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The EU Framework Programme for Research and Inno-

vation (FP) Horizon 2020, for the period 2014–2020, rep-

resents a significant effort to support research activities.

Almost 80 billion euros in current prices are going to be

allocated to these activities over 7 years (versus the 50

billion budget of the 7th FP) which, under three major

headings—Excellent Science, Industrial Leadership and

Societal Challenges—have recently opened their calls for

research projects. Health and biomedical research initia-

tives can be mostly channeled through the ‘‘Health, de-

mographic change and wellbeing’’ chapter of the Societal

Challenges heading, representing about 10 % of the total

budget [1]. Furthermore, some other health related projects

could also apply for funds under the ‘‘Food Security’’ and

the ‘‘European Research Council’’ chapters, with the latter

falling into the Excellent Science heading. In comparative

terms with the last EU 7th FP, Horizon 2020 has notably

increased the budget specifically dedicated to health re-

search (from € 5.57 up to € 8.03 billion). In addition to this

FP, the EU is currently running the 3rd Health Programme

[2]; it is considered to be the main instrument for imple-

menting the EU Health Strategy (funded with about € 450

million) and is complementary to the EU FP Horizon 2020.

Among other goals, this programme specifically pursues

research into public health, the efficiency and sustainability

of health systems and human resources management.

When such an important amount of public resources is

spent (i.e. invested) to finance research, evaluation ac-

tivities, ex ante and ex post, are crucial in the whole

process. After identifying the potential research topics, a

first evaluation (qualitative at this stage) must be performed

to prioritize them under different criteria (health im-

provements for some target populations, integration of re-

search networks, profitability for the industry, potential

stakeholders for the innovation, and so on). The targets of

the calls of the FPs usually reflect the interests of several

stakeholders, represented by the Advisory Groups (AGs),

the European Technology Platforms (ETPs) and the Pro-

gramme Committees (PCs). The specific work-programmes

are elaborated and reviewed by these three groups, with

representatives of Member States in the PCs.

Then, the call for proposals is issued and a second

evaluation has to be carried out to select which ones are

funded. The purpose of this evaluation is to reduce the

uncertainties of allocating resources to some groups that

may not perform the research as desired, and rather assign

funds to those groups more likely to achieve the expected

results. This evaluation considers several aspects, such the

adequacy of the team and its critical mass for the projects,

the fragmentation/integration of the research, the experi-

ence of the research team, the adequacy of means and

planned activities of the project, the legality of the proce-

dures, etc. This evaluation is carried out by panels of in-

dependent experts, organized by and under the supervision

of the Directorate General Research and Innovation (DG

R&I), and enhances the efficiency of the research process,

although it does not directly perform an economic eval-

uation: that would be very difficult at this stage.

Another evaluation—ex post—is implemented after the

execution of the research process. Although this evaluation

should theoretically assess the value of the research out-

comes, in practical terms it mainly focuses on adminis-

trative aspects (control of invoices, payments, and the

period between the authorization to run the research and
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the starting moment) and other intermediate endpoints of

the research activities, such as the number of publications

and presentations in scientific meetings. If the publicly

funded research activities must be efficient, it would be

necessary to include an evaluation from the economic

perspective. However, this task is not straightforward given

the intangibility of some results of the projects, the long

process from target exploration to implementation in bio-

medical and heath research and the difficulties of identi-

fying whether future developments were based on the

results of some previous projects. This is also related to a

lack of follow-up information as to whether the imple-

mentation of some health policies really derived from the

project results. These issues are even more complicated to

cope with in the field of health due to the influence of other

confounding variables. Therefore, the estimation of the

efficiency of the research has not been directly performed.

The EU has several Joint Research Centres, involving

several groups of experts who directly develop some research

for the European Commission and support the evaluation of

the FP projects. In the year 2008, a group of these experts

presented the evaluation of the 6th FP (2002–2006) and also

an interim report in 2010 of the 7th FP (the final report is still

under elaboration) [3]. From these reports some lessons,

mostly related to the administrative management of the pro-

cesses of the calls, are useful for improving the elaboration of

future FPs, out of a general belief that these programs con-

tribute very much to the promotion of EU research and col-

laboration of international teams. Anyway, these Centres do

not assess the efficiency of FP results as such.

Although developing high quality results is a common

goal in the research community, the final results do not al-

ways respond to the initial expectations. In economic terms,

not all research is efficient in terms of achieving new

knowledge, utility for the companies, and greater health and

wellbeing for the citizens. The issue here is that if the major

and general goal is to improve health, it can directly be

achieved through several means: (1) specific research tar-

geting some identified needs (such as those related to public

health, health promotion and some types of illness preven-

tion, health systems organization and disease management

policies—guidelines, protocols, etc.—); interestingly, this

research will not yield any patentable results and will auto-

matically become public knowledge that could be imple-

mented by any health system; (2) research that will need the

partnership of the industry and, probably, generate some

patents of new products (such as the development of a new

drug); and (3) basic research to better understand human

biology as an initial step in improving future health (again,

the results of this kind of research will be accessible once

published in specialized journals, and could be directly ap-

propriated by different stakeholders to develop health tech-

nologies in the future).

