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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Capacity  assessment  has  become  a  popular  measure  in  the  health  sector  to assess  the  abil-
ity of  various  stakeholders  to pursue  agreed  activities.  The  European  Commission  (EC) is
increasingly  dealing  with  a variety  of health  issues  to  coordinate  and  complement  national
health policies.  This study  analyses  the  functional  capacity  of  the Directorate-General  for
Health  and  Consumers  (DG  SANCO)  between  1999  and  2004. It applies  the  UNDP  Capac-
ity  Assessment  Framework  and  uses  a  literature  review,  a  document  review  of  EU policy
documents and  expert  interviews  to assess  the  capacity  of  DG  SANCO  to fulfill  its  mandate
for public  health  and  health  systems.  Our results  suggest  that  DG  SANCO  has  established
capacities  to engage  with  stakeholders;  to  assess  various  health  issues,  to define  issue-
specific  health  policies  and  to  collect  information  for evaluative  purposes.  In contrast,
capacities  tend  to be less  established  for  defining  a clear  strategy  for  the  overall  sector,
for  setting  priorities  and  for budgeting,  managing  and  implementing  policies.  We  conclude

that  improvements  to the  effectiveness  of  DG  SANTE’s  (the  successor  of  DG  SANCO)  poli-
cies can  be  made  within  the  existing  mandate.  A priority  setting  exercise  may  be conducted
to limit  the  number  of pursued  actions  to those  with  the  greatest  European  added  value
within  DG  SANTE’s  responsibilities.
©  2017  The  Authors.  Published  by Elsevier  Ireland  Ltd.  This  is  an  open  access  article  under

Y-NC-N
the  CC  B

1. Introduction
The improvement of capacities for public policy in gen-
eral [1–3] and for health systems in particular [4–6] has
become a key approach for effective (health) policy making.

� This article has been made Open Access through funding by the Euro-
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provides a detailed description of health systems and provides up to date
information on reforms and changes that are particularly policy relevant.
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By capacity we understand broadly the ability to pur-
sue a certain action in accordance with defined goals or
choices [3]. The performance of public policies is deemed
to be improved by strengthened capacities because they
are regarded as necessary conditions to develop, imple-
ment and evaluate policy actions effectively [1,5]. Capacity
entails not only the institutional strengths and compe-
tences of a government but also the strategies and skills
used to pursue policies [3,7]. Since the mid-1990s, multiple
examples of capacity assessments have been conducted in

the health sector using different conceptual models with
varying geographical coverage and focal areas of interest
[8].
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Fig. 1. Responsibilities for health within the European Commission (2014).
Abbreviations: ESIF: European Structural and Investment Funds; Nat. hc: National healthcare.
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The European Union (EU) has established a mandate for
ealth. As enshrined in Article 168(2) of the Treaty on the
unctioning of the EU, the major form of European action
n public health is to foster cooperation between Member
tates (MS) and to support national activities. However,
ver the last two decades, the EU has increased the appli-
ability of its legal principles to national laws regulating
ealth [9–11]. This has been explained by a series of devel-
pments including responses to international public health
rises, spill-over effects from internal market law to health-
are as well as a strategic coordination led by the European
ommission (EC) [12]. In contrast to the wide scholarly
ttention that the development of EU competences has
eceived [11,13], capacities are not frequently discussed
t EU level in terms of the Commission services pursuing
ealth policies effectively. The analysis on the effects of EU
ealth policy making on national policies remains incom-
lete so far [14]. To bridge the gap, the aim of the study is to
ssess the functional capacities of the Directorate–General
or Health and Consumers (DG SANCO) for policy mak-
ng regarding its mandate for public health and health
ystems (see Fig. 1) between 1999 and 2014 by critically
eviewing literature including EU official documents and

nterview data. On the basis hereof, we draw conclusions
n potential avenues for more effective EU health policy
aking.
 you always wanted to know about European Union health policies but
Observatory on Health Systems and Policies; DG SANCO Organizational

2. Methods

2.1. Framework for analysis

We  assess the functional capacities of DG SANCO with
the help of the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) Capacity Assessment Framework [15]. The UNDP
framework has so far been applied at national and subna-
tional levels in low to middle income countries. Although
the EU combines functions of a state and of an international
organisation in health policy and represents upper-middle-
income to high-income countries, the UNDP framework
is beneficial to study the EC’s capacities for health pol-
icy making. It identifies a number of functional capacity
dimensions necessary to ‘get things done’, these comprise
the capacities to:

a engage stakeholders (mobilising stakeholders, creating
partnerships, open dialogue, managing different inter-
ests)

 assess a situation and define a vision (gathering and
analysing data and information, specifying capacity

assets and needs, defining a vision)

c formulate policies and strategies (setting objectives,
managing priority setting, devising (inter) sectoral poli-
cies)
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Table 1
Changing health responsibilities within DG SANCO and the European Commission 1999–2014.

