developed knowledge products result in higher institutional 

interest and uptake50. The LMIS tools and methods continued to be used by ETF experts to support EUDEL staff 

in PCs, and some PCs identified ETF experts' contextual knowledge as adding direct value in adapting the 

methodologies. The co-developed products were also specifically designed to feed into ETF's policy advisory 

work with EUDEL, giving them a longer functional shelf-life than standalone publications.  

3.1.2.  ETF knowledge products’ uptake & use cases 

Uptake of ETF knowledge products 

Uptake of ETF's knowledge products is assessed through several complementary proxies: ETF's own KPI on 

stakeholders reporting use of its knowledge, download patterns of published outputs, and variation in 

reported relevance across stakeholder groups.  

ETF’s own KPI on knowledge uptake, drawn from its biannual stakeholder survey, shows that in both 2024 and 

2025, 81% of the Agency’s primary stakeholder group reported having used ETF knowledge in the past year, 

above the Agency’s 75% target51. In addition, as per ETF’s reporting, the absolute volume of stakeholder 

engagement remained above its target across the meta-evaluation timeframe, with 7’121 stakeholders 

engaged in ETF activities in 2025, against a target of 7,000 stakeholders. Year-on-year, this engagement has 

fluctuated between 7’121 (2025) and 10’237 stakeholders (2023), reflecting a demand-driven variation 

around large convening cycles52. 

Another measure of interest and uptake of ETF’s knowledge products are these products’ download patterns, 

which give a sense of whether stakeholders’ interest is sustained over time. The evaluation of the Agency’s 

knowledge products showed that download numbers vary by product types53. Knowledge tools (e.g.: toolkits, 

policy briefs, handbooks and methodological guides) averaged around 104 downloads each and this 

readership stayed steady up to two years after the products’ publication. Knowledge synthesis products (e.g.: 

comparative studies, working papers, regional and global analytical reports) attracted among the highest 

initial interest (an average of 126 downloads in the publication year, the highest of any category) but lost 

more than half of that readership within a year. Data-collection products (e.g.: collection of new data for 

country reports and fiches, statistical analyses and case study reports) averaged 45 downloads and decline 

thereafter, consistent with interest tied to the newness of the underlying data.  

While download patterns are a relevant measure of stakeholder interest with the ETF’s knowledge products, 

this metric provides one side of the picture and does not necessarily indicate whether end-user find ETF’s 

knowledge products genuinely useful, and importantly whether the knowledge products reached their target 

user group. The analysis in this subsection should therefore be read as indicative of relative interest among 

engaged stakeholders, rather than as direct evidence of whether each product is reaching and serving its 

intended audience well. It should also be noted that ETF's portfolio is not designed to reach uniformly across 

all stakeholder groups: different products are intended for different audiences, and lower familiarity or 

engagement with a given product among one group does not in itself indicate weaker performance where 

that group is not the intended user base.  

Uptake of ETF’s products also varies widely by stakeholder type. A cross-agency evaluation found that 

research and consultancy organisations rated ETF outputs as most relevant (75%), while VET providers (50%) 

 

 

 
50 Text 6 FGB & Ockham IPS (2021) Evaluation of the use and future development of ETF knowledge products  
51 ETF CAAR 2025 Report, Annex 1 Core business statistics. Data from 2023 is not reported in Annex 1 owing to the survey’s biannual frequency at 
that time. Given that the respondent base in ETF’s reporting are stakeholders already institutionally engaged with ETF, this figure should be read as 
a measure of sustained engagement within ETF’s established networks rather than as evidence of uptake among the broader potential user base. 
52 ETF CAAR 2025 Report, Annex 1 Core business statistics. As with other ETF own-reporting figures cited in this report, this KPI measures 
stakeholders already institutionally engaged with ETF and should be read accordingly. 
53 Text 6 FGB & Ockham IPS (2021) Evaluation of the use and future development of ETF knowledge products  
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and EU institutions (55%) were notably less engaged54. The same evaluation recommended that more efforts 

be made to increase the visibility of ETF resources at national level, where the intended end-users of practical  

tools are most concentrated (see section 3.1.1).  

Where uptake is uneven, the evidence points to structural rather than digital causes . The evaluation of ETF 

knowledge products also found that ETF’s publication types do not always match up with the categories in 

the online database or the branding on the documents themselves, making it "relatively hard for users to 

navigate the wealth of materials available" and leaving certain outputs hidden and difficult to find55. These 

navigation challenges are compounded by broader accessibility barriers, including lengthy outputs and 

limited local language availability, which were already flagged in previous evaluations and have contributed 

to lower familiarity among their specific users with certain products such as KIESE and the Riga mid -term 

deliverables monitoring and reporting among PC representatives56. This suggests that lower uptake for these 

products is driven more by lack of awareness than by stakeholders finding them unhelpful.  

The same evaluation of ETF's knowledge products found that only 5 out of 338 publications exceeded 500 

downloads, with ETF job vacancies consistently attracting over 1,000 downloads and some exceeding 4,00057. 

While the two figures are not directly comparable, job vacancies and knowledge outputs serve different 

functions the gap gives a sense of the traffic web content attracts when it has a clearly defined audience.  

Similarly, another evaluation found that the Agency’s balance between knowledge products’ delivery and 

dissemination activities was cited as a hindering factor to wider effectiveness. Here, the production of outputs 

such as research publications seems to have been of higher priority among ETF staff than communication 

and dissemination initiatives. This was attributed to the working culture at ETF which informally compared 

staff’s performance by reference to the number and type of publications they produced 58. A related 

consequence of this production logic was that target audiences were often left undefined at the outset: over 

half of ETF publications between 2015 and 2020 (53%) did not explicitly identify a target audience59.  

Nevertheless, there have been efforts to change the project cycle in terms of providing more time for curation 

and the use of knowledge60. The same evaluation noted that ETF's internal processes have historically been 

geared towards ensuring publication quality rather than tracking post-publication use, suggesting that there 

is an opportunity for ETF to better understand how products are reaching their intended audiences.  

Taken together, these findings suggest that lower uptake for certain ETF products is driven more by lack of 

awareness, structural categorisation, and accessibility than by stakeholders finding the products unhelpful . 

ETF's own activity reporting shows steady year-on-year growth in digital engagement through its website and 

social media channels61, yet this has not translated into comparable traction for its digital knowledge 

repositories. This gap between growing online visibility and low uptake of certain ETF knowledge products 

suggests that the issue is specific to how certain ETF products are structured and categorised, rather than a 

lack of digital presence overall. 

Use cases of what stakeholders find most valuable and why  

Three ETF product areas were found to be particularly valuable for their practical applicability by a range of 

stakeholder groups: 

• ENESAT: COVEs valued for facilitating institutional self-assessment and fostering a culture of continuous 

improvement within vocational centres62. 

• Skills Demand Analysis (SDA): Used by a range of external stakeholders including national authorities, 

education and training institutions, employment institutions, social partners, and international 

organisations such as Cedefop, ILO, OECD, UNIDO and Eurofound, who praised ETF's abil ity to 

convene stakeholders and help them identify and prioritise their work based on forward-looking 

 

 

 
54 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
55 Text 6 FGB & Ockham IPS (2021) Evaluation of the use and future development of ETF knowledge products  
56 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
57 Text 6 FGB & Ockham IPS (2021) Evaluation of the use and future development of ETF knowledge products  
58 Text 6 FGB & Ockham IPS (2021) Evaluation of the use and future development of ETF knowledge products  
59 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment 
60 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
61 ETF CAAR Reports: Analysis and Assessment, 2021, 2022, 2023, and 2024 editions respectively.  
62 Text 5 FGB & Ockham IPS (2024) Evaluation of the ETF Network of Excellence (ENE) project 
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analysis of trends and developments in in skills demand63. Monitoring & assessment outputs: Valued by 

national policymakers and by EU services for providing foundational evidence for national policy 

development and coordination with donors64 (see section 3.1.1). However, while products offering 

concrete policy input were most likely to clearly define their intended users, a significant share of 

publications, particularly those focused on data collection, do not explicitly identify a target 

audience65. Defining intended users more consistently when planning new knowledge products could 

help ensure that the practical orientation stakeholders value most is built in from the start.  

A notable feature of ETF's work, particularly for its SDA, is its anticipatory function: the capacity to identify 

emerging trends and help PCs prepare for future challenges rather than simply describing current conditions.  

The same independent evaluation of ETF’s SDA found it was positively assessed by external stakeholders, who 

valued ETF's ability to help them develop "relevant and future-proof prioritisation of work”66. However, the 

same evaluation found that ETF’ broader anticipatory function, within which SDA sits, remains substantially 

shaped by the experience and informal judgement of individual ETF experts, rather than on a systematised 

organisational process. A pre-2020 evaluation of ETF’s networks observed a similar pattern in relation to WBL 

peer-learning in the EaP region, indicating that this mode of value has been a consistent feature of ETF’s 

network model over time.67 ETF’s own reporting suggests that this mode of network value has continued into 

the current period. In 2025, the active engagement rate of ETF network members reached 78%, against a 75% 

target, with this indicator having ranged between 61% (2021) and 92% (2024) over the meta-evaluation 

period68. 

The way stakeholders encounter ETF products also shapes how useful they find them. As Figure 6 shows, 

formats involving direct expert engagement, such as meetings (71%), webinars (71%), and the ETF’s website 

(68%), are rated as the most satisfactory, suggesting that stakeholders derive the most value when products 

are accompanied by expert guidance and/or structured exchanges . By contrast, self-directed formats such 

as the ETF Open Space (53%) and study visits (44%) scored lowest, with study visits also showing the highest 

non-engagement rate at nearly 19%. This points to a potential accessibility gap: the products stakeholder s 

find most valuable for their work are those delivered through formats that combine content with expert 

interpretation, rather than formats that rely on independent navigation.  

 

 

 
63 Text 4 Ockham IPS (2023) Evaluation of ETF Skills Demand Analysis Project & Anticipatory Function 
64 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment 
65 Text 6 FGB & Ockham IPS (2021) Evaluation of the use and future development of ETF knowledge products  
66 Text 4 Ockham IPS (2023) Evaluation of ETF Skills Demand Analysis Project & Anticipatory Function  
67 Text 41 PPMI Group (2018) Evaluation of the ETF networks  
68 ETF CAAR 2025 Report, Annex 1 Core business statistics. As with ETF’s own reporting, this KPI captures activity among already engaged 
stakeholders. 
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Figure 6. Stakeholder satisfaction with ETF’s interaction formats 

Source: ETF Stakeholder feedback survey 2024-25 (N=539) 

How stakeholders use ETF’s knowledge products 

The evaluation evidence provides many concrete examples of PC stakeholders adapting ETF’s products to 

strengthen their national systems. These cases demonstrate systemic embedding through the integration of 

ETF methodologies directly into national institutional infrastructures69. For example, in Armenia, stakeholders 

established a big data labour market intelligence model, inspired by MiM workshops on big data and ETF 

staff’s experience. Armenian stakeholders also continued the cooperation with the University of Milano -

Bicocca big data team beyond the initial ETF engagement. Similarly, in Belarus, the national capacity to 

undertake independent research using methods learned through the MiM initiative was reported as 

improved. The country subsequently launched an employer survey, began developing a Big Data model, 

and completed a web-based labour market landscape exercise. It should be noted, however, that this 

example dates from 2020, before ETF suspended cooperation with Belarus following Russia's invasion of 

Ukraine, an example of how the geopolitical context in which PCs operate is a decisive factor in ETF's ability 

to sustain results over the longer term and lay the groundwork for impact.  

Beyond the example of use enabled through the MiM’s network, other evaluations report similar examples of 

ETF products being taken up and built into national systems. For example, CoVEs uses the ENESAT tool not only 

for internal assessment but as a strategic instrument to present development plans to policymakers70. 

ETF's own monitoring data points to additional examples of its product’s use at the national level. For example,  

in Palestine, national authorities used findings from the Torino Process to restructure coordination committees 

and administrative hierarchies within the National Commission for TVET71. In Moldova, ETF advice contributed 

to COVEs being formally embedded in VET governance under new legislation72.  

These use cases share a common pattern: ETF products are most effectively used when they serve as 

replicable templates that national authorities can adapt and integrate into their own administrative and 

research systems. Earlier evidence covering 2014–2019 pointed in the same direction73, suggesting that this 

 

 

 
69 Text 9 Ockham IPS, FGB and 3s (2020) A review of the ETF “Make it Match” initiative. It should be noted that these MiM countr y examples, while 
reported within an independent evaluation, are drawn from ETF's own summary of achievements rather than independently verified at country level.  
70 Text 5 FGB & Ockham IPS (2024) Evaluation of the ETF Network of Excellence (ENE) project 
71 ETF (2024) System Monitoring Report: Palestine  
72 ETF (2024) Report Analysis and Assessment 
73 Text 35 Ockham IPS, FGB and 3s (2020) Evaluation of the ETF actions on the reform of qualifications systems in partner countr ies 

44%

54%

56%

62%

63%

67%

68%

71%

72%

15%

16%

17%

11%

14%

12%

11%

9%

8%

4%

2%

2%

3%

2%

2%

2%

3%

2%

19%

12%

9%

10%

8%

7%

6%

6%

8%

18%

17%

16%

14%

13%

13%

14%

11%

11%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Study Visits / Peer Reviews

ETF Open Space

Social Media

ETF Training / Workshops

Interaction with ETF Experts

ETF Networks / Online
Communities

ETF Website

ETF Webinars

ETF Meetings & Conferences

Very Satisfied + Satisfied Neutral Dissatisfied + Very Dissatisfied No Interaction No Answer



 

 

27 

 

mode of use, adaptation rather than consumption, has been a consistent feature of how PCs engage with 

ETF outputs. 