Therefore, the estimation of the efficiency of such quite

different types of research is cumbersome as the time lags

between the knowledge generation and the transmission of

the innovations to society and, consequently, health im-

provements, may take several years. Furthermore, not all

new knowledge generates a new technology. Also, even for

new technology sometimes there is no market, or it is

rather limited; sometimes new knowledge allows a new

approach to the disease but further research establishes

improvement over the existing treatments, and so on. That

is to say, biomedical and health research needs a powerful

‘‘transmission belt’’ to reach the final target of health im-

provement, and there is an element of chance—no guar-

anteed success. Different interests have to be aligned as a

necessary condition for the research to hit the final target

and be brought to the market. Even then, the progress from

market to patients has hurdles. Health policies need ci-

tizens’ acceptance and participation as well. Otherwise,

research outcomes may be delayed before being applied

and taking effect. For instance, there is a significant amount

of knowledge on several public health issues (such as the

consequences of tobacco and alcohol consumption together

with sedentary lifestyles) that only needs to be cleverly

implemented together with people&s willingness to modify

their behavior; these public health policies can generate

health improvement beyond other medical interventions

based on complicated research and development processes;

however, the reinforcement is complex and slow.

So far, the list of topics in the health area prioritized

under the Horizon 2020 mostly deal with the current health

challenges of the developed world (few topics targeting

public health issues) such as degenerative diseases, chronic

conditions, aging, and aim for advanced approaches such

as though personalized medicine, genomic knowledge, and

regenerative technologies. Other research efforts are pro-

moted in the area of rare diseases and in the design of

vaccines useful for some diseases mostly prevalent in less

developed countries, such as malaria. However, in spite of

the importance of the role of health resources and process

management as well as health systems organization, the

scope for research on these aspects of health implementa-

tion in the current calls is quite limited. These three topics

are more directly addressed within the frame of the EU

Health Programme and administered under DG Health and

Food safety, where there is a clear possibility of applying

for funds to analyze the current situation of their structure,

incentives and ways of improving the efficiency. In fact,

perhaps as a consequence of these limitations, it was ac-

knowledged somewhere else [4] that there is a clear

shortage of publications on these topics, and thus the re-

lated policies may have been adopted without a clear un-

derstanding of their impact on both the productivity of the

systems and citizens&health. In general terms, we can state
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that economics or health economics are scarcely used in

defining the topics for new projects, policies or managerial

issues that could promote health improvements.

Regarding the efficiency criteria in guiding research, it

will be very difficult to end up with a quantitative scale as a

tool for discriminating among project proposals. However,

if applied on a rather qualitative basis, they could orientate

the research towards those fields where the results were

more easily translated into valuable health outcomes. This

is a major challenge for those who must adopt the decisions

on topic selection and on the a priori assessment of the

proposals.

A novel approach for improving the processes in setting

the global research agenda was included into Horizon

2020, strongly supported by the EU Parliament, who is

concerned with the necessity of improving health research

as a warrant for future health for EU citizens. A Scientific

Panel for Health (SPH) has been set up by DG R&I and its

Health Directorate, and is composed of experts across

different disciplines and areas [5]. Its mandate as set out in

the terms of reference are: (1) to analyze bottlenecks pre-

venting the achievement of better health and wellbeing and

to propose solutions related to science, research and in-

novation to address these bottlenecks in the medium and

longer term, (2) to identify long-term trends influencing

health through recommended research, and innovation to

respond to them, and (3) to propose strategies to promote

the effective exploitation of knowledge generated at na-

tional and EU levels by research and innovation programs

through the translation and implementation of results into

practice. These terms aim to channel research efforts to

future health challenges and to create the necessary envi-

ronment so that research outputs become implemented by

the health systems and end up having a practical utility.

Some examples of bottlenecks can be within the

regulatory framework. There is a risk that revision of the

EU data protection regulation would make the integration

of data from different sources and their joint analysis more

difficult. Another example is the regulation related to the

approval of clinical trials, which currently requires

assessment of the dossiers by several ethical committees, a

process that easily generates delays in the generation of

results and increases research costs. By addressing

regulatory barriers, a greater efficiency in research and its

implementation could be achieved. Having a longer-term

foresight could help to set strategic priorities which build

on recent developments and achievements, and could

strengthen research. Finally, examining and addressing

hurdles in the translation of results into practice can include

the interaction and models for collaboration from discovery

to implementation (i.e. organization of health care systems,

economic incentives of health care providers to develop

and implement the initial and original research outcomes,

and so on). None of these terms is trivial at all; they are

probably not too costly in budgetary terms, but they

definitively require good doses of political interest, orga-

nizational changes and citizens’ participation.

Another good example of an EU challenge!
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