Year Developments

Until 2014 Barrosso II Commission: DG SANCO Health and Consumers

•  Directorate B Consumer Affairs
• Directorate C Public Health (Programme management & Diseases, Health threats, Health information, Health determinants)
•  Directorate D Health Systems & Products (Strategy & International, Healthcare systems, Medicinal products, Products of human

origin, ehealth & Health technology Assessment)
•  Directorate E, F & G Food Chain (safety of the food chain, food and veterinary affairs)
Changes (in 2010)

• Health technology and pharmaceutical policy (incl. responsibility for EMA) moves from DG Enterprise to DG SANCO
•  Biotechnology, Pesticides and Health moves from DG Environment to DG SANCO
•  Consumer Contract and Marketing Law moves from DG SANCO to DG Justice
Responsible for

•  Consumers, Health and Food Executive Agency (CHAFEA, est. 2005)
•  The Community Plant Variety Office (CPVO, est. 1995)
•  The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC, est. 2005)
•  The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA, est. 2002)
•  The European Medicine Agency (EMA, est. 1995)

1999 Prodi Commission: DG XXIV Consumer Protection renamed to DG Health and Consumers (DG SANCO) Changes/Merging
responsibilities of

•  DG XXIV on Consumer Protection
•  Feed and animal policies move from DG Agriculture to DG SANCO
•  Food policies move from DG Enterprise to DG SANCO
•  Public Health policies move from DG Employment to DG SANCO [12]

Before DG III Industrial policy responsible for pharmaceutical and foodstuff policies
DG V Employment & Social Affairs responsible for Health Protection and Occupational health and safety
DG  VI Agriculture for feed and animal policy
DG XI Environment on consumer protection (later DG XXIV) and environmental health determinants

is new
tional C

d

Sources: European Commission (2009), President Barroso unveils h
rapid/press-release IP-09-1837 en.htm?locale=fr by DG SANCO Organiza
est.:  established.

 budget, manage and implement projects and pro-
grammes (managing projects and programmes, setting
indicators of monitoring)

e evaluate (collecting feedback, establishing lessons
learned)

These functional capacities are embedded in a wider
framework [15] covering broader institutional and soci-
etal arrangements which are described in the background
section (see Section 3.1).

2.2. Data collection and analysis

This assessment of capacities uses a qualitative design
for the analysis of EU policies based on three data sources:
a literature review, an analysis of EU policy documents, and
interview data. First, to map  the functional capacities, a
literature search in Medline via PubMed was performed
using the MeSH term combination of ‘Capacity Building’
OR ‘Health Resources’ OR ‘Health Policy’ OR ‘Legislation’
OR ‘Health Planning’ AND ‘European Union’. The search
was limited to English publications and human subjects.

From a total of 889 retrieved sources, 100 publications have
been considered for full text analysis after the screening
of titles and abstracts and 28 sources have been used in
this review. Publications were included if functional capac-
 team, Press Release 27 Nov 2009 (IP/09/1837) http://europa.eu/
hart 01/09/2013.

ities according to the UNDP framework at EU level were
assessed, described or commented on. Retrieved research
articles, viewpoints and editorials were also screened for
additional publications and relevant EU documents in their
bibliographies.

The second source, EU official documents, including
internal and external evaluations, reports, communica-
tions, and strategy documents discussing health policy
outputs at European level were analysed. In addition to the
hand searching of bibliographies, a pool of EU documents
were taken from an earlier study [14] in which experts
identified them as potential policy outputs. The selected
documents either commented on capacities as in the case
of evaluation reports or were regarded as the output of a
certain level of capacities like strategy documents.