Taken together, the findings of sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2 point to a consistent and important pattern: ETF’s 

effectiveness is not principally a function of the volume or visibility of its knowledge products, but of how 

closely those products are matched to the working needs of their intended audiences and embedded within 

direct expert engagement. Products and services that meet these conditions; methodological tools, country-

specific analyses, expert-led interactions; consistently achieve high utility ratings and generate tangible 

uptake. Products that do not meet these conditions; lengthy publications, digital repositories not tied to active 

engagement; see more limited uptake regardless of their quality. This distinction between products that are 

used and those that are produced should guide both ETF’s portfolio investment decisions and how it measures 

its own effectiveness going forward. 

3.2. Impact  

This section assesses the impact of ETF’s work, both in terms of contributing to HCD policy and institutional 

reforms and developments in PCs, as well as more generally from its geographic and thematic reach.  

3.2.1.  Impact of ETF interventions on HCD policy reforms and institutional developments  

ETF's contribution to HCD policy reforms and institutional developments is operationalised through its three 

core services (monitoring and assessment, policy advisory, and knowledge management). Within these core 

service areas, ETF’s knowledge products, including the Torino Process, country and thematic fiches, KIESE 

data, LMIS methodologies, tools like ENESAT, and many more, have contributed to the conditions in which 

policy reform and institutional development become possible, typically alongside PCs’ own political decisions 

and the involvement of other actors.  

Moreover, ETF's interventions operate within the strategic frameworks of EU external policy instruments,  

including the ENP, NDICI–Global Europe, and IPA, which provide the context, structural coherence, and a 

basis for impact in engagement across PCs regions.  

Contribution to HCD policy reforms  

The evidence confirms that ETF has contributed to policy reforms in PCs, often indirectly by fostering 

stakeholder dialogue, widening stakeholder involvement, building the evidence base that precedes formal 

policy drafting and by broadening stakeholder consensus around reform priorities. (see section 3.2.3).  

For one, the ETF plays a pivotal role in generating the intelligence required for policy formulation. There is a 

broad stakeholder recognition that ETF’s Monitoring & Assessment activities actively contribute to the 

development of national policy frameworks and HCD system reforms. In an independent evaluation’s Policy 

Delphi survey with ETF stakeholders groups (EU institutions, Member States, international development 

organisations, PCs), over 80% agreed (or strongly agreed) that ETF has contributed to policy reforms (Figure 

7). The ETF’s commissioned survey, while drawn from a respondent base already institutionally engaged with 

the Agency, is broadly consistent with this picture: 80% of stakeholders agreed or strongly agreed that ETF 

provides robust monitoring and policy advice in support of lifelong learning systems and governance 

improvements74. 

ETF’s own reporting points to a parallel pattern of contribution on the EU side. The Agency’s operational KPI 

on geographic and thematic coverage of EU requests for support to projects design reached 86% in 2025,  

against a 75% target, with this indicator rising consistently from 79% in 2021 to 82% in 202475. While drawn from 

ETF self-reporting, this points to a sustained EU-side demand for ETF input into programme design, 

complementing the perception-based evidence from stakeholders cited above.  

 

 

 
74 Text 1 ETF Stakeholder Feedback Survey 2024-25. 
75 ETF CAAR 2025 Report, Annex 1 Core business statistics, “Programme design” operational KPI.  
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Figure 7. ETF Monitoring and Assessment’s contribution to policy development & reforms in PCs  

 

Source: PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment, Policy Delphi survey (N=99) 

Moreover, across the evaluations reviewed, ETF's skills anticipation and ALMP work shows a consistent pattern 

of contribution to policy reforms in PCs. Indeed, ETF often provides the technical foundation necessary for 

national authorities in PC regions to mitigate labour market risks and formulate responsive policies 76. Moreover, 

the ETF’s work on ALMPs and skills anticipation similarly ensures PCs receive relevant and timely support77. ETF’s 

new and upgrade of existing methodological tools to analyse skills needs, led to stronger intelligence on the 

topic. Previously, tools used in the EU were translated for ETF PCs. However, regional knowledge is now 

captured through expert networks such as the Skills Lab and conducting in-depth, country-specific reports. 

Notable examples of such include ETF's Future of Work methodology which generated uptake from PCs 

including Tunisia, Albania, and Armenia, and was adapted for Latin American countries  through cooperation 

with UNDP. An earlier meta-analysis covering 2014–2017 had already pointed in this direction, providing 

historical continuity for the pattern observed in the current period78. In some cases, this technical foundation 

has translated into more permanent additions to PCs' institutional architecture and methodological practice  

(see examples in section 3.2.2).  

ETF's work on qualifications systems and frameworks  offers some of the most concrete evidence of 

contribution to policy reforms and institutional development in PCs. An independent evaluation of ETF's 

actions in this field found that ETF interventions had an impact on PCs' mechanisms, frameworks, and 

processes for implementing qualifications reforms, with the combination of expert support, comparative 

analysis, and stakeholder capacity-building together enabling these outcomes79. For example:  

➢ In Ukraine, ETF expert support contributed to the NQF implementation action plan, the work of the 

National Qualifications Agency, and the country's qualifications register, with similar positive 

contributions identified in North Macedonia and Kosovo. ETF's own reporting indicates that Ukraine 

has since begun formally aligning its NQF with the EQF 80. 

➢ In Moldova, ETF contributed to the Ministry of Education's work on the NQF and to the Ministry of 

Labour's establishment of sector committees designed to align qualifications with labour market 

needs. ETF’s own reporting also shows that Moldova has begun aligning its frameworks with the EQF, 

a step that makes its qualifications more transparent and comparable across the EU 81. 

 

 

 
76 Text 4 Ockham IPS (2023) Evaluation of ETF Skills Demand Analysis Project & Anticipatory Function  
77 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
78 Text 40 PPMI Group (2018) Evaluation of the ETF functions - a meta-analysis of recent achievements and impacts 
79 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA, pp. 75–76 
80 ETF CAAR 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024 Reports  
81 ETF CAAR 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024 Reports  
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➢ ETF has also worked with Türkiye since 2013 on a separate reform to set up centres for the recognition 

of prior learning, partnering with EU Delegations, the national qualifications agency, and relevant 

sectoral committees. This long-term collaboration contributed to the establishment of 25 VET 

recognition centres in the country, supporting access to services for Syrian refugees and unemployed 

persons by enabling the transfer and recognition of qualifications.  ETF's own reporting indicates that, 

alongside this recognition-of-prior-learning reform, Türkiye's NQF was recognised as operational in 

2023, joining Serbia and Montenegro among PCs with functioning systems for classifying and 

recognising qualifications82. 

➢ Through its work on the African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF I), ETF has also 

contributed concrete inputs to NQF and regional qualifications framework developments in nine 

African countries (Angola, Cameroon, Ghana, Guiné Bissau, Eswatini, Mauritius, Mozambique, 

Senegal, and Sierra Leone) and two African regional bodies (IGAD, SADC), an engagement 

contributed under ACQF II 83. 

However, these evaluations equally consistently find that translating these policy commitments into 

measurable HCD reforms takes longer than evaluation cycles can allow for to measure them . For example,  

the evaluation of ETF's SDA work found that while products and policy advice led to follow -up activities in 

several PCs, measurable impact on policy reforms and/or adapted ALMP systems could not yet be 

established, with stakeholders noting that engaging at the political level on reforms and legislation typically 

takes three to four years to materialise84. A separate evaluation noted that ETF did not report quantitatively 

against its own targets for ALMP and skills intelligence uptake, a difficulty in demonstrating contribution to 

reforms, which has been a recurring challenge across evaluation periods. These difficulties were driven by the 

complexity of reform processes, the time they require, and the willingness of PCs to act on ETF's advice85. ETF's 

own reporting points to the same trend, documenting engagement and knowledge production rather than 

specific policy reform outcomes86. This measurement difficulty extends at times beyond external attribution 

problems to ETF’s own internal monitoring system. Indeed, an earlier evaluation observed at times an internal 

coordination challenge in ETF, with a disconnect between the staff working on monitoring and those 

designing interventions, resulting in monitoring data not being systematically used to improve the 

effectiveness of subsequent interventions. However, the ETF's Strategy 2027 already aimed to mitigate this 

shortcoming87. 

Moreover, ETF often promotes and facilitates the communication channels necessary for strategic dialogue 

and policy adoption. For example, interviewed stakeholders point to ETF's contribution to the establishment 

of sector skills committees in PCs, drawing on discussions, country needs analysis and accompanying training. 

According to one stakeholder: “ETF contributed a lot to the establishment of sector skills committees. They 

truly provided a lot of work from discussions, based on country needs and provided training for people.” 88  

Similarly, ETF's engagement through the Network of Excellence (ENE) contributed to institutional development 

and policy dialogue in PCs, in some cases producing formal changes to VET governance structures. For 

example, in Moldova, ETF's own reporting indicates that engagement with ENE contributed to CoVEs 

becoming formally embedded in the country's VET governance under newly adopted legislation89. More 

broadly, 40% of ENE member respondents also reported that ENE knowledge products fostered policy 

dialogue90. However, the extent of ENE's contribution varied across countries. Where national authorities were 

involved from the outset, policy reform was more likely to follow; where CoVEs joined without national 

authority involvement, policy influence did not fully materialise. Some ENE members also reported struggling 

to engage policymakers, suggesting that ENE's contributions to tangible HCD policy reforms depend on 

connecting vocational institutions to government priorities rather than on the reach of the network itself. 

 

 

 
82 ETF CAAR 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024 Reports  
83 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA, pp. 75–76; ETF 
CAAR 2025 Report, Table 9: African Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF II) in 2025. 
84 Text 4 Ockham IPS (2023) Evaluation of ETF Skills Demand Analysis Project & Anticipatory Function 
85 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
86 ETF (2024) CAAR Report Analysis and Assessment 
87 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
88 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment 
89 ETF CAAR 2024 CAAR Report 
90 Text 5 FGB & Ockham IPS (2024) Evaluation of the ETF Network of Excellence (ENE) project 
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Moreover, previous evaluations show that ETF's contribution to policy reforms often works through indirect  

channels, including building consensus and broadening the PCs’ evidence base. In a Policy Delphi survey in 

the evaluation of ETF’s Monitoring and Assessment work, PC stakeholders gave the highest marks to ETF's role 

in fostering VET and HCD discussion (32%) and widening stakeholder involvement (30%) (Table 4). The same 

respondents were more reserved on ETF's contribution to evidence-based policymaking itself (18%) and on 

the sustainability of monitoring activities without continued ETF support (7%)  (Table 4), suggesting that PC 

stakeholders recognise ETF's role in creating the conditions for HCD reforms more readily than in shaping the 

policy decisions themselves or building self-sustaining national systems. This picture corroborates what 

interviewed stakeholders emphasise, in that ETF often provides a neutral "external eye" that enables PCs actors 

to identify previously unseen weaknesses and surfaces solutions and recommendations to address them 91. 

Over the longer term, ETF is described as promoting a culture of self-assessment in countries that were often 

not accustomed to having such data and analysis available. This long-term, indirect impact, building the 

habits and infrastructure of evidence-based policymaking, is harder to capture in evaluation cycles but 

features consistently in qualitative stakeholders accounts. 

 Table 4 ETF monitoring has contributed to… (% of strongly agree by different stakeholder groups)  

Statement EU institution Int'l dev. org. 
EU Member 

State rep. 

PC public 
sector & 
social 

partners 

Wider involvement PC stakeholders in monitoring 17% 22% 38% 30% 
Some PCs would continue their monitoring activities even if 
ETF support would be discontinued 18% 13% 0% 7% 

Evidence-based and knowledge-based policy making in PCs 23% 22% 13% 18% 

Capacity of PCs to monitor their VET and HCD 25% 33% 38% 22% 
Helping PC governments and stakeholders realise the value of 
monitoring 25% 22% 25% 18% 
Helping PCs to discuss VET and HCD from a variety of 
perspectives 33% 33% 25% 32% 

Source: PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment, Policy Delphi survey (N=199)92 

In an evaluation conducted in 2022, stakeholders also consider some ETF monitoring activities to be more 

impactful than others in informing PCs’ reforms. Notably, stakeholders see that no single monitoring activity 

drives policy reform on its own. This pattern is consistent with other evaluations, which found that ETF's 

contribution to policy reforms operates primarily through building the evidence base and stakeholder 

consensus that precede formal policy drafting, rather than through direct input into legislative texts.  The 

Torino Process has gained substantial traction as a PC-led policy dialogue mechanism. By 2019, ETF had 

already surpassed its target of 50% of PCs using the TRP for national and/or EU policy dialogue, reaching 78%, 

with PC governments such as Moldova's Ministry of Education and Research describing it as "one of the most 

efficient tools for the policy dialogue, monitoring and evaluation of [Moldova's] VET reforms"93. ETF’s most 

recent reporting from 2025 indicates that all PCs now participate in the first strand of the Torino Process, with 

the second strand maintained for selected and volunteering countries undertaking in -depth policy reviews94. 

