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ABSTRACT

The ADS Annual Report Year 1 (D2.3) delivers a comprehensive analysis and strategic
recommendations for stakeholders engaged in advancing Advanced Digital Skills (ADS) across
Europe. Building on the ADS analytical framework (D2.1), this report draws on data collected through
a mixed-methods approach: a complete survey of all 32 DIGITAL-SO4 funded actions (20 Specialised
education programmes and 12 Short-Term Training courses funded between 2021 and 2022) and
in-depth interviews with 18 project coordinators (representing 55-58% of both types of projects).

The report begins by establishing the context and objectives, underscoring its role in evaluating,
informing, and strengthening ADS initiatives. It details the rigorous research methodology that
combines quantitative survey results with qualitative insights from interviews. The findings provide a
clear picture of the current DIGITAL-SO4 project portfolio, highlighting significant progress and
innovative approaches in ADS education design and delivery. They also identify persistent challenges
and offer evidence-based solutions.

This report offers strategic, actionable recommendations to support decision-makers, promote
collaboration, and enhance the effectiveness of future ADS initiatives. It serves as an essential baseline
for monitoring the impact and evolution of DIGITAL-SO4 funded actions. By producing annual
updates, the project aims to establish a robust, longitudinal evidence base capable of tracking trends,
guiding policy, and fostering a dynamic, collaborative ecosystem between higher education
institutions, research organisations, and other stakeholders committed to ADS in Europe.
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ABOUT LEADSX2030

LEADSx2030 is a Coordination and Support Action (CSA) funded under the Advanced Digital Skills
(ADS) Strategic Objective 4 (SO4) of the DIGITAL Programme. As a CSA, it is tasked with:

Delivering insights into the changing ADS demands in the EU, and determining to what extent
the current education and training offers match the needs of the current and future labour
market.

Recommending priority areas for new funding programmes and giving indications on which
type of programmes and training is most effective for building up ADS.

Supporting excellence in education and training institutions, aiming at the development of a
dynamic digital education and training ecosystem.

Promoting collaboration among the SO4 Cluster, i.e. the consortia awarded from the different
call topics under the DIGITAL SO4.

As such, over a period of 48 months LEADSx2030 will:

Provide a continuous review of demand and supply changes related to ADS.

Map the outputs of the SO4 Cluster to identify key results and success stories.

Develop the SO4 Cluster into a dynamic network.

Provide opportunities for synergies with relevant European actors.

Bring all stakeholders together in point-of-reference annual ADS summits.

Support the strategic EU policy objectives through targeted analyses and recommendations.

Latest information about the initiative can be found at www.advancedskills.eu.

LEADSx2030 | 3
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DIGITAL SO4 ADS CLUSTER

The DIGITAL programme was conceived with the aim of empowering citizens with ADS and preparing
them to tackle current societal challenges. Up to 2024, it has invested €287M for actions on ADS in
key capacity areas within the 2021- 2027 period.

In terms of advanced digital skills, the DIGITAL programme’s Strategic Objective 4 (SO4) states:

“Advanced Digital Skills shall support the development of Advanced Digital Skills in areas covered by
the Programme in order to contribute to increasing Europe’s talent pool, bridge the digital divide and
foster greater professionalism, especially with regard to High Performance and Cloud Computing, Big
Data Analytics, Cybersecurity, Distributed Ledger Technologies (DLT), Quantum Technologies,
Robotics, Artificial Intelligence (Al), while taking gender balance into account.”

Under the SO4 there is an extensive portfolio of 45 projects (Figure 1), focused on the delivery of new
ADS programmes. These include Specialised Master’'s programmes and courses, Short-Term
Training courses, a Cybersecurity Skills Academy, programmes for Reinforcing Skills in
Semiconductors, and a EuroHPC training platform for High-Performance Computing. Table 1
presents the number and funding source for these projects.

SPECIALISED SPECIALISED SPECIALISED SHORT-TERM CYBERSECURITY REINFORCING COORDINATION
EDUCATION EDUCATION EDUCATION TRAINING COURSES ~ SKILLS ACADEMY SKILLS IN AND SUPPORT
PROGRAMMES 2021 PROGRAMMES 2022 PROGRAMMES 2023 SEMICONDUCTORS ACTIONS
““EM-AI »
; : My 5o
f @ 4Et= M2 €y 5 AAKAD\MOS e LEADS 2030
D - -—
& &5 | (mm ACHIEVE L
U e
Level Up
“’\\ TECH
DIGlTAl“:‘ L3 CADMUY
o 6 GroenchipsEDU ﬁ mmE2 G & . P ograisianes
t TRRARIEREY i mm Jobs Platform
piGi\V IND
Digital U, Cloudcamp HIGH
Business Digital4Security . ¢ CYBERPRO TRAIN PERFORMANCE
L. e ) /3 CYBERPRO TRAM COMPUTING
Dlglf‘ £5DIGI-ME gk % CYRUS '
A o - Ao TOTAL BUDGET S
i '@‘;Ummce €M =
TV oanorama | | REBODTE
= Yifion
am (.9Tindu
T A =
- Y =
& IS4SME HPC | geeow
» v»\ —~ N ‘.: ’% EAGLE CYCERONE SPECTRA DR BETTER LERRNING
MERIT My )

The main target areas, for which these programmes aim to improve the supply of ADS, include
Cybersecurity, Artificial Intelligence (Al), Manufacturing and Infrastructure, Business Innovation, SMEs
and Digital Health. Other notable areas are Energy and Sustainability, Public Administration, and
Semiconductors.