The third data source comprised of twenty semi-
structured interviews on the successes, failures and missed
opportunities of EU health policy among twenty key infor-
mants [14]. Themes identified included perceptions on
functional capacities within the EU health sector linked
to specific policy areas and the policy process in general.
A direct content analysis [16,17] was  used to extract rele-

vant information on DG SANCO and to group information to
the predefined capacity dimensions according to the UNDP
framework described above. Triangulation of different data

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-09-1837_en.htm?locale=fr
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-09-1837_en.htm?locale=fr
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ources allowed for cross-checking of findings and helped
o ensure credibility [18,19].

. Results

.1. Background

Overall, the capacities at EU level for policy making
n health systems and public health are scattered. First,
egulative power is predominantly with MSs  on the basis
f Article 168 of the Lisbon Treaty [20]. Article 168(7)
rants that the responsibilities for the organisation and
nancing of healthcare systems rest with MSs. The EU is
upposed to complement and coordinate MS  actions by
stablishing guidelines, exchanging best practices, funding
esearch and supporting health monitoring and surveil-
ance (Article 168(1–2)). Only in a limited number of public
ealth domains, such as cross-border threats, substances
f human origin, veterinary and phytosanitary measures,
edicinal products and medical devices the EU has leg-

slative power (Article 168(4)). The implementation and
pplication of EU legislation in the above described areas
emains with MSs  like in social policy in general [21].

Second, EU policies for health have developed in other
olicy areas such as social policy, consumer protection,
ccupational health protection or environmental policies.
oreover, other non-health policy domains of the EU affect

ealth systems and determinants of health as well, such as
nternal market policies, competition law or fiscal surveil-
ance of national government budgets [22]. Hence, policy
apacities for health at the EC exist also in other Directorate
enerals (DGs). An overview of various DGs working on
ealth or related policies is given in Fig. 1.

Third, the DG SANCO was only established in 1999
y augmenting the existing DG on consumer protec-
ion. The responsibility for certain health policies were
dded including food policy, feed and animal health and
ublic health issues from other DGs. On these specific
ealth dossiers DG SANCO is the leading policy actor
ithin the EC. However, DG SANCO’s responsibilities have

hanged over the years – most remarkably the pharma-
eutical dossier including the relations with the European
edicines Agency have been added in 2010–and changed

gain after the time of writing when the new Juncker Com-
ission took office. From end of 2014 onwards DG SANCO

as been renamed and reorganised to the Directorate Gen-
ral for Health and Food Safety (DG SANTE). A summary
ver the historic developments regarding the composition
f DG SANCO’s remit between 1999 and 2014 is provided
n Table 1.

Fourth, capacities for health at EU level do not only rest
ithin the EC but in other EU bodies as well. Three insti-

utions are occupied with the law making at the EU level
n general. The EC is the executive body. Its role involves,
rstly, policy making by laws subject to subsequent MS

mplementation then. Secondly the EC has the right to ini-
iative – the legislative process of the EU usually starts by
 proposal from the Commission. Thirdly, the EC is tasked
o safeguard the compliance with EU legislation in MSs.

The European Parliament, representing EU citizens, and
he Council of Ministers, representing national govern-
 121 (2017) 594–603 597

ments, hold jointly the legislative powers in the EU policy
making process. More specifically, the Parliament’s Com-
mittee for Environment, Public Health and Food Safety
(ENVI) is tasked to prepare a report (and suggestions for
changes) on the Commission’s proposal in the area of
health. With the Council, the MS  holding the Council Pres-
idency has an important role in setting the agenda and
facilitating compromises within the legislative process.
The Council can issues also non-binding Recommendations
which can be nevertheless influential because they portrait
the joint view of all MS.  Moreover, the European Union
uses agencies to delegate technical tasks such as scientific
assessments outside the Commission spheres [22,23].

These institutional arrangements and their main devel-
opments have been well described in the literature
[9–13,24–26]. In contrast, this assessment will focus on
the functional capacities of DG SANCO on public health and
health systems from an organisational perspective, because
pursuing healthy policy at EU level effectively is regarded as
key given the existing scattered responsibilities described
above [14,27].

3.2. DG SANCO: a capacity assessment

In line with the matrix of the UNDP framework, this sec-
tion provides an analysis of the functional capacities of DG
SANCO for policy making regarding its mandate for pub-
lic health and health systems. By means of a literature and
document review augmented by interview data the capac-
ities for policy making regarding DG SANCO’s public health
and health system dossier have been assessed. An overview
of the main findings is provided in Table 2.