The result is that EU policy priorities are translated into locally owned, co -created solutions rather than 

externally imposed templates, which in turn strengthens their sustainability (section 3.2.3).  

Contribution to institutional developments 

More broadly, ETF has contributed to the establishment of permanent institutional structures, such as Labour 

Market Observatories (e.g., in Azerbaijan and Moldova via the MiM initiative), and its methodologies have 

 

 

 
91 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment 
92 Note: The Partner Countries column aggregates the PC public sector and PC social partner sub-groups drawn from the pooled two-round Policy 
Delphi survey (two rounds, total N=99) in the evaluation. The percentages for the Partner Countries column were recomputed using the combined 

respondent base (N=99) weighted by sub-group size. 
93 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
94 ETF CAAR 2025 Report, Annex 16 Progress on recommendations from the evaluation of Employment Agencies.  



 

 

31 

 

been embedded into national Labour Market and Skills Information Systems by PCs authorities 95, 

strengthening national skills intelligence capacity across regions. The strongest evidence often came from 

cases where PCs independently adopted and applied ETF-developed methods after project completion.  

A key enabling factor in ETF’s ability to influence institutional developments in PCs is the cumulative effect of 

ETF's sustained and long-term engagement with PC institutions. ETF’s technical assistance is anchored in 

sustained engagement with PC counterparts on closely related issues, a continuity that allows for institutional 

change (section 3.2.3).  External evaluations point to similar trends. ETF’s SDA analysis work was found to have 

promoted institutional capacity building by contributing to the development of expert networks in PCs. In 

several cases, national institutions now independently applied ETF-developed methods after the projects’  

completion96. ETF's own reporting on its SDA work documents similar patterns of institutional embedding, with 

many examples of knowledge production and stakeholder engagement. For example, in Egypt, ETF's online 

big data dashboard was fully integrated into the country's national LMIS. In Armenia, ETF findings and policy 

advice contributed to a reform of career guidance, with ETF's future of work methodology translated into 

career guidance materials for the national public employment service and integrated into a new EU D-

financed green education programme97.  

ETF knowledge products were also found to be regularly cited in PC policy documents . For example, in terms 

of the Torino Process, 52% of PC stakeholders confirmed that it is mentioned in national policy documents,  

and 45% reported that stakeholders have committed dedicated resources and staff98. Stakeholders across 

the board also agreed that a considerable part of the Torino Process's high reputation lies is its long -lasting 

presence in PCs’ domestic policy field. The uptake of ETF knowledge products in national policy documents 

points to one of ETF's distinctive assets: its capacity to translate complex comparative data into future-

oriented priorities that are legible and actionable for PC policy audiences.  

While legislative adoption and institutional development ultimately depend on PCs’ own political dynamics and 

priorities, the evidence suggests that ETF's contribution is strongest when it combines knowledge products with 

sustained, direct engagement at the national level. A key lesson from this meta-evaluation period is therefore 

that systematic tracking of how ETF products feeds into national policy documents would strengthen the 

evidence base for future impact assessment and help ETF better understand which modes of engag ement 

translate most effectively into lasting institutional change.  

Impact of ETF voluntary contribution projects   

Several voluntary contribution projects fall within this meta-evaluation scope, including the African 

Continental Qualifications Framework (ACQF II), the DARYA programme for Central Asia and the EaP. At this 

meta-evaluation’s stage, it remains too early to assess the impact of the following voluntary contribution 

projects on policy reforms and HCD developments as the projects are still under implementation and no 

independent mid-term evaluation has taken place.  

ACQF II 

Nonetheless, ETF's internal reporting shows promising progress. The African Qualifications Network and the 

Qualifications and Credentials Platform was launched in 2023, supporting country progress on NQF 

development based on agreed recommendations. ETF reports that participating countries have also used 

ACQF guidelines to develop their NQFs, and the peer learning between African countries enabled through 

the project has built motivation, ownership, and capacity99. These are early-stage institutional developments,  

laying groundwork for qualifications recognition, moving beyond demonstrating completed reforms.  

However, the ETF-commissioned survey indicates that databases and platforms, includng the ACQF, was 

categorised among some of ETF's most under-used and relevant products (50%)100. It should be noted that 

this survey was not specifically addressed to ACQF II's intended end users only, and can therefore not be read 

 

 

 
95 Text 8 Ockham IPS, FGB and 3s (2020) Final report on providing input to logics all activity areas  
96 Text 4 Ockham IPS (2023) Evaluation of ETF Skills Demand Analysis Project & Anticipatory Function 
97 ETF (2023) CAAR Report Analysis and Assessment 
98 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment, Figure 46, These figures aggregated the PC public sector and PC 
social partner sub-groups and are drawn from the pooled two-round Policy Delphi survey (N=99 total). The percentages were recomputed to combine 

the PC respondents (N=33) and weighted by the sub-group size.  
99 ETF CAAR 2023 Report; ACQF (2025) Progress Report 2 
100 Text 1 ETF Stakeholder Feedback Survey 2024-25 
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as the only measure of the platform's uptake within its target audience. It does however sit alongside a 

broader pattern observed in this evaluation, whereby stakeholders tend to value ETF’s expert-led interactions 

more than self-directed digital tools (section 3.1.1). 

DARYA 

ETF's internal reporting documents legislative and institutional changes in the region taking place alongside 

DARYA implementation, with the project's tools and engagement contributing as one input among several  

to these national processes101. In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, new laws on vocational qualifications have 

been passed. In the case of Kazakhstan, this legislation established a new qualifications authority. Employer 

survey and graduate tracking methodologies have also been formally integrated into permanent national 

labour market monitoring systems in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. In Tajikistan, the VET sector underwent 

restructuring with the establishment of a Committee on Primary and Secondary Vocational Education. By 

2024, the SCAFFOLD tool had also been incorporated into the workplan of Kyrgyzstan's Ministry of Education 

and Science and into CPD structures in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. These ongoing HCD institutional reforms 

and developments suggest that DARYA is moving beyond regional dialogue towards national-level  

institutional embedding. This is crucial since the project's long-term impact depends on whether regional 

dialogue translates into consistent national-level policy implementation, a transition that remains in progress. 

EAP 

ETF's internal reporting indicates that the programmes under the EaP umbrella have provided structured 

channels for policy influence. Under the SER programme, ETF applied its Rapid Education Diagnosis (RED) 

methodology to provide national ministries with systemic analysis of equity and governance in education,  

supporting the development of roadmaps for institutional reform in Armenia and Moldova, alongside national 

ministries 102. Through EU4Digital, ETF supported digital education reform actions in Ukraine, Azerbaijan, and 

Moldova, working to align national policies with the EU Digital Education Action Plan 103. ETF also served on the 

Steering Committees of EU4Youth and EU4Digital, providing policy advice to DG NEAR service contractors to 

ensure regional investments align with human capital development goals104. These roles position ETF as a 

significant asset within broader EU-funded programmes that is helpful in equal measure to the EC/EEAS and 

to PCs as the direct implementer and owner of reforms. Whether this translates into sustainable policy or 

institutional outcomes at the country level is still to be independently assessed.  

voluntary contribution projects, a consistent pattern emerges: contribution to policy reform and institutional 

development depends less on the existence of knowledge products or platforms and more on the long-term 

nature and depth of institutional engagement at the national level(See section 4).  

3.2.2.  Thematic and geographic patterns of impact  

This section analyses the main takeaways in terms of ETF’s geographic level of impact, thematic area, drawing 

on evaluations conducted between 2020 and 2025.  

Thematic impact  

The ETF's core strength lies in its forward-looking orientation, including in particular its ability to navigate,  

particularly its capacity to track and respond to evolving EU and global priorities. During the meta -evaluation 

period, this was most visible in its work on the green and digital transitions, which aligned with the EU external  

policy agenda under the European Green Deal and the Digital Decade 2030 agenda. As EU priorities shift, 

with competitiveness, security and resilience gaining prominence, this adaptive capability positions ETF well 

to remain strategically relevant in the coming period.  

This thematic orientation is structurally embedded in how the Agency decides what to work on; ETF maintains 

a range of activities across all strands dedicated to anticipating future challenges and opportunities, which 

ensures its work remains focused on the most pressing HCD needs in PCs105. By leveraging high-level 

intellectual capital, the Agency transforms complex labour market trends into future-proof policy advice. 

 

 

 
101 ETF (2024) DARYA first narrative and financial progress report 13 June 2022 – 30 June 2023; ETF CAAR 2024 Report 
102 ETF (2024) SER first progress report  
103 ETF EU4Digital programme documentation 
104 ETF CAAR 2023 Report; ETF (2022) Overview of ETF activities in EaP 
105 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
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Moreover, ETF’s cross-agency cooperation further helps lay the basis for ETF’s thematic impact. Indeed, a key 

benefit of the cooperation between ETF and other EU Agencies like CEDEFOP is the capability to pool existing 

expertise together to address new cross-cutting themes, such as the socio-economic impact of the Covid-19 

pandemic, digitalisation, and the green transition106. 

External evaluations107 and ETF's own reporting108 point to a range of impactful investments in the green 

and digital transition areas: 

• Green transition: Examples highlighted include pilot reviews conducted in PCs on global trends in 

sectors such as agri-tech, agri-food, automotive and energy, the GRETA initiative to support the 

green transition through peer learning, and the annual ETF Green Skills Award that recognises 

successful efforts in creating circular and carbon-neutral economies109. 

• Digital transition: Examples include policy advice on digital inclusion delivered through initiatives 

such as DERF, READY, SCAFFOLD, and SELFIE (including SELFIE for Teachers), as well as case studies 

from the Creating New Learning (CNL) research strand on innovation in teaching and learning. 

Together, these tools enabled the delivery of tailored, evidence-based policy advice that was 

taken up by PCs in support of reforms and strategic decisions in education and training systems.  

Functionally, the ETF operates as a systemic influencer through knowledge generation and networking rather 

than direct financial aid. The Agency’s impact is codified in successful "brands" like the Torino Process 110 and 

practical tools like ENESAT111, which have moved beyond theory to establish tangible national infrastructures,  

such as labour market observatories. In the case of the Torino process, the meta-evaluation’s evidence base 

found that immediate direct impacts include the convening of structured policy dialogue with PC 

governments, the production of comparative diagnostics, and the capacity-building of ministry staff in 

evidence-based policy analysis. The Torino Process’ contribution to longer-term reform outcomes,  such as 

the embedding of VET reform priorities in national strategies hinges on PCs’ political will, EU policy frameworks 

and the activities of other actors, and should therefore be understood as often co-produced rather than 

directly attributable to ETF’s work only. ENESAT has similarly proven to help PCs identify and prioritise areas for 

improvements, to present clear strategic plans to policymakers, and to foster policy dialogue, with the 

resulting national infrastructures, such as labour market observatories, reflecting both ENESAT's analytical 

scaffolding and the institutional capacity each PC has been able to mobilise.  

Through its policy advice function, ETF also informed NQF implementation action plans, national qualifications 

agency work, and qualifications registers across PCs. One example of longer-term institutional impact in this 

thematic area is ETF's collaboration with Turkey since 2013 on prior learning recognition, which contributed to 

the establishment of 25 VET recognition centres across the country, providing qualification transfer and access 

services to Syrian refugees and unemployed persons112. Corroborating this pattern, an evaluation from the 

pre-2020 period found that stakeholders particularly valued ETF's contributions in VET governance and 

policymaking, NQF, VET provision and quality assurance. ETF's participatory approach, its support to evidence -

based policymaking through the Torino Process, and its role in NQF development were also specifically 

highlighted113.  

By contrast, stakeholders identified in an ETF-commissioned survey migration-related skills recognition and 

conflict resilience among the lower-priority thematic areas, trailing behind core topics like lifelong learning 114. 

 

 

 
106 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
107 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
108 ETF CAAR 2024 Report 
109 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
110 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment 
111 Text 5 FGB & Ockham IPS (2024) Evaluation of the ETF Network of Excellence (ENE) project 
112 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
113 Text 35 Ockham IPS, FGB and 3s (2020) Evaluation of the ETF actions on the reform of qualifications systems in partner countr ies; Text 38 PPMI 
Group (2017) Evaluation of ETF activities in the field of VET governance; Text 39 ICON-INSTITUTE GmbH & Co. KG Consulting Gruppe (2019) 
Evaluation of ETF activities in work-based learning in VET 
114 Text 1 ETF Stakeholder Feedback Survey 2024-25. Note: The lower priority ratings likely reflect the composition of the survey’s respondent base, 

which was dominated by national authorities in Enlargement, EaP and SEMED, constituencies that tend to prioritise their own citizens' VET needs 
rather than migrants' skills. This stands in contrast to the perspective of EU institutions, for whom supporting skills development for migrants in PCs 
is a significant policy interest. The survey results may therefore understate the salience of this thematic area from an EU demand-side perspective. 
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These perceptions may be compounded by a visibility gap, as many stakeholders were less familiar with these 

monitoring outputs beyond the flagship products (see section  3.1.1). It should be noted that the survey 

referenced primarily comes from stakeholders in the Enlargement, EaP and SEMED regions115. This implies that 

the lower relevance rating reflects the views of stakeholders, where this is a key policy priority. This may limit 

what can be concluded about the perception of this thematic area’s priority beyond ETF's established 

networks.  