More information on the Cluster projects can be found at the

LEADSx2030 | 4
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Specialised education programmes and courses in key capacity areas

DIGITAL-2021-SKILLS-01-SPECIALISED 8 2022-2026 €56.5M €103M
DIGITAL-2022-SKILLS-03-SPECIALISED-EDU 12 2023-2027 €78.2M €125.5M
DIGITAL-2023-SKILLS-05-SPECIALEDU 5 2024-2029 €32.6M €35.3M

Short-term training courses in key capacity areas

DIGITAL-2022-TRAINING-02-SHORT-

COURSES 12 2022-2025 €24.3M €40.5M
Cybersecurity skills academy

DIGITAL-2023-SKILLS-05-CYBERACADEMY 5 2024-2027 €11.7M €22.8M
Reinforcing skills in semiconductors

DIGITAL-2023-SKILLS-04-CHIPS 2 2024-2028 €9.1M €18.3M
EuroHPC training platform

DIGITAL-EUROHPC-JU-2022-TRAINING-02 1 2024-2025 €M €M
Total 45 2022-2029 €214.4M €347.4M

Note: ®The main target areas The following table includes the funded actions under the remit of
LEADSXx2030, and not necessarily all actions funded under Strategic Objective 4 (SO4). These numbers
account for the total EU-funding requested and the total investment including co-funding from other
sources and private investment.

LEADSx2030 | 5
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1 Introduction

1.1 Context

As part of WP2: ADS Longitudinal Analysis, this work aims to deliver a robust, long-term evaluation
of the DIGITAL SO4 ADS Cluster. The objectives are twofold: to provide a longitudinal analysis of
project activities and to deliver a gap analysis with clear, actionable recommendations for enhancing
key offerings, delivery quality, and overall impact. To achieve this, LEADSx2030 has employed a
multifaceted research strategy. Building on the D2.1 ADS Actions Analytical Framework and the
survey-based D2.2 ADS Actions Dataset, the team also conducted in-depth interviews with
coordinators of SO4-funded projects.

This report presents a comprehensive analysis that integrates quantitative survey data with rich
qualitative insights from interviews. By reporting key findings and offering strategic recommendations,
the Report is intended to support the development of a sustainable and dynamic ecosystem linking
higher education institutions with research and industry partners. As the first in a series of annual
reports, it also establishes the baseline for ongoing longitudinal monitoring, enabling consistent
tracking of progress, challenges, and trends over time.

1.2 Purpose of this document

This report presents timely insights into current ADS offerings by constructing the ADS Actions
Dataset enriched with extensive details for DIGITAL-SO4 funded actions. It details the methodologies
of data collection and analysis deployed to assess the progress and impacts of all DIGITAL-SO4
actions. This report enables ongoing examination of the ADS supply using the approved D2.1 ADS
Analytical Framework for future, which helps identify evidence-based practices on generating a robust
relationship among all stakeholders involved and developing future policy and programme design.

Furthermore, the report aims to contribute to the creation of a centralised Data Hub for SO4 ADS
community, which facilitates the integration of disparate data sources and provides insight dashboard
of the changing requirements for ADS for different stakeholders. Through the consultative data
collection and analysis, the Data Hub will be able to develop a series of benchmarks against skills
areas, tech scope, programme format, etc., which allows for an objective self-assessment and
matching of initiatives and synergies.

1.3 Target audience

The target audience include:

LEADSx2030, ADS and DIGITAL Project Partners: The report will enable partners to
systematically gather inputs on the existing education and training offers in the ADS area,
identifying areas for stronger collaboration and improvement. It will also serve as a tool to
guide future actions, help partners optimise strategies and enhance the effectiveness of ADS
education.

Policy Makers: The report will provide a comprehensive overview of ADS education
programs. It will inform policy decisions by highlighting successful initiatives that can be scaled
or replicated to address multi-level challenges.

LEADSx2030 | 6
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Education & Training Providers: By offering evidence-based insights, the report will help
education and training providers design or enhance digital skills programmes. It will support
them in developing curricula that are responsive to the evolving demands of the labour market
and the needs of learners.

General Public: The report will increase public awareness of the impact of digital skills
education, demonstrating its importance for employability and economic growth. It will also
provide insights into how these programmes align with current labour market trends and job
opportunities.

Relation to other project deliverables

D2.3 ADS Actions Annual Report Year 1 is closely linked to other deliverables within the LEADSx2030
project, creating a cohesive evaluation and reporting process. Specifically:

LEADSx2030 | 7

D1.2 ADS Data Hub: The Data Hub will provide input to the Annual Report regarding key skills
in the current SO4 ADS programme portfolio.

D2.1 ADS Analytical Framework: The Framework provides the comprehensive approach to
structuring and analysing DIGITAL SO4 funded actions. It guides the data collection and
evaluation processes that shape the Annual Report.

D2.2 ADS Actions Dataset: The Dataset provides the quantitative data for analysis in the
Report.

D3.3, D3.5, D3.7 ADS Cluster Report: The findings and recommendations from the Annual
Report will feed into ADS Cluster Annual Reports which will provide qualitative analysis of the
DIGITAL-SO4 ADS Cluster and outline opportunities for synergies within the cluster identified
best practices, and sub-cluster actions.

D4.1-D4.4 ADS Network Reviews: The findings and recommendations from the Annual