3.2.1. Capacities to engage stakeholders
Decision makers are obviously facing [. . .]  better worked
out set of opinions, because there is DG SANCO and because
it has networks and because there’s people around it.
(Interview 19)

In order to engage stakeholders and create partner-
ships and networks among various interested parties, DG
SANCO uses first and foremost a set of formal structures
to engage public and private actors in the policy process.
Among these are communications and green papers invit-
ing stakeholders to comment on initial positions, problem
framing or questions. Secondly, there are initiatives such
as the EU Health Forum, the Inter-service Group on Pub-
lic Health or the Working Party on Public Health at Senior
Level which bring together various actors relevant to health
at EU level. Moreover, issue-specific structures to create
dialogue with interested parties include inter alia the EU
Platform for Action on Diet, Physical Activity and Health
or the EU Alcohol and Health Forum. DG SANCO also has a
reputation to finance − via the Action Programmes − pro-
fessional and stakeholder networks to pro-actively engage
them in agenda setting and problem definition processes
at an early stage [12].
While the organisational capacities in many areas seem
to be in place based on the established structures, the
extent to which some of them are effective is debated in
the literature − the retrieved sources do not touch upon all
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Table 2
Main findings of the capacity assessment by data source.

Data sources/Main findings

UNDP framework Document analysis Literature review Interviews

Engage stake-holders Various fora for engagement of actors
have been established

Mixed view on the effectiveness of
consultations

Multi-stakeholder approach of DG
SANCO is welcomed
Confirmation of mixed views regarding
its effectiveness

Assess situation Improvement/widened scope of data
collection activities

Challenges of meaningful comparative
data analysis

Data relevant for benchmarking
purposes
A number of blank spots have been
identified where comparable data on
EU level is still lacking

Define vision Strategy document
White Paper “Together for Health”

Move from vertical to horizontal
approach has been welcomed
Need for a clearer framework for action

White Paper is regarded as important
policy output
Strategic vision is still lacking

Formulate policies EU policies using hard and soft law
regarding the included policy dossiers
of  DG SANCO

Structural problems of the EU health
mandate and scattered health policy
responsibilities
have been raised
Priority setting is lacking

Priority setting is lacking
Clearer division of tasks between EU
and MS needed

Manage projects Criticism on the management of EU
action programmes for health

Lack of implementation
Only effective in raising awareness

Importance to devise hard law for
effective policy making

back is l

Evaluate Mechanisms to receive feedback are in place

Adjustment of policies using the received feed

structures. On the one hand, specific networks have been
instrumental to put certain topics prominent on the health
agenda in Europe such as cancer [28], health literacy [29],
or infectious diseases [30]. On the other hand, the lim-
ited scope of the EU Health Policy Forum excluding health
responses to EU trade or previously pharmaceutical pol-
icy has been regarded as a drawback [31]. Moreover, the
capacity to collect opinions could be detrimental to health
because of larger industry investments into lobbying [32].
This has also been documented with respect to conduct-
ing EU impact assessments with ‘less well-resourced [public
health] stakeholders [. . .]  either unaware of or unable to fully
participate in the consultation processes’ [33,p 482].

The interview data addressed the collaboration between
MS as a general theme where the EU is held to be
an arena for knowledge sharing, for facilitating research
consortia and for collaborative work on specific topics
such as rare diseases, infectious diseases or cancer. More-
over, DG SANCO is complimented for its multi-stakeholder
approach in general (Interview 6, 8, 9, 23, 26). However,
engagement of stakeholders from outside the public health
sector (Interview 9) has not been without problems. Some
interviewees mentioned examples were engagement has
improved (WHO, EIP AHA) (Interview 6, 9) while others
corroborated the failure of the system by which engage-
ment options are used much more by the industry than by
public health advocates (Interview 2, 9, 22).

3.2.2. Capacities to assess a situation

So, policy makers, the fact they now have a peer group of
27 other countries and that the data is now being collected
by Eurostat or the OECD or anyone else, that’s a powerful
mechanism for change. (Interview 32)
ess clear
n.a.