The ETF's thematic impact is at times constrained by visibility gaps. While flagship tools such as the Torino 

Process achieve strong stakeholder recognition, more peripheral outputs like Country Fiches and the Riga 

deliverables see substantially lower uptake. Stakeholders cite limited visual appeal and mobile inaccessibili ty 

as barriers to engaging with ETF's digital publications116, suggesting that format and accessibility challenges 

compound the visibility deficit for niche thematic outputs (see section 3.1.2).   

Beyond these visibility gaps, previous evaluations found, at times, a gap in the ETF’s political -level policy 

advice. Indeed, while the Agency’s technical support to practitioners such as those in CoVEs is highly valued, 

the Agency faces some difficulties in facilitating engagement between these practitioners and national or 

local policymakers117. Stakeholders also expressed a specific need for support in navigating political agendas. 

This points to a larger trend. While ETF excels at providing technical support to practitioners, in some PCs, it 

struggles to facilitate the high-level engagement necessary to navigate national political agendas. This 

positions the Agency as a respected technical expert rather than always a strategic broker. 

An earlier meta-analysis of ETF evaluations (2014-2017) similarly noted that ETF’s weaker areas included 

communication and dissemination of policy learning tools, and that ETF's actions "seldom triggered 

immediate policy changes"118, suggesting that ETF’s influence continues to be through long-term institutional 

embedding. 

Geographic impact 

Geographically, the ETF has been strengthening its geographic engagement across PCs in the EU 

Neighbourhood and Enlargement regions, including in SEET, SEMED, EaP and CA.   

Impact varies systematically across regions. The meta-evaluation found that the ETF's geographic impact is 

shaped by a co-production model in which results depend on both the quality of ETF’s inputs and PCs’ 

engagement, visibility, and capacity. The level of engagement and readiness of PCs was a key external  

facilitating factor that "plays an influential role in the level of impact the activities of the Agency can have" 119.. 

This co-production dynamic creates a differentiated landscape of impact across regions:  

Higher-engagement regions:  

Impact is demonstrably higher in geographic contexts where strong PC institutional capacity, political will, 

and an EU accession anchor are present. These conditions generate the absorption capacity needed to 

translate ETF technical assistance into concrete policy and legislative outcomes.  

Within these higher-engagement contexts, the meta-evaluation's evidence base points to several country-

level examples illustrating how ETF inputs have informed reform processes.:  

• Albania: ETF's skills for smart specialisation analysis informed Albania’s national Growth Plan, with 

elements of its recommendations reflected in the document, an outcome shaped by the Albanian 

authorities’ policy choices alongside ETF’s technical inputs.  

• North Macedonia: An independent evaluation found that ETF's work informed a draft VET law based 

on concepts for regional VET centres and adaptations of ministerial orders on secondary education,  

assigning VET schools to play a more regional role120. ETF's own reporting indicates that this investment 

continued into 2024, with the ETF supporting the training of validation practitioners, contributing to the 

 

 

 
115 Note: Response rate by stakeholder group in Text 1: National Authorities/Agencies (89%) and ETF Governing Board members (100%), while 
participation from civil society (16%), VET providers (9%), and donors (6%) was significantly lower.  
116 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment  
117 Text 5 FGB & Ockham IPS (2024) Evaluation of the ETF Network of Excellence (ENE) project 
118 PPMI Group (2018) Evaluation of the ETF functions: a meta-analysis of recent achievements and impacts  
119 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
120 Text 4 Ockham IPS (2023) Evaluation of ETF Skills Demand Analysis Project & Anticipatory Function 
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subsequent launch of a pilot scheme for the validation of non-formal and informal learning by regional 

VET centres, and with ENE providing support for broader VET reforms aligned with North Macedonia's 

2018–25 Education Strategy121.  

• Montenegro: ETF’s own reporting indicates that the Agency contributed to the development of a new 

Education Strategy and Action Plan, including a financial framework for sustainable implementation 

in support of EU accession122.  

• Western Balkans (multiple countries): According to ETF’s own reporting, validation of non-formal and 

informal learning has been embedded as an instrument in the Youth Guarantee Implementation Plans 

of North Macedonia, Albania and Kosovo, building on qualifications-related advisory work to which 

ETF contributed alongside national authorities and other partners123. 

Lower-engagement regions:  

Impact is structurally more constrained in geographic contexts where PCs’ institutional capacity is more 

limited, political will is fragile, and/or the EU accession incentive is absent. In these settings, ETFs’ inputs tend 

to remain at earlier or preparatory stages, with reform uptake slower and harder to document independently.   

Within these lower-engagement contexts, the meta-evaluation identified several examples: 

• Morocco: Following ETF policy advice and a study visit to Italy, Moroccan authorities began 

preparations to classify occupations and skills in alignment with ESCO, an early-stage commitment to 

which ETF contributed technical input, and without a documented follow-on reform trajectory124. 

• Tajikistan: Within the DARYA regional project, ETF engaged across all five countries' peer learning 

activities, and national stakeholders participated in regional steering committees and thematic 

events. However, significant VET governance restructuring in the country from 2023 to 2025, including 

the establishment of a new Committee on Primary and Secondary Vocational Education replacing a 

previously split ministerial structure, and subsequent adjustments to the Ministry of Labour's mandate,  

reduced institutional capacity to engage in piloting and testing of methodological tools. The structural  

changes, combined with limited human resource capacity in the newly established bodies, 

constrained the depth of uptake beyond peer learning participation125.  

More broadly, there are also several examples in which the ETF’s support has had positive impacts beyond 

the original intention, including, for example, in the case of the African Continental Qualifications Framework 

and the ETF’s engagement in the EaP region.  

African Continental Qualifications Framework:  The ETF contributed to the development of national and 

regional qualifications in at least nine countries (Angola, Cameroon, Ghana, Guinea -Bissau, Eswatini, 

Mauritius, Mozambique, Senegal, and Sierra Leone) and two regions (IGAD and SADC) 126. Stakeholders 

noted that the ETF’s work also contributed to raising awareness on the importance of career guidance and 

VET, as well as on EU policy priorities127.   

EaP region: One example of the ETF’s broader achievements is the role it played in facilitating support to 

Ukraine in response to Russia’s war of aggression. Stakeholders noted that the ETF helped facilitate work 

between the European Commission and Ukraine. Furthermo re, the ETF’s investment in Ukraine, as well as 

Georgia and Moldova, is reported to have yielded valuable contacts that were highly beneficial. The ETF’s 

longstanding presence in and expertise on EaP countries prepared the Agency for this unexpected role 

and provided significant value to EU stakeholders working on Ukraine, PCs and Member States hosting 

Ukrainian refugees, and the EaP stakeholders directly128. 

 

 

 
121 ETF CAAR 2024 Report 
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123 ETF CAAR 2024 Report 
124 ETF CAAR 2024 Report 
125 3rd DARYA Narrative and Financial Progress report 
126 ACQF (2025) Progress Report 2 
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The more significant structural factors shaping ETF's geographic impact lie on the PCs’ side, where the diversity 

of political contexts, VET system maturity, and policy development needs varies substantially across regions 

and countries. On the EU side, there is scope for ETF's expertise to be more systematically drawn upon across 

European Commission services. EC Delegations have engaged ETF with some regularity, and a similar 

deepening of engagement at DG level could further strengthen the integration of ETF's mandate into EU 

external policy instruments. 

3.3. Lessons learnt & good practices for impact  

This section examines what lessons and success stories can be drawn from the achievements and challenges 

of ETF’s activities from 2020 to 2025.  

3.2.3 Drivers of impact 

The evaluation identifies five drivers of ETF’s impact:  

1. Continuous presence, partnerships and trust  

A primary factor is the ETF's sustained, decades-long engagement with PC stakeholders, a continuity that 

project-based consultancies can replicate. Evaluations and stakeholder feedback consistently highlight the 

Agency's role as a trusted and neutral broker: a relationship that takes years to establish and underpins the 

receptiveness of national partners to ETF's technical inputs.  

2. Professionalism & technical expertise 

The ETF’s impact is driven by its unique role as a technical expert, utilising its high-calibre human capital to 

transform complex data into "future-proof" policy priorities. Beyond data provision, as evaluations highlight, 

the Agency excels at overcoming silos, fostering national ownership by bringing together fragmented 

ministries and local experts so that reforms are more likely to be owned and led domestically rather than 

perceived as externally imposed129.  

An evaluation of ETF’s CPD work in the SEMED region preceding this meta-evaluation’s time period pointed 

in the same direction, suggesting that the bottom-up approach has been a long-standing feature of ETF’s 

technical model130.  

3. Convening power and networks: 

ETF also functions as a connector through which PCs learn from each other's reform experiences. Regional 

processes such as the Torino Process and thematic networks enable reform ideas to travel horizontally 

between countries, translating EU policy frameworks into locally co-created solutions that are more likely to 

take root. 

4. Institutional agility and crisis responsiveness 

The Agency’s impact is also underpinned by institutional agility, which allows ETF to pivot, when necessary, for 

example, toward green and digital transitions or respond swiftly to geopolitical crises such as the war in 

Ukraine131. The large variety of knowledge products produced across the period further underlines this 

organisational flexibility. These efforts are operationalised through technical engines such as the ENESAT tool, 

which supports vocational centres in developing clear strategic plans132, and the "Open Space" digital 

infrastructure, which facilitates the broad dissemination of the Agency’s monitoring work 133.  

5. Extra-subsidy projects as strategic levers 

The ETF uses voluntary contribution projects as a strategic lever to amplify its impact and support EU external  

policy, primarily by converting EU policy dialogue into practical support to reform steps in beneficiary PCs. 

The MiM initiative illustrates this by drawing on Eastern Partnership funding to support the establishment of 

 

 

 
129 Text 3 PPMI Group (2022) Evaluation of the ETF Monitoring and assessment; Text 4 Ockham IPS (2023) Evaluation of ETF Skills Demand Analysis 
Project & Anticipatory Function 
130 ICON-INSTITUTE GmbH & Co. KG Consulting Gruppe (2017). Evaluation of ETF activities in improving continuing professional development of 
vocational teachers and trainers  
131 Text 7 European Commission (2022) Study supporting the evaluation of EU Agencies: Eurofound, Cedefop, ETF and EU-OSHA 
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concrete national instruments, such as labour market observatories and forecasting models in Azerbaijan and 

Moldova, co-developed with national authorities and without depleting the ETF’s core budget.  

Similarly, the DARYA project marks a milestone under the EU’s Global Gateway Strategy, expanding the 

Agency's capacity to support Central Asian partners in aligning their vocational systems with European 

standards through tools like SCAFFOLD. These interventions are also successful because of the ETF's high 

strategic coherence with Commission priorities. With 83.5% of stakeholders affirming ETF is aligned with EU 

priorities, the Agency has the credibility required to manage large-scale external funds and solidify the EU's 

role as a stronger global actor134. 

3.2.4 Recurring challenges and barriers to impact  

The evaluation identifies two primary barriers that consistently hinder the ETF’s impact: 

1. Digital and knowledge management gaps  

There is at times a disconnect between the quality of ETF’s research and its accessibility. "Structural logic 

failures" in the categorisation of its knowledge products135 and poor navigation on digital online platforms136 

effectively "hide" the Agency’s valuable tools. This increases the risk that stakeholders are unfamiliar with 

and/or don’t know how to access its resources.  

2. Ecosystem and stakeholder fragmentation  

Fragmentation across three levels presents a recurring contextual challenge to sustaining reform momentum:  

➢ Within the ETF's engagement processes, participation from civil society, vocational training providers, 

and donor organisations remains more limited than the breadth of policy dialogue would ideally 

require. Broadening this participation is an ongoing area of development, reflecting the inherent 

difficulty of convening diverse stakeholder groups across varied institutional and national contexts.  

➢ At the PC level, information and decision-making authority are frequently distributed across ministries, 

public employment services, and statistical offices137. The ETF has made notable progress in fostering 

inter-institutional dialogue in this environment, though the structural complexity of PCs’ governance 

systems means that integrated approaches to labour market information and reform coordination 

require sustained, long-term engagement to take root. 

➢ At the broader environment level, the ETF operates within an increasingly diverse landscape of HCD 

actors138. While the proliferation of donors and implementing organisations reflects growing 

international recognition of the sector's importance, it also creates coordination demands that require 

careful navigation to ensure efforts are complementary and strategically coherent.  

 

4. Strategic Positioning & Future Orientation  

4.1. ETF’s distinctive added value and positioning 

This section looks at the uniqueness and value-added of the ETF as an EU agency in terms of delivery and 

implementation methodologies used vis-à-vis other actors in HCD. This includes the added value generated 

by ETF for the European Union and for its partner countries. 

ETF’s added value for the EU 

In its founding regulation, the purpose of the ETF is defined as to contribute, in the context of the EU's external 

relations policies, to improving human capital development. It is the only agency funded under the external  

relations chapter of the EU budget. In particular, as emphasised in the 2027 ETF Strategy, the Agency 
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contributes to the EU’s Enlargement and Neighbourhood Policies and the New European Consensus on 

Development. In this regard, the ETF is expected to be a source of expertise for the EU and its partner countries,  

and a source for programming and EU investment decision-making, while considering emerging challenges 

and trends. The ETF’s strategy recognises its stakeholder networks as one of its key assets.  

The meta-evaluation found that the ETF is still recognised as a "strategic EU asset"139 that provides exceptional  

value to EU institutions, distinct from other agencies. ETF’s evaluations consistently define the ETF as the only 

EU agency dedicated to HCD in external relations, reinforcing its unique legal and operational mandate. 140 

Across ETF reports and evaluations, the following three topics were highlighted as ETF’s added value for the 

EU: 

➢ Country intelligence: Evaluations conclude that, as a "global asset" and "centre of expertise", ETF 

provides a unique concentration of specialised knowledge that the European Commission perceives 

does not exist at such a scale within other EU institutions or PCs. ETF’s network of stakeholders across 

PCs is precious, as it is useful for gathering up-to-date country intelligence, for informal policy dialogue, 

and for co-creation of impactful and sustainable EU interventions in PCs. This niche expertise allows 

the agency to serve as a critical "knowledge broker," bridging the gap between EU and PCs policies 

to directly support EU external policy objectives. By offering "country intelligence" that is unavailable 

elsewhere, such as the Employability Country Fiches used for programming external assistance, the 

ETF maintains a capability that cannot be easily replicated by generalist consultancies or international 

organisations.141 Vice versa, a methodology focused on positioning and understanding new forms of 

work was applied to review how current policy discussions in the EU may offer insights for future work 

in ETF PCs as well.142 

The ETF is optimising its added value by expanding beyond the European neighbourhood into Sub-Saharan Africa. This 
is not a broad scattergun approach but a targeted engagement with 12 priority countries and Regional Economic 

Communities (RECs) via the ACQF II project.). The African expansion is linked to the EU-AU Partnership. This confirms that 

the ETF does not select PCs in isolation but acts as an operational arm of EU foreign policy, and not through universal 

coverage, but through a structured, tiered approach. 

➢ Responsiveness and agility: The Annual Reports note ETF’s ability to pivot resources to address ad-hoc 

requests from the European Commission and respond to emergencies like the war in Ukraine143. In 

Ukraine, the ETF’s value shifts from pure monitoring to acting as a lifeline for institutional continuity and 

alignment with EU integration during war. The engagement broadens to include employer federations 

and diverse ministries to ensure system resilience. 144 At the same time, some of the evaluations provide 

evidence of ETF’s responsiveness in the cases of COVID-19 and Ukraine, and the role of HCD in the 

broader humanitarian-development-peace nexus.145 Other evaluations noted ETF’s responsiveness to 

slower, structural changes (demography, climate change).146 

 

➢ Policy relevance: The ETF serves as a specialised bridge, translating internal EU policies (such as the 

Youth Guarantee or the 2020 Strategy) into actionable frameworks for neighbouring regions. 147 By 

acting as a strategic enabler, the ETF can effectively translate EU policy goals into localised, context -

relevant, and impactful interventions that are highly appreciated by beneficiary countries. ETF 

actively contributes to policy dialogue between EC services, EU delegations and partner countries,  
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thus contributing to more effective HCD investments.148 Evaluations consistently link specific ETF 

methodologies (Skills Lab, CoVEs) to broader EU goals, specifically the European Skills Agenda and 

the green/digital transitions.149 The Skills Lab stands out as a primary instrument, utilising big data to 

offer unmatched insights into job vacancies and skills demand, directly supporting Action 2 of the 

European Skills Agenda.150 At the same time, a huge added value is ETF’s long-term partnerships with 

the PC stakeholders, which generate a great deal of trust and appreciation for the EU as a whole and 

therefore its policies. 

At the same time, challenges and recommendations have been identified for how the ETF can enhance  its 

added value as an EU agency. ETF project documents consistently frame ETF’s future work not in isolation but 

as a direct instrument of EU policy. Explicit links are drawn to the European Pillar of Social Rights, the EU Youth 

Guarantee, the Green Deal, and the New Agenda for the Mediterranean. 151  

The Mid-Term Review (MTR) of the ETF Strategy 2027 highlights a critical opportunity for the Agency to expand 

its influence over a broader range of EU investments in HCD. To enhance its added value within the EU’s 

external actions, the ETF must transition from a traditional technical advisor to a strategic partner that 

leverages its unique hybrid delivery model. By bridging high-level expertise with long-standing networks, the 

ETF is uniquely positioned to align EU policy priorities with the socioeconomic realities of Partner Countries. This 

alignment is particularly vital in the current climate of great power competition, where the ETF’s ability to seize 

political windows of opportunity can significantly boost the EU’s standing and geopolitical influence.  

To maximise ETF’s support for EU priorities, there are strategic tensions that need to be resolved first, specifically 

the balance between the flexible needs of PCs and the structured mandates of EU services.  152 Navigating 

the differing expectations of various DGs, such as DG EMPL and DG NEAR, will necessitate a unified vision that 

transcends departmental silos. 

Lastly, technical excellence remains the foundation of the ETF, but its future success depends on moving 

beyond theoretical reports toward tangible institutional modernisation in PCs. Powerful brands like the Torino 

Process and the ENE serve as essential tools for internationalisation and breaking down institutional barriers. 

Furthermore, specialised tools such as ENESAT enable COVEs to engage in practical self-assessment and long-

term planning. Ultimately, the Agency’s impact will be solidified by further expanding stakeholder peer 

learning and knowledge co-creation. This holistic approach ensures the ETF supports the EC and EEAS in 

delivering policy dialogues that keep HCD at the forefront of regional agendas. 

ETF’s added value for its partner countries 

In the PCs, the ETF is not the only agency operating in the field of HCD. Various reports identified other actors 

such as UNESCO, ILO, and OECD. Prior evaluations have not extensively compared the work of ETF with that 

of other actors but focused on the added value as perceived by stakeholders.  

Reports and evaluations identify a variety of unique contributions of the ETF to HCD in the PCs, which can be 

summarised as follows: 

➢ Technical support and neutral intelligence: ETF has solidified its status as a premier "centre of expertise",  

a valuable knowledge partner and a neutral strategic broker. 153 It is recognised by over 86% of 

surveyed stakeholders as an innovative leader in knowledge generation. 154This links to the perception 

of the ETF’s core function as "knowledge generation/sharing" and "technical support". 155 One 

evaluation survey showed that none of the respondents perceived that other organisations’ outputs 

were more useful than those of ETF.156 Another evaluation similarly showed that no stakeholder could 
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name an organisation better able to anticipate trends in future skills demands than ETF, and half rated 

ETF as outperforming others. PC stakeholders specifically praised ETF's ability to "transform insights and 

information into relevant and future-proof prioritisation of work"157. ETF’s Annual Reports also highlight 

the ETF’s ability to provide data that is "less susceptible to bias" and "more internationally comparable" 

than national self-assessments.158  

➢ The unique methods of ETF: There is strong agreement across the evaluations that ETF possesses 

specific, high-quality technical tools (e.g: Skills Lab, Big Data methods, skills demand analysis) that are 

unique enough to be adopted by other international organisations. 159 Stakeholders trust the ETF 

because it provides "state-of-the-art knowledge," "methodological tools," and "innovation."160 Unlike 

actors that may offer "piecemeal solutions," the ETF is praised for helping PCs "see the links between 

the different parts" of their education and labour market systems.  161 For example, ETF has guided PCs 

through all the milestones of establishing labour market observatories, utilising proprietary 

methodological guides and workshops on Big Data.162  

➢ Institutional partnerships: ETF’s delivery and implementation methodologies are characterised by a 

deep commitment to partnerships. This is not limited to government interaction but involves a 

"participatory approach" that is "at the core of its working method".163 Namely, ETF’s value is perceived 

to extend beyond data, and is deeply rooted in its convening power. The Agency is not viewed as a 

distant auditor but as a partner that builds "trust between national and international institutions". 164 

Both the ETF’s 2027 Strategy and an evaluation explicitly note that networks of stakeholders are one 

of ETF's key assets.165  ETF’s own annual reports also reflect on examples of such high-level partnerships, 

usually Ministries of Education or Labour, demonstrating a shared model of "convening power." 

Whether in Algeria (Ministry of Vocational Training and Education), Ukraine (Ministry of Education and 

Science), or Türkiye (Directorate General for VET), the ETF’s modus operandi of high-level institutional 

embedding is the same. 

Expanded stakeholder reach under Strategy 2027  

Across the Strategy 2027 period, the breadth of ETF’s stakeholder engagement has demonstrably grown 

beyond national authorities and EU delegations that have historically formed its core interlocutor group. 

Geographically, the ACQF II programme extended ETF’s active institutional engagement to 12 priority PCs 

and Regional Economic Communities in sub-Saharan Africa, adding an entirely new geographic 

constituency to the Agency’s reach. Institutionally, ETF’s own reporting indicates a broadening of interlocutors 

across all regions to include employer federations and sectoral ministries, most visibly during the Ukraine 

response and through Triple Helix arrangements in Central Asia and the SEMED region, a longside social 

partners and civil society organisations engaged through DARYA, and national statistical offices drawn into 

the design of LMIS. At the network level, Make it Match, GLAD, and the ACQF Network have moved from 

episodic workshop formats to standing peer-learning platforms with permanent governance structures,  

extending the Agency’s reach to practitioners, VET providers, and subnational actors who p reviously had 

limited access to ETF knowledge and expertise. Voluntary contribution projects have been the principal 

mechanism enabling this expansion, allowing ETF to develop new institutional relationships that its core 

budget alone could not sustain. This broadening is also reflected in stakeholder perceptions. In the ETF 

commissioned stakeholder survey, 79% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that ETF actively 
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engages stakeholders through targeted outreach, including governments, civil society, and private sector 

actors, to maximise impact166. 

Across the three dimensions of added value outlined above is an underlying foundation of “ trust”. There is a 

consensus across the evaluations that ETF is a trusted authority167. ETF explicitly employs a strategy of "building 

trust" over the long term, going beyond transactional interactions to foster deep-rooted relationships and 

ensuring that methodologies are actively adopted by PCs.168 This credibility is cited as a key enabler for the 

ETF’s ability to influence high-level policy decisions and establish contacts with national statistical offices and 

policy departments, but also distinguishes the ETF from other international actors who work more on a project -

basis. As one stakeholder put it, "even though we have cooperation with additional international 

organisations… no one has such continuity as ETF."169 

Through frameworks like the Torino Process, the ETF provides a level of continuity that transcends typical, 

transactional aid projects. Ultimately, the ETF’s convening power creates stable, multi -year platforms for 

reform (such as ENE and the Make it Match initiative) that foster mutual trust among otherwise fragmented 

stakeholders, ensuring that HCD becomes a permanent national priority rather than a short-term intervention.   

However, ETF’s ability to influence decision-making is limited by the extent to which evidence is a factor in 

decision-making and by its credibility as a neutral knowledge broker. While deeply engaged with PC 

governmental actors, the Agency experiences constraints on its private-sector interactions in many countries 

stemming from the weakness of social partner organisations and their limited capacity to engage in public 

policy discussions. Because ETF relies on intellectual persuasion rather than funding, its effectiveness depends 

entirely on being a long-term, trusted partner, making its impact vulnerable to political instability and/or 

changes in personnel within its partner institutions.  

4.2. Emerging needs and persisting gaps   

This section explores which emerging trends and challenges are creating new needs in PCs and new 

opportunities for the ETF, as well as needs in PCs that are persisting and need continuous and potentially even 

deeper attention of ETF. 

Persisting needs and/or challenges in the PCs 

Skills anticipation was ranked by stakeholders as the number one priority for 2025170, surpassing other strategic 

pillars. This aligns with the need for new/upgraded methodological tools to analyse skills gaps and 

mismatches. While this demand is not new, the evidence suggests that PCs increasingly understand the need 

for evidence to navigate rapidly changing market demands and technological change. The ETF’s work on 

the utilisation of big data for PC labour market intelligence, and the peer learning approaches  to support the 

modernisation and build-up of skills intelligence systems in the PCs are increasingly in demand and 

appreciated by PC stakeholders for use in steering active labour market policy measures as well as informing 

the review of VET curriculum, planning admissions and offering financial incentives. As PCs improve their 

labour market intelligence systems, it would be important to secure ETF access to their newly emerging 

datasets to support ETF’s intelligence production for the EU institutions.  

At the same time, the green and digital transitions remain the primary drivers of change, necessitating new 

skillsets to mitigate emerging economic risks.171 Almost every project document reviewed cites the necessity 

of aligning HCD with the Green and Digital transitions, whether in the SEMED region172, the Western Balkans173, 
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or in Central Asia174. The integration of green competencies and digital skills into national curricula is presented 

as non-negotiable for continued and future relevance.  