The capacities to gather data and information have
gradually increased over time. First, the collection of pub-
lic health statistics have been formalised by a regulatory
framework in 2008 [34] formally requesting MS  to deliver
some of the relevant health data on a regular basis. Second,
the EC is a partner of the European Observatory on Health
Systems and Policies which provides in-depth analyses
of health systems and their reforms to support evidence
informed policy making in MS  and at an EU level [35,36].
Third, data on specific topics is collected via project fund-
ing for example on maternal health, health literacy or via
grants to other bodies such as the International Agency for
Research on Cancer or the OECD [37,38]. While continuous
grants to other bodies ensure to some extent sustainability
in data collection and assessment capacities, project-based
data collections only provide a one-time assessment [39].
Fourth, a relatively new form of providing advice to the
EC is the Expert Panel on effective ways of investing in
health [40] and the reflection processes on chronic diseases
and resilient health care systems in which MS  cooperate
to compile evidence and experiences with certain health
system tools or interventions [41,42]. Fifth, more data on
specific health areas is collected within the mandate of
several health agencies such as the European Centre for
Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC), the European Mon-
itoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) or
the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (EU-
OSHA). In doing so, the EC is committed to synthesise data
in a comparative manner and to strengthen national data
collection infrastructures in these areas.

Despite the upgrade of capacities for data collection

over the last two decades, the EC acknowledged that the
‘[g]athering [of] information on the comparative effectiveness
of health systems is still at an early stage’ [43,p 4]. Mean-
ingful data for policy making is produced for certain areas
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egarding health systems but does not cover all areas sys-
ematically [44]. Certain areas such as rare diseases [45]
r health system performance assessment – despite the
fforts and investments by inter alia DG SANCO – still lack
omprehensive and comparative data sets due to lacking
r incomparable data at MS  level [44].

Overall, the interview partners reflect the mixed discus-
ion on assessment capacities. On the one hand, the ability
o compile data at a central level and perform benchmarks

 albeit on a limited scale − is regarded to be in place and
o be a catalyst for change and mutual learning in some
reas (Interview 3, 6, 32). On the other hand, interviewees
entioned several areas where data is still missing or not

omparable such as morbidity data, behavioural risk fac-
ors (Interview 6), performance indicators for obesity and
obacco policy (Interview 30) or health care quality indica-
ors (Interview 3).

.2.3. Define an overall strategy for the public health field
European health policy has never been the object of an
overall master plan or strategy. Health policy is located
within many different Commission Directorates with dif-
ferencing priorities and tasks, with health often not being
the central one [46,p 143]

The major EU document as an output of the DG SANCO’s
apacity to contour an overall strategy for its actions is
he 2007 White Paper “Together for Health” which out-
ined a new overall vision for the health sector for the
eriod 2008–2013 [47]. The White Paper embraced four
nderlying principles: I) Shared health values, II) Health is
he greatest wealth, III) Health in all Policies and IV) EU’s
oice in global health. In order to implement the princi-
les and objectives laid out in the Strategy, the Commission
stablished the Second Programme of Community Action
n the Field of Health 2008–2013. At the time of writing
December 2014) it remains unclear how the expired EU
ealth Strategy will be followed up.

The White Paper has been prepared by an extensive
onsultation process over several years. At the start, a
ommunication on a health strategy has been launched
n 2000 [48]. This has been followed by a reflection pro-
ess on enabling good health for all initiated in 2004 by
ommissioner Byrne [49]. Finally a discussion document
as launched in 2006 to retrieve comments for the plans

f an overall health strategy [50]. The White Paper has
evised actions for public health that go beyond the remit
f DG SANCO as such (and thereby the scope of this analy-
is) by including strategies to address wider determinants
f health by seeking collaboration with other sectors and
artners inside and outside the EC.

According to the literature, the inclusion of the prin-
iples of ‘Health in all Policies’ and ‘Health is wealth’ by
G SANCO has been welcomed in the White Paper as an
ttempt towards more inter-sectoral strategies and col-
aboration. However, given the limited resources linked to
ts implementation by means of the Action programmes

dministered by DG SANCO with the help of the Executive
gency, doubts have been raised on whether the strategy
ould be designed to accomplish the aligning of health
olicies at EU level across other policy streams [51]. More-
 121 (2017) 594–603 599

over, the White Paper has been assessed as very broad in
nature and not able to address areas of action where EU
level coordination could bring added value. In fact, the Mid-
term evaluation of the 2nd Action programme suggested
that a ‘clearer framework for action’ is needed [52,p 207f].

The White Paper [47] has been rated as important pol-
icy output by a majority of the interview partners [14].
Moreover, a few interview partners share the perception
that a common vision is lacking (Interview 12, 25, 29). One
interviewee relates this to a current absence of individual
visionary leaders within DG SANCO compared to the 1990s
and early 2000s (Interview 25).