Besides the ongoing priorities and trends that will continue to influence PC needs in the future, the proiect 

reports also identified a few persisting gaps of stakeholders: 

➢ Firstly, across the different regions, ETF reports document that Continuing Vocational Education and 

Training (CVET) is a systemic weak point compared to Initial VET (IVET).175 Most countries focus on VET 

for youth, while adult learning is less prioritised or even declined. 176  

➢ Despite ETF’s role as evidence broker, a recurring institutional issue is the lack of reliable, internationally 

comparable data to support decision-making. This was particularly reported in Egypt, Tunisia and 

Kosovo.177 

➢ Support is provided for the design and adoption of new laws, but capacity gaps exist for the 

implementation of policies and laws. Multiple reports highlight a disconnect where PCs successfully 

develop legal frameworks or strategies (e.g., National Qualifications Frameworks or Lifelong Learning 

strategies) but fail to implement them effectively. This was attributed to weak institutional capacity,  

lack of funding, and rigid governance structures.178 

Identified needs and challenges vary significantly by region  and country context: 

➢ In Ukraine and Palestine, needs are driven by existential and physical, linked to the destruction of VET 

infrastructure, the need for emergency support programmes, and the recognition of qualifications for 

refugees.179 

➢ In countries under economic pressure, the needs are related to potential collapse of basic services 

(Lebanon), financial crises, demographic pressures (Egypt), etc. that hinder national capacity and 

investment in HCD.180 

➢ EU Candidate countries’ needs are related to their Candidate status, and they require specific support 

aligned with accession requirements (e.g. alignment with the EQF).181 

➢ Central Asia and the MENA region are more focused on development-related challenges, such as 

responding to massive refugee influxes or the urban-rural digital divide.182 

Across countries, the level of digital maturity also varies widely, meaning they have different starting points for 

digital skills development and infrastructure. 

Emerging trends, needs, and challenges for the EU and for PCs  

This meta-analysis did not identify fully new developments that have not been under ETF’s attention before, 

but rather demonstrated which areas may become of heightened importance or relevance for the PCs, ETF 

and the EU in the upcoming years. These findings predominantly stemmed from ETF’s recent project reports. 

ETF expects that HCD demand will be shaped by digitisation and automation in the world of work, the transition 

to low-carbon technologies, production processes, and services, the security environment in Europe, and 

global migration flows.183 Under the von der Leyen II Commission, skills anticipation and labour-market 

intelligence have become a central element of the new Union of Skills, the successor framework to the 

European Skills Agenda, alongside skills portability, qualifications recogni tion, adult learning systems and 

citizenship competences. ETF's AAR in 2025 further reflects how this policy reorientation translates into more 

specific emerging needs: skills for competitiveness and economic security, including work on critical raw 

materials and strategic value chains; skills-based migration governance and Talent Partnerships under the 
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defence and security agenda; citizenship competences and democratic resilience; and the integration of 

climate commitments into skills and qualifications work184. This reflects ETF's broader repositioning within the 

Union of Skills, the New Pact for the Mediterranean, and Global Gateway as 2025 deliverables, alongside 

continuing engagement under NDICI-Global Europe and Team Europe Initiatives.  

In terms of delivery, recent crises, particularly the war in Ukraine, have highlighted the importance of agility in 

HCD and the delivery of support by ETF. The evaluations noted the need to address "environmental and 

geopolitical challenges," specifically the impact of the war in Ukraine, which requires HCD systems to be 

adaptable to sudden crises.185 In Ukraine, the demand is uniquely shaped by conflict, prioritising emergency 

response tools, Resource Hubs, and the Rapid Education Diagnosis (RED) methodology. 186 RED was designed 

specifically to support EU delegations during crises. 

Multiple evaluations187 indicate that what the ETF supplies (whether thematic focus or timing of reports) does 

not always match the immediate demand or prioritisation of the PCs.  

Lastly, the project reports indicate that digitalisation should not only be a thematic area but a core element 

for the delivery of expertise: The ETF should harness digital transformation as a core operational delivery 

method. This includes the use of Big Data, Artificial Intelligence (AI), and "self-service" knowledge hubs to 

provide real-time labour market intelligence.188 

In this regard, these project reports also noted the increased demand for tools supporting the digital transition. 

ETF’s SELFIE tool has become a flagship product, with evidence showing its evolution from small pilots to 

systemic integration. In the EaP region, the "scaling of SELFIE as a tool to monitor VET schools’ readin ess 

systemically" is underway, with Ukraine expanding to 100 schools and Moldova integrating it into national 

monitoring.189 Similarly, in Central Asia, four countries have expressed interest in piloting digital self -

assessments.190 Beyond school-level tools, there is a growing demand for systemic data infrastructure. The 

ACQF II project in Africa illustrates this, where the Qualifications and Credentials Platform is evolving from 

manual data entry to "automated data publication solutions" to handle large volumes of national data.191 

This demand for interoperability extends to the SEMED region, where "connected interoperable databases of 

qualifications" are requested to link career guidance and jobs. 192  

While lifelong learning itself is a core area of work of ETF, there is a consensus across project reports that the 

ETF must focus on shifting systems away from "one-size-fits-all" formal schooling toward flexible, individualised 

LLL pathways. This includes a shared focus across regions on micro-credentials, the validation of non-formal 

and informal learning (VNFIL), and permeability between VET and higher education. 193  

Simultaneously, the project reports identified a gap in the economic dimension of HCD. Interventions over the 

past years focused heavily on formal education and enabling environments, but lacked sufficient emphasis 

on practical skills development within employment. Specific HCD areas such as "life skills," "job creation," and 

"entrepreneurship" are identified as gaps where current interventions are less intensive than the emerging 

needs of the labour market require. This indicates a need to pivot towards the competitiveness aspect of the 

EU agenda.194  

Geographically, one evaluation identifies a critical opportunity for the EU to scale ETF impact by increasing 

its funding, addressing a greater share of the vast HCD needs of African countries. This is driven by 

demographic data and the need to support job creation that matches rapid population growth, directly 
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supporting EU external strategic interests in the region.195 Extra-Subsidy Projects (NDICI) have facilitated a 

major expansion of geographic investment into Sub-Saharan Africa (via the ACQF II project).196 However, the 

current focus on Africa is tied to the ACQF II project. The evidence does not clearly articulate the long -term 

institutional relationship with these 12 African countries post-project, unlike the clear "accession path" defined 

for Eastern Europe. 

In the Western Balkans, as well as in Ukraine and Moldova, stakeholders are increasingly demanding products 

that help them implement complex EU-linked reforms, most notably the Youth Guarantee. The demand for 

ETF services is strongly correlated with major EU policy frameworks. The Twin Transition (Green and Digital) and 

EU Accession requirements (Copenhagen criteria) are driving the demand for specific thematic products, 

such as smart specialisation strategies and green skills analysis.197 
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Conclusions 
The retrospective analysis reveals that the ETF has successfully consolidated its role as a strategic EU asset,  

navigating a period of significant geopolitical instability and shifting priorities. By 2024, the Agency managed 

a growing budget of approximately €28.8 million, increasingly leveraging voluntary contribution projects to 

extend its reach into regions like SEMED, the EaP region and Central Asia.  

The evaluation highlights that ETF’s effectiveness is highest when its products are directly applicable and 

expert-led. Methodological tools and country-specific analyses are consistently rated as most useful by those 

who use them, while direct engagement formats such as meetings and webinars are preferred over self -

directed digital platforms. Where effectiveness is strongest, national authorities have successfully adapted ETF 

methodologies, including employer survey approaches and big data models, and embedded them into their 

own institutional infrastructures, reflecting a mode of engagement built on co-adaptation rather than passive 

consumption of outputs. 

The ETF acts as a systemic influencer rather than a direct funding body, with its contributions most visible 

through long-term institutional embedding. ETF contributed, alongside national governments and partner 

institutions, to progress toward National Qualifications Frameworks and their alignment with EU standards,  

outcomes co-produced rather than solely attributable to ETF. Practical tools supporting the green and digital 

transitions, including SELFIE and GRETA, have contributed to evidence-informed policy reform processes in 

partner countries, alongside national uptake decisions and broader EU policy incentives. The evidence 

consistently shows that impact is demonstrably higher in regions where strong national political will and EU 

accession goals generate the institutional absorption capacity for ETF’s inputs; in lower-engagement contexts,  

ETF’s influence is more constrained by limited institutional capacity and fragile political environments.  

One barrier to wider uptake of ETF’s products lies in the structure and accessibility of certain knowledge 

products, including lengthy formats and limited local language availability, rather than a lack of digital 

presence. Limited co-creation with partner country stakeholders has also constrained interest in some outputs.  

Several interconnected factors drive the Agency’s impact. At the same time, impact is equally shaped by 

PCs’ own engagement, institutional capacity, and political will. Where these conditions  are strong, ETF's 

contributions are deeper and more durable; where they are constrained, its influence is correspondingly 

limited. 

The ETF occupies a unique strategic position as a "knowledge broker," providing technical expertise on a scale 

unmatched by other organisations in the field of human capital development. Its value is defined by its ability 

to serve two distinct but interconnected audiences: the European Union and its PCs.  

• For the European Union, the ETF acts as a vital sensory organ and translator for external action. It 

generates granular, country-level intelligence to inform EU external policies and financial assistance, 

particularly through its long-term, solid partnerships. Beyond data collection, the agency "translates" 

complex internal EU skills policies, such as the Green Deal and the Digital Education Action Plan, into 

frameworks that are relevant to the specific socioeconomic realities of non-EU countries. This 

alignment is highly effective; in 2024, the ETF’s technical input was directly linked to €188.4 million of 

EU programming, demonstrating a significant "leverage effect" relative to its modest operational costs.  

• For Partner Countries, the ETF’s value lies in its identity as a "long-term, trusted partner" rather than a 

fleeting, project-based entity. This permanence allows the agency to act as a "neutral broker" and 

"silo-buster," bringing together fragmented national ministries and local experts to foster genuine 

domestic ownership of reforms. Rather than imposing external models, the ETF provides systemic 

methodologies, like the Torino Process and ENESAT, that national authorities can adapt and embed 

directly into their own institutional infrastructures. 

What the ETF is not is as important to the Agency’s positioning as what it is. ETF is not a direct funder of reform: 

its influence operates through intellectual persuasion, long-term partnership, and the co-creation of 

evidence, not through financial leverage. It is not a generalist consultancy: its value lies in institutional 

continuity and accumulated context-specific expertise that episodic engagement cannot replicate. It is not 

a policy-making body: it creates the conditions for nationally owned reform rather than imposing external  

templates or taking responsibility for implementation outcomes that depend on PCs’ own political will and 

institutional capacity. And it is not designed to engage all potential stakeholders with equal intensity: its 

portfolio is calibrated toward those institutional actors, primarily national authorities and EU delegations, 



 

 

46 

 

where its engagement generates the greatest leverage on HCD reform. Clarity about these boundaries is not 

a concession; it is the basis on which ETF’s distinctive niche is defined and defended.  

As the ETF moves toward its 2028–2034 strategic horizon, its role is being redefined by emerging and 

strengthening trends that bridge the gap between internal EU priorities and the evolving needs of PCs. The 

ETF is currently navigating a period in which the distinction between traditional needs and emerging 

challenges is blurring, requiring a shift from rigid support models to a more flexible, agile methodology. While 

the core drivers of change, namely the green and digital transitions, remain constant, there is a growing 

realisation among Partner Countries that high-quality, evidence-based intelligence is the only way to 

navigate rapidly shifting market demands.  

Despite this technological leap, several systemic gaps persist. While many countries have successfully 

adopted modern legal frameworks and National Qualifications Frameworks, they frequently hit a "capacity 

wall" where weak institutional structures and funding shortages prevent these laws from being effectively 

implemented on the ground. This implementation gap is further complicated by regional volatility; for 

instance, in Ukraine and Palestine, the focus has necessarily shifted to emergency infrastructure repair and 

the recognition of refugee qualifications, while EU candidate countries are laser -focused on aligning with 

accession requirements. 

The future of the ETF’s engagement appears to be moving away from isolated technical workshops and 

toward the creation of permanent Communities of Practice and partnerships that involve civil society and 

social partners. There is a clear demand for the ETF to act less as a traditional information disseminator and 

more as a sophisticated political advisor and co-creator of systems.  

Ultimately, the ETF is being called to balance its geographical focus, expanding its expertise into Sub-Saharan 

Africa to meet demographic pressures while maintaining its deep commitments to the Western Balkans and 

Eastern Partnership. To remain relevant, the organisation must continue to pivot toward the "competitiveness" 

aspect of the EU agenda, focusing on practical job creation, entrepreneurship, and flexible micro -

credentials, to ensure that human capital development is not just a formal educational go al, but a resilient 

engine for economic stability in an era of constant geopolitical and environmental upheaval.  

These findings point to a set of concrete strategic choices for the 2028–2034 period. The shift in EU policy 

direction, toward competitiveness, resilience, and security alongside the green and digital transitions, and 

the emergence of the Global Gateway and Union of Skills as primary frameworks for EU external action in 

HCD, creates both an opportunity and an imperative for ETF to sharpen its positioning. At the same time, the 

meta-evaluation evidence identifies where ETF’s current model needs to be adjusted: where the Agency 

should deepen its investment and double down on what works, where it should redirect effort and improve 

how it works, and where it should actively reduce commitments that are no longer the best use of its resources.  

The following recommendations translate this evidence into strategy-ready choices for the 2028–2034 period. 

Recommendations 
Based on the findings and conclusions of this meta-evaluation, as well as a review of current EU skills and 

external action policies, the following recommendations are proposed to ETF for its future Strategy and priority 

areas. 

The five recommendations address two distinct but related dimensions of ETF’s future strategy.  

➢ Recommendations 1 and 3 address strategic positioning; how the Agency should define and 

communicate its role within the evolving EU external action architecture.  

➢ Recommendations 2 and 5 address the delivery model; how ETF engages with stakeholders and 

translates its evidence into policy impact.  

➢ Recommendation 4 addresses the operating model; how ETF structures its engagement across a 

differentiated partner country portfolio.  

Together they amount to a coherent set of strategic choices, summarised below, rather than a list of 

independent improvements. 

What the evaluation evidence says ETF should: double down, improve, and stop  

Double down on: 



 

 

47 

 

• Sustained, expert-led engagement with national authorities over long time horizons, particularly in high-

priority EU regions (SEET and EaP), where ETF’s accumulated relationships are the foundation of its leverage.  

• Practical, co-created methodological tools and direct engagement formats that translate evidence 

into locally owned policy priorities, the modalities where stakeholder satisfaction is highest and downstream 

reform uptake most consistently documented. 

• The convening and peer-learning function, which evaluation evidence consistently identifies as high-

value and underutilised relative to its demonstrable contribution to national reform processes.  

• Voluntary contribution projects as a strategic lever for extending ETF’s reach into regions beyond core 

budget coverage, particularly where Global Gateway investments create demand for HCD governance 

support. 

Improve: 

• The packaging, targeting, and accessibility of knowledge products, shifting from lengthy PDF 

publications toward regularly updated, interactive data tools that match how stakeholders actually prefer 

to access and use ETF evidence. 

• ETF’s visibility and institutional positioning within EU external action programming, so that HCD 

intelligence is systematically drawn on by relevant EC DGs and the EEAS rather than commissioned in 

parallel. 

• Sustained, practical implementation support accompanying framework development, particularly in 

countries that have already adopted NQFs and where the transition from policy to operationalisation is the 

critical remaining gap. 

Stop (or significantly reduce): 

• Producing standalone publications and repositories as the primary vehicle for knowledge dissemination, 

where these are not tied to active stakeholder engagement or co-creation processes and where the 

evidence shows they generate limited uptake relative to the investment they require. The ETF is not a 

publisher; its value is not in the volume of its publications but in the quality of its engagements.  

• Providing uniform coverage across the full partner country portfolio at the same depth of engagement,  

in favour of a deliberately tiered model that concentrates resources where they can produce the greatest 

strategic leverage, accepting that this means some countries will receive lighter-touch support than at 

present. 

Recommendation 1: Position ETF as the “intelligence engine” of the “human pillar” of the Global 

Gateway 

Problem  

ETF occupies a unique position as a knowledge broker, generating granular and country -level intelligence 

that underpins EU external policies and financial assistance, while translating complex EU priorities into 

frameworks applicable to the specific realities of PCs. Its decades-long engagement across SEET, SEMED, EaP 

and Central Asia, combined with a growing voluntary contribution project portfolio since 2021, positions ETF 

as the natural institutional home for the HCD dimension of the Global Gateway strategy. However, this role is 

not always made explicit or consistently communicated, limiting ETF's visibility within EU external action 

programming and constrains the leverage effect the Agency has demonstrated relative to its operational 

costs. In 2024 alone, the Agency's technical input was directly linked to €188.4 million of EU programming. The 

evaluation finds that ETF’s role as an HCD intelligence source for EU external action programming is not yet 

formally recognised within the Global Gateway institutional architecture, and that EC DGs do not 

systematically draw on ETF’s country expertise before commissioning parallel analysis. Closing this gap, by 

explicitly naming ETF as the institutional home for the human pillar of the Global Gateway, is the most d irect 

lever available to amplify the impact of ETF’s existing work without requiring additional resources.  

Intent 

ETF should adopt an explicit positioning as the intelligence engine of the human pillar of the Global Gateway:  

the institutional source of country-level HCD intelligence, frameworks, and governance advice that 

complements the EU's infrastructure investments in the Global South. This is a positioning choice rather than a 

new mandate, it builds on what ETF already does, but names it in terms that align directly with the EU's primary 

vehicle for external investment. 
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Operating model  

ETF’s positioning should be done through four mutually reinforming elements, in line with the Global Gateway 

agenda:  

• The Green & Digital twin transition: Anchor the Agency’s HCD policy advice in the green and digital 

transitions; 

• HCD governance mechanisms and networks: Strengthening the institutional mechanisms in partner 

countries that allow Global Gateway infrastructure projects to translate into local economic benefit;  

• The opportunity to expand into Africa: Using voluntary contribution projects as the principal entry route 

for partnership-building where core budget coverage is not feasible 

• More strategic engagement modalities: Promoting policy advice, co-creation, and peer-learning 

All these areas link directly to the work of the Global Gateway, which is the EU’s primary vehicle for these 

transitions globally (e.g.: building green energy grids and digital cables). The ETF’s focus on skills and good 

governance is a complementary value that supports the Global Gateway’s infrastructure projects (i.e., 

supporting the development of modern HCD policies that will enable the development of a skilled local 

workforce to operate them). 

Success signals 

• ETF is named or referenced as a contributing institution in Global Gateway human-pillar programming 

documents and Team Europe Initiatives in HCD. 

• The share of ETF technical input feeding directly into EU external action programming continues to 

grow relative to the Agency's operational base. 

• ETF's PCs footprint extends into sub-Saharan African contexts where Global Gateway flagship 

investments are concentrated, primarily via voluntary contribution projects. 

• EU counterparts in DG INTPA, DG NEAR and the EEAS routinely treat ETF as a first-call source for HCD 

intelligence rather than commissioning parallel analysis. 

Trade-offs 

The key limiting factor is that the ETF can only cover a limited geography within its budget, while building 

working partnerships and trust with PCs takes time. ETF’s current engagement in Africa beyond North African 

countries is largely tied to its voluntary contribution projects. The latter provides the ETF with a way to engage 

additional PCs, develop partnerships, and improve governance while delivering on the short-term objectives 

of those projects.  

Other global actors offer investments in the infrastructure of the Global South without an accompanying focus 

on improving governance and building local capacity. Their approach is mostly driven by the aspiration to 

gain access to critical minerals, but it does not create favourable preconditions for reaping the economic 

benefits of these investments locally. The EU’s competitive advantage, which ETF is well positioned to support, 

stems from its willingness to work on good governance (in ETF's case, with focus on HCD), which is key to 

creating the favourable conditions for private-sector investment, a key driver of social and economic 

prosperity.  

Lastly, a key theme of the Global Gateway Forum of 2025 was reducing dependencies by helping partner 

countries build their own expertise. The ETF is the only agency with the specific mandate to cultivate these 

internal capabilities outside EU borders.  

Recommendation 2: Enhance the focus on individualised guidance and assistance  

Problem 

The meta-evaluation finds that the ETF’s knowledge brokerage function is perceived as one of its key added 

values for both the EU and the PCs. For the EU, this means informing EU programming through country -level 

intelligence, and for PCs, it means offering unique comparative insights to support policy reforms.  

While ETF’s knowledge products and services are generally highly valued, the way that brokerage has been 

delivered has not kept pace with stakeholder preferences and digital transformations. ETF is still investing 

significant effort in its publications in PDF format, which take a long time to produce and age quickly once 

released. Methodological tools and country-specific analyses score highest among stakeholders in terms of 

utility, while lengthy reports and limited local-language availability reduce uptake. More than written 

products, ETF stakeholders valued direct, expert-led engagement and working in a co-creation mode. This 
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points to the need to link ETF data services seamlessly with stakeholder engagement, the co -creation of 

evidence, and the provision of individualised guidance and assistance.  

Intent 

Stakeholders require more agility in data (high-speed, data-backed insights that allow for immediate policy 

adjustments) instead of theoretical reports. To close this gap, the ETF should reduce its role as a "Consultant" 

that writes reports and become an "Evidence Broker", relying on a suite of modern digital and interactive tools 

and harnessing co-creation to produce evidence that can inform decision-making. The choice is not to do 

less knowledge work, but to change the format and the modality through which that knowledge reaches the 

stakeholder using it. 

Operating model 

This shift should be delivered through three areas:  

• Phasing out lengthy PDF publications in favour of regularly updated dashboards with comparative 

data and the ability for users to self-generate tailored, downloadable outputs in local languages 

where feasible.  

• Concentrating individualised support on priority countries  as defined in EU policy documents and by 

the relevant EC DGs, recognising that within the existing budget, tailored guidance cannot be offered 

uniformly across the Agency’s full partner-country portfolio.  

• Embedding co-creation and peer-learning formats as the default modality for engagement, with 

particular emphasis on practical implementation support in pre-accession countries on alignment with 

EU frameworks. 

Success signals 

The following would indicate that ETF’s shift is taking hold:  

• The share of ETF’s knowledge work delivered through interactive and dashboard-based formats grows 

materially, with a parallel reduction in the volume of long-form PDF outputs. 

• PCs counterparts report receiving sustained, tailored engagement on priority reforms rather than ad 

hoc workshops or standalone reports. 

• EU counterparts use ETF's interactive tools directly in their own programming cycles, rather than relying 

on ETF written products as intermediated inputs.  

• Long-term savings from phasing out heavy publication production are visibly redirected into 

expanded individualised support. 

Trade-offs 

Concentrating individualised support on some priority countries means that some PC may receive less direct 

ETF engagement than at present. This choice of what will constitute ‘priority countries’ is therefore not without 

consequences. Separately,  phasing out lengthy publications carries reputational and institutional risk: PDF 

reports are highly visible outputs that demonstrate ETF's analytical depth to external audiences, and 

dashboards may not substitute on equal terms in academic, donor, or political settings. The shift also accepts 

that some stakeholder groups, particularly those without reliable digital access or those who rely on local -

language hard copies, may be less well served during this shift. ETF needs to be sensitive to this.  

Recommendation 3: Support the delivery of the "External Dimension" of the Union of Skills through 

sustained implementation support 

Problem 

The meta-evaluation found that stakeholders need more flexible and tailored Lifelong Learning pathways, 

and increased focus on adult and continuing education.  At the same time, across ETF supporting regions, 

there is a clear interest in micro-credentials and VNFIL, while CVET remains a systemic weak point in many 

PCs. 

ETF has a strong record in qualifications development in PCs, in particular in the SEET region, where many PCs 

have begun formally aligning their NQFs with the EQF and have progressed from receiving ETF qualifications 

advice to embedding VNFIL as an instrument in their Youth Guarantee Implementation Plans.  However, the 

evaluation also observes a growing need for ETF to accompany framework development with more 
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sustained, practical implementation support, as the transition from policy adoption to operationalisation 

remains the most challenging stage for many PCs. Two related gaps are visible: the EU's Union of Skills agenda 

(2025–2026) currently lacks a structured external dimension that would extend its instruments to PCs 

qualifications systems, and ETF's own qualifications work needs to be accompanied by more sustained, 

practical implementation support, since the transition from policy adoption to operationalisa tion often 

remains the most challenging stage for PCs.  

Intent 

ETF's track record in NQF development, combined with the ACQF II programme’s emerging role as a 

backbone for qualifications cooperation between the EU and the African Union, positions the Agency well 

to extend the Union of Skills (2025-2026) beyond EU borders. Concretely, this means ETF should extend the 

Union of Skills tools, such as "Skills Portability Initiative" and "Pilot European VET Diplomas" to PCs, ensuring that 

qualifications earned outside the EU are recognised against the same standards.  In parallel, the Agency 

should weight its qualifications work more deliberately towards implementation support, so that NQF 

alignment translates into operational qualifications systems rather than stopping at formal adoption.  

Operating model 

This should be delivered through three related elements:  

• Extension of Union of Skills instruments to PCs, anchored on ETF's NQF record and on the ACQF II 

programme's emerging role as a backbone for EU–African Union qualifications cooperation.  

• Sustained implementation support that accompanies framework adoption, with a particular focus on 

micro-credentials, VNFIL, and CVET as the areas where stakeholder demand and systemic weakness 

most clearly converge. 

• Active engagement with relevant EC DGs, including DG EMPL and the external action DGs, to connect 

EU pre-accession support with the HCD good-governance requirements associated with EU 

membership, particularly as Western Balkan and Ukrainian supply chains integrate into the EU internal 

market. 

Success signals 

The following signals would indicate ETF is succeeding:  

• The Union of Skills instruments include a formally recognised external dimension in which ETF is identified 

as the implementing partner for PCs. 

• Qualifications are certified in PCs, for example, a Green Technician in Montenegro or Egypt are 

recognised against the same standards as their equivalents within the EU.  

• ETF's qualifications portfolio shifts visibly from framework-design support towards implementation 

support, particularly in countries that have already adopted NQFs.  

• This agenda yields concrete benefits visible to the EU and PCs stakeholders, including reduced "brain 

waste" through faster skills recognition for migrants and refugees, an EU-standard workforce available 

to EU companies operating abroad, and stronger uptake of European lifelong-learning models as a 

reference point in PCs reforms 

Trade-offs 

Extending the Union of Skills instruments externally ties ETF's qualifications work more clearly to a specific EU 

policy framework, which carries strategic clarity but reduces flexibility if the  Union of Skills priorities shift over 

the Agency’s strategy period. Putting more effort towards implementation support also means slower progress 

in absolute numbers of NQF reforms and a more concentrated country footprint, since implementation work 

is more resource-intensive than policy advice.  