3.2.4. Capacities to formulate policies and strategies
Europe works best on public health when it gets a specific
point and a specific network of people that it can mobilise.
That Europe works best when the data is meaningful (Inter-
view 09)

DG SANCO has proven its capacities to develop sectoral
policies and strategies on some specific issues of health pol-
icy. Next to the few policy areas where DG SANCO has been
leading to come to hard law output namely on blood safety,
tobacco, cross-border health care, or infectious diseases, in
many other areas DG SANCO pursues soft law measures due
to the limited scope for legislation in the Treaty. An array of
‘new governance’ tools is used such as recommendations,
conclusions, communications, action plans, programmes,
green and white papers, platforms or coordination tools.
The policy areas subject to new governance tools applied by
DG SANCO that are discussed in the retrieved literature and
interviews include ehealth [53,54], organ donation [55],
alcohol [56,57], mental health [58,59], rare diseases [45],
cancer [28], patient safety [60,61] and quality of care [62].
However, EU policies affecting considerably public health
and health systems are made by other DG’s as well (see
Section 3.1 and Fig. 1). Examples include the regulation of
cancer causing agents led by DG Environment, licensing of
health professionals by DG Markt or the safety regulations
of medical devise by DG Enterprise.

The capacities to formulate cross-sectoral public health
and health system policies are less positively rated in the
literature and by interview partners. Issues like health pro-
motion, health inequalities, or Health in all Policies are
seen as less effective because of the interference with other
EU priorities and policy sectors on dossiers such as alco-
hol or nutrition [63,64]. The interview data adds that the
respective EU infrastructure − the set-up and mandate of
DG SANCO − is not designed to support the cross-sectoral
nature of these policies (Interview 29). In addition, it is
acknowledged that these policies on average need more
time to evolve (Interview 01).

.  . .if  one looks what is happing currently at EU level in the
area of health. There is nothing which is not dealt with.
[. . .]  albeit in many areas European action is unnecessary.
In this respect, this is a suggestion to reduce and focus on

concrete things (Interview 12, own  translation)

The capacity to formulate policy entails the element of
priority setting [65] – the ability to determine which poli-
cies and its respective goals should be focused on by DG
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SANCO. Within its portfolio, firstly, DG SANCO has moved
from managing specific vertical programmes to set out
wider public health topics of health promotion, health pro-
tection, health inequalities and health in all policies in its
action programmes [66–68]. Secondly, DG SANCO is adding
health care systems challenges to its portfolio such as cross-
border care, quality of care, patient safety or performance of
health systems since the start of the millennium. However,
critics have been raised regarding the mismatch between
the abundance of objectives and resources in the 1st Action
Programme [69] and the EU Health Strategy [64].

3.2.5. Capacities to budget, manage and implement
The health programme has never seriously got traction and
we have been fighting, since it was created, in 2002 people
have been saying it’s underfunded. And you know what we
haven’t money to increase it, in fact it’s even less than it
was. (Interview 32)

The main implementing tool of DG SANCO’s health
policies is the Action Programme for Health which pro-
vides finances and more explicit and practical formulation
of established policies. The Action Programme has been
administered by the Executive Agency for Health and
Consumers (EAHC) (now Consumers Health and Food Exec-
utive Agency – CHAFEA) since 2005. Nevertheless, the
capacities to budget, manage and implement health poli-
cies are perceived as weak so far.

First, DG SANCO’s budget is rated to be very small with
respect to three issues. The budget is only a small fraction
compared to what MS  spend on health [44]. Moreover, the
budget operated is small in terms of what other DGs spend
on health such as for example DG Research and Innovation
(RTD). Additionally, the budget is limited when taking into
consideration the large number of topics it is expected to
support (see section above on priority setting).