Recommendation 4: Adopt a more targeted engagement model focused on building long-term 

partnerships that is also crisis responsive  

Problem 

The meta-evaluation found that ETF's partnerships nurtured with PCs over a prolonged timeframe, as a ‘neutral 

broker’, were at the foundation of its ability to inform HCD institutional reforms. This long-cycle partnership 

model has produced ETF's most durable results. Nonetheless, ETF’s potential for impact was constrained by at 

times PCs’ weaker institutional capacity and was vulnerable to geopolitical or institutional disruptions.   
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The ETF’s traditional, long-term technical advice and partnership are of great importance to PCs but do not 

always align with the more volatile needs of countries facing existential threats or rapid economic shifts. 

Where PCs circumstances shift rapidly (e.g.: because of economic adjustments, conflict etc.) the Agency’s 

multi-year technical advice does not always match the timeframes within which decisions need to be made. 

In a current landscape defined by geopolitical shocks, the EU and ETF need governance structures that allow 

them to pivot resources within weeks. The Agency's convening power and established trust remain valuable 

in these contexts, but the current operating model does not enable resources to be mobilised at the speed 

circumstances sometimes require. 

Intent 

ETF should adopt a more strategically targeted engagement model in which the depth, modality, and pace 

of engagement are deliberately calibrated to the strategic significance, reform-readiness, and 

circumstances of each PC. The intent is not to expand into new modalities or to add capacity, but to be 

selective in the Agency’s engagement. This means engaging more deeply where ETF's contribution can 

produce the greatest leverage on EU and PC priorities and accepting that this means engaging more lightly 

elsewhere.  

Operating model 

In practice, this engagement model should be delivered three avenues:  

• Differentiated engagement tiers across the PCs portfolio, with the Agency’s engagement depth,  

modality choice, and resourcing calibrated according to EU strategic priority and reform-readiness,  

drawing on EU policy documents and on the country partnership maturity.  

• Crisis responsive modalities, including the Rapid Education Diagnosis (RED) should be made available 

as an operational mode for any country under "environmental or geopolitical" pressure. By 

institutionalising RED, the ETF can provide the EU with an immediate "damage assessment" and a 

"recovery roadmap" for human capital, similar to how humanitarian agencies assess food and/or 

medical needs. 

• Formalised real-time advisory role to EC DGs and the EEAS on the HCD dimension of EU emergency and 

recovery instruments, where the Agency's existing country engagement makes such advice credible.  

Success signals 

The following examples would indicate that ETF’s targeted engagement model is taking hold:  

• ETF's engagement portfolio is visibly differentiated, with planning, reporting, and resourcing 

documents reflecting deliberate calibration rather than uniform coverage.  

• Long-cycle partnership work in priority countries continues to produce institutional reform results at a 

comparable or stronger pace and scale than the 2020–2025 period.  

• Crisis-responsive modalities, when activated, draw demonstrably on existing partnership investment 

and produce timely human-capital input to EU emergency and recovery programming.  

• The Agency's positioning with EU counterparts shifts from broader partner-country coverage towards 

deeper, strategically targeted engagement, and this shift is visible in how EC DGs and the EEAS 

describe ETF's contribution.  

Trade-offs 

A more strategic stakeholder targeting and engagement means engaging less intensively, or differently, in 

countries that have historically received the same level of ETF attention as priority contexts. One risk is that the 

Agency’s relationships in lower-priority countries may attenuate, and/or the Agency's claim to 

comprehensive regional coverage can weaken, and some PCs stakeholders may receive less than they have 

come to expect previously.  

Recommendation 5: Actively promote peer-learning in the Agency’s engagement model with PCs 

Problem 

The meta-evaluation consistently highlights peer-learning as a high-value modality that is currently 

underutilised. ETF's convening power is a distinct comparative advantage, and evidence from high -

engagement regions shows that peer-to-peer exchange accelerates the embedding of reforms and 

strengthens national ownership. Stakeholders across all regions prefer direct, exchange-based engagement 

over formal, report-driven formats.  
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Intent 

ETF should formalise peer-learning as a dedicated workstream to leverage this strength more deliberately and 

at scale. Evidence from higher-engagement contexts also confirms that where national authorities are 

involved from the outset in peer exchanges, policy reforms are significantly more likely to follow.  

Multiple evaluations recommended the intensified use of Networks of Excellence, Communities of Practice,  

and platforms such as GLAD to strengthen peer learning. ETF is already moving in this direction, towards more 

permanent governance structures, including regional steering committees and high-level ministerial groups.  

Operating model 

In practice, this should be delivered through four elements:  

• Permanent governance structures building on the trajectory ETF has already established, including 

regional steering committees, high-level ministerial groups, and the intensified use of Networks of 

Excellence, Communities of Practice, and platforms such as GLAD.  

• Bringing together mixed teams, both technical and political, around shared priority topics rather than 

convening all countries simultaneously. Formats should combine in-person and online elements, with 

costs shared where possible, particularly in pre-accession countries where the EU accession incentive 

creates strong motivation to engage.  

• Broadening participation to more systematically include civil society and social partners alongside 

government, broadening the ownership base.  

Success signals 

The following examples would indicate that the Agency’s peer-learning strategy is taking hold: 

• Peer-learning is identifiable as a discrete line of work in ETF's planning, reporting, and resourcing 

documents, rather than dispersed across thematic activities 

• Permanent peer structures show sustained activity beyond their inaugural cycles and produce 

traceable contributions to national policy processes 

• The participant base demonstrably broadens, with civil society and social partners present in a 

meaningful share of exchanges 

• National authorities engaged in peer exchanges from the outset are visible in subsequent reform 

decisions, confirming the link between early involvement and downstream policy uptake  

Trade-offs 

Peer learning structures only work if the topics and formats are closely matched to what participants need. 

ETF's role as facilitator, rather than instructor, is therefore essential, requiring it to invest in upfront demand 

mapping and to maintain genuine flexibility in how exchanges are structured and convened.  

This peer-learning strategy’s success also depends on ETF accepting that some of its most consequential  

contributions will be the least visible and resisting pressure to substitute documentable outputs for facilitated 

outcomes.
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Annex 1. Evaluation Matrix  
Table 5 Evaluation Matrix 

Main question Judgment criteria Indicators Sources 

Retrospective analysis (effectiveness and impact) 

EQ 1: What have 
external 

evaluations 

identified as the 
key effects of the 

ETF work in 

contributing to 

human capital 
development in 

partner countries 

in the context of 
EU external 

relations policies? 

JC 1.1 Impact: ETF interventions 

have contributed to policy 

reforms and institutional 

development in Partner 

Countries (PCs). 

JC 1.2 Impact: ETF voluntary 
contribution projects (subsidy 

provided by the EC in addition 

to regular Agency funding) 
contributed to policy reforms 

and institutional development in 

PCs. 

 

• ETF knowledge products cited in 

PC policy documents. 

• Stakeholder opinions recognising 

the usefulness of ETF contributions in 

developing PC legislation and/or 

policy documents.  

• "High impact" ratings in ETF Annual 

Activity Reports. 

• ETF reporting that PCs achieved a 

higher level of policy development 

or made progress towards a higher 

level. 

• ETF impact as a result of voluntary 

contribution projects 

• Evaluation 

reports 

• Annual Activity 

Reports 

• Extra subsidy 

project reports 

• Stakeholder 

survey 

JC 1.3 Effectiveness: ETF 

products and services have 

proven useful to their 

beneficiaries in PCs. 

JC 1.4 Effectiveness: ETF 
products and services have 

proven useful to their 

beneficiaries in the EU 

delegations, the EEAS, and the 

EC directorates general. 

 

• Stakeholder opinions recognising 

the learning value of ETF products 

and events. 

• Stakeholder statements on using 

knowledge gained from ETF in their 

work. 

• Evidence of ETF’s contribution to 

the programming of EU external aid 

to PCs. 

• Evidence of ETF contribution to 

monitoring EU external aid 

programmes or projects in PCs. 

• ETF effectiveness as a result of 

voluntary contribution projects 

EQ 3: What are 

the main 

takeaways in 

terms of 
geographic 

reach, level of 

impact, thematic 
area etc from 

evaluations 

conducted 

between 2020–

2025? 

JC 3.1 Thematic investment: 

Thematic areas where ETF 

allocates most of its staff effort 

and resources. 

JC 3.2 Thematic impact: 

Thematic areas where ETF 

effectiveness or impact is higher 

or lower. 

JC 3.3 Geographic investment: 

Partner countries where ETF 

allocates most of its staff effort 

and resources. 

JC 3.4 Geographic impact: 

Partner countries where ETF 

• Thematic areas receiving the most 

staff effort and funding based on ETF 

Annual Activity Reports. 

• Thematic areas with higher or 

lower ETF effectiveness or impact 

based on evaluations and 

stakeholder surveys. 

• Partner countries receiving the 

most staff effort and funding based 

on ETF Annual Activity Reports and 

Extra subsidy project reports. 

• Partner countries with higher or 

lower ETF effectiveness or impact 

• Evaluation 

reports 

• Annual Activity 

Reports 

• Extra subsidy 

project reports 

• Stakeholder 

survey 
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effectiveness or impact is higher 

or lower. 

based on evaluations and 

stakeholder surveys. 

 

EQ 4: Which ETF 

knowledge 
products have 

been most 

effectively used, 

and why? 

JC 4.1 Uptake: Products that ETF 

stakeholders show the greatest 

interest in. 

JC 4.2 Utility: Products that ETF 

stakeholders consider most 

valuable for their work. 

JC 4.3 Use cases: Examples of 

how ETF products are being 

used by stakeholders. 

• ETF website download metrics for 

ETF knowledge products. 

• Products most often mentioned as 

useful by interviewed/surveyed 

stakeholders. 

• Examples of how ETF products are 

being used by stakeholders. 

• Evaluation 

reports 

• Stakeholder 

surveys 

• Annual Activity 

Reports 

• Extra subsidy 

project reports 

EQ 5: What 
lessons or success 

stories can be 

drawn from 

achievements 
and challenges of 

ETF’s activities 

from 2020-2025? 

JC 5.1 Drivers of success: 

Enablers of ETF’s impact that are 

most commonly mentioned. 

JC 5.2 Recurring challenges: 

Structural or operational 

challenges most often 
mentioned as hindering ETF’s 

impact. 

 

• Specific factors enabling ETF 

effectiveness and impact that were 

repeatedly mentioned across the 

evaluation reports and AARs. 

• Specific factors hindering ETF 

effectiveness and impact that were 

repeatedly mentioned across the 

evaluation reports and AARs. 

• Evaluation 

reports 

• Stakeholder 

surveys 

• Annual Activity 

Reports 

• Extra subsidy 

project reports 

Strategic positioning and future orientation (EU added value) 

EQ 8: What is the 

uniqueness or 

value-added of 

the ETF as an EU 
agency in terms 

of delivery and 

implementation 
methodologies 

used vis-à-vis 

other actors in 

HCD? 

JC 8.1 Distinctive capability: ETF 

recognised as an actor with 

unique features and 

capabilities. 

JC 8.2 Distinctive value: ETF 

recognised as an actor 

delivering unique value to its 

stakeholders. 

• Unique features of ETF compared 

to other HCD actors. 

• Added value of ETF’s convening 

power. 

• Added value of ETF’s long-term 

partnerships with PCs. 

• Added value of ETF being a neutral 

knowledge broker. 

• Examples of ETF’s exceptional 

value to the EU institutions and 

services. 

• Examples of ETF’s exceptional 

value to the PCs. 

• Evaluation 

reports 

• Stakeholder 

surveys 

• Annual Activity 

Reports 

• Extra subsidy 

project reports 

EQ 6: What 

emerging needs 
or gaps should ETF 

address to fully 

exploit its 
mandate in future 

human capital 

development 

projects? 

JC 6.1 Emerging needs: 

Documented emerging needs 

of ETF stakeholders. 

JC 6.2 ETF response to emerging 

needs: Documented ETF actions 

in areas where emerging needs 

were identified by ETF 

stakeholders. 

 

 

• Emerging needs for ETF support 

mentioned by PC stakeholders and 

by EC institutions and services. 

• Evidence of ETF taking action in 

areas where emerging needs were 

identified by PC stakeholders and by 

EC institutions and services. 

• Evaluation 

reports 

• Stakeholder 

surveys 

• Annual Activity 

Reports 

• Extra subsidy 

project reports 

• Interviews 

EQ2: How could 
the ETF optimise its 

added value in 

particular to the 

JC 2.1 Themes: Thematic areas 

that ETF should focus on in the 

future. 

• Evaluation recommendations on 

priority thematic areas. 

• Evaluation 

reports 
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achievement of 

EU policy priorities 

both for external 
assistance and 

investments and 

for the external 
dimension of 

internal policies?  

Which methods 

and tools are best 
suited for this 

purpose 

JC 2.2 Geography: PCs that ETF 

should focus on in the future. 

JC 2.3 Approaches: Specific 

approaches that ETF should 

harness in the future. 

JC 2.4 Products and services: 

Products and services, the 

demand for which will grow 

among ETF stakeholders. 

JC 2.5 Internal processes and 
structures: Modifications to 

internal processes and 

structures are necessary for ETF 

to be future proof. 

• Evaluation recommendations on 

ETF geographic focus. 

• Evaluation recommendations on 

approaches that ETF should harness.  

• Evaluation recommendations on 

the adaptation to the ETF products 

and services’ portfolio. 

• Evaluation recommendations on 

the improvements and adaptations 

to ETF’s internal processes and 

structures  

 

 

 

• Stakeholder 

surveys 

• Annual Activity 

Reports 

• Extra subsidy 

project reports 

• Interviews 
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