Second, while there has been severe criticism on the
management and implementation of the 1st Action Pro-
gramme  [70,71], the situation may  have improved as
regards the 2nd Action Programme due to the establish-
ment of the Executive Agency providing opportunities for
enhanced guidance for beneficiaries on selection and man-
agement procedures. However, the mid-term evaluation
calls for improved support and guidance during the design
and dissemination phase by CHAFEA but at the same time
raises concerns about the feasibility of such enhanced sup-
port as the work load of project officers was estimated to
be already high [72]. Moreover, difficulties in disseminating
projects’ results have not only been a concern for the Action
Programme’s projects but also for health related projects
funded under the EU FP5 and FP7 too [73–75]. Meanwhile
to support dissemination, CHAFEA has started to organise
Regional conferences and Media Cluster meetings on spe-
cific issues such as rare diseases, HIV/AIDS, patient safety
and quality of care results or transplantation and blood dif-
fusion. Results of multiple projects funded by the Action
Programme in the dedicated areas are presented for infor-

mation and exchange to public health experts, journalists,
national public authorities and policy makers [74].

Third, the assessment regarding the capacities for
implementation varies. On the one hand, the reliance on
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project structure for financing actions seems to be counter-
effective for implementation which often needs sustained
commitment to be successful as has been pointed out for
cancer [76] or health monitoring [77]. Since the majority of
health policy areas are implemented via soft law measures,
DG SANCO is largely reliant on MS  action to translate its pol-
icy goals into concrete actions [78]. As a potential solution
to implementation difficulties, DG SANCO is increasingly
reliant on Joint Action financing. Joint Actions focus on
sustained implementation by involving national compe-
tent authorities as partners, and ensuring commitment by
higher percentages of co-financing by the MS  [72].

Interview data on the theme of implementation stresses
the relevance of the ability to enact hard law for effec-
tive policy making (Interview 6, 8, 15, 18) despite the
limited scope of the health mandate. Several interviewees
acknowledged that soft law tools for implementation have
impacts but they are less obvious (Interview 2, 32). Others
corroborated that the capacity to implement is constrained
by a lack of priorities (Interview 12). In this regard, accord-
ing to an interview partner, the fragmented application of
the Health Strategy is exacerbating the lack of capacities for
implementation (Interview 3). Finally, concerns by McHale
[58] with regard to EU mental health policy might be valid
for other policy initiatives in so far that ‘the EU initiatives [.]
may have helped to raise awareness but there is the risk that
many of these initiatives simply work at a rhetorical level’ [p
618].

3.2.6. Capacities to evaluate
DG SANCO has achieved mechanisms and procedures

to receive feedback on the progress of its health policies.
Examples include mid- and end-term evaluations of pol-
icy actions, status, progress and implementation reports
or (Eurobarometer) surveys after defined time periods
laid down in policy documents. Often, data collection
and the measuring of results are tendered to external
providers, commissioned and financed through the Action
Programmes. Alternatively, reports may  be based on data
provided by MS  to DG SANCO and produced by DG SANCO
staff itself. In addition, the various platforms, fora, expert
or working groups in the specific areas of health policy
are a potential source of feedback to the EU [79]. All these
sources for feedback could serve as the foundation of eval-
uation.

The degree to which DG SANCO is capable of codifying
the feedback into lessons learned – into the adjustment
of policies − remains less clear from the examples in this
review. On the one hand, severe criticism on the man-
agement of the 1st Action Programme [71] has led to the
development of the Executive Agency. Moreover, evalua-
tions of previous Action Programmes have informed the
design and management of the new 3rd Action Programme.
On the other hand, when it comes to health policies it
seems that recommendations are sometimes not taken
into account in the development of follow-up policies. In

fact, a number of cases, strategies or action plans come
to an end without a (immediate) successor (Health Strat-
egy, mental health pact). There are also instances when
reports conclude it would be too early for a sound analy-
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is and recommend another moment of review eventually
rocrastinating actions to be taken up from the evaluation.

. Discussion

Previous work has strongly focussed on the devel-
pment of competences for EU health policy making
lucidating the drivers for increased relevance and scope of
U activities in the field of health [12,24]. In this study, the
NDP Capacity Assessment Framework has been applied

o analyse the current state-of-the-art concerning different
unctional capacities of DG SANCO regarding its mandate
or public health and health systems that may  be used to
etter understand its policy making. This capacity assess-
ent of DG SANCO has been based on a review of literature

nd EU policy documents, complemented and advanced by
n interview study with European health experts.

Overall, the DG SANCO has gradually improved its
apacities for public health and health systems poli-
ies linked to additional institutional capacities. From an
rganisational perspective, DG SANCO has: (1) established
apacities to engage with stakeholders; (2) developed dif-
erent capacities to assess various health issues of which
ome still lack a sustainable basis; (3) not defined a clear
trategy providing direction for its actions; (4) demon-
trated the capacity to formulate polices and strategies in
ome areas of its policy making; (5) needs to improve pri-
rity setting capabilities, (6) established limited capacity to
udget, manage and implement policies and (7) capacities
o collect information potentially useful for evaluating its
wn progress. In light of the policy cycle process, results
uggest that DG SANCO’s capacities to assess a situation,
et the agenda and decide on a concrete policy are to some
xtent established, whereas, the capacities for implemen-
ation and evaluation are perceived as less developed.

In light of these findings, two observations are worth
entioning. First, difficulties in the setting of priorities

nd defining inter-sectoral actions are also common in
ational political arenas. Various forms of priority setting
ctivities for example establishing principle frameworks
or priority-setting [80] or health targets [81], despite being
nstitutionalised in selected European countries, had mea-
re influence on the practice of national health policy
aking. Similarly, inter-sectoral policy making for health at

ational level had little success because of ‘administrative
ilos’ [82,p 336]. DG SANCO has committed to clearer pri-
rities for its action in the design of the new 3rd EU Health
rogramme which is claimed to be more targeted and
ith clearer indicators towards its priorities [83]. However,

esults need to be awaited because the political realties
ay  require taking on new responsibilities and the impact

f new financing mechanism such as Joint Actions on the
evel of implementation in MSs  are not clear yet.

Second, limited implementation capacities of DG
ANCO need to be balanced against the institutional con-
traints at EU level described above in Section 3.1. The
reaty mandate in Article 168 gives only delineated legisla-

ive powers to the EC. Moreover,DG SANCO is supposed to
ursue coordination among MS  by means of soft-laws and

ncentive measures, while the EC in general predominantly
ursues regulatory policies [21,84]. DG REGIO’s cohesion
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policy is an exception here because the structural fund’s
direct health sector investments have co-funded consid-
erably health infrastructures in various central European
countries [85]. This implies that DG SANCO’s policies in the
area of public health and health systems are largely con-
tingent to the discretion of MSs  for implementation and
application at national level [78] in the multi-level gover-
nance structure of the EU [86].

Despite these constraints, our findings propose that
improvements in the effectiveness of DG SANCO’s (now
DG SANTE) policies can be achieved in the existing insti-
tutional framework. Prioritising a set of specific policies
– within DG SANTE remit – with the greatest EU added
value is likely to yield concrete results. The use of limited
EU resources has shown to be capable of redirecting exist-
ing national infrastructures, funding and policies to be in
line with, for example, EU social policy goals [87], cancer
[28] or infectious diseases policy [30]. This might ultimately
halt the ongoing addition of new topics to the Commis-
sion’s health policy portfolio which are not reflected in its
resource allocation. The EU health policy field has been so
far an uncompleted area with ‘blank spots’ where the EU’s
added value is marginal [24]. And a ‘patch work’ of respon-
sibilities exists at the EC with other DGs leading on certain
health policies [10]. The reputation of DG SANTE should
not be defined by the number of health topics that they
are dealing with but whether they can make a difference
to existing national activities on selected health issues.

This research provides an initial assessment of DG
SANCO’s functional capacities rather than an in-depth
analysis to devise a comprehensive capacity development
response. In order to be able to develop needed capaci-
ties, future work would have to collect information from
inside DG SANTE to better understand the processes and
structure in place to produce certain outcomes. Moreover,
a follow-up analysis could cover other institutions with
capacities for health policy making at EU level taking into
account the spreading of health responsibilities across EU
institutions and additional capacities at other international
organisations. This would help to understand better how
institutions can match each other’s resources, responsi-
bilities and expertise in potential future co-operations as
called for above.

5. Conclusions

Since the inclusion of the health mandate in the Maas-
tricht Treaty, much attention has been devoted to how
the mandate can be enlarge, concretise and empowered.
Notwithstanding a strong health mandate is crucial for
the development of capacities, in the current Euro-sceptic
mood this seems not very likely [75]. This study has focused
on a number of functional capacities within DG SANCO.
Results suggest that some capacities seem to be rather
well established while others need to be strengthened.
Our results indicate that improvements are possible in

the given institutional arrangements; more concentration
should be devoted to develop capacities at EU level for
more effective policy making for health. This is a point of
attention for DG SANTE to continue to work on, not only in
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light of the EC’s ‘Better Regulation’ agenda but as well to
contribute to a healthier place for European citizens.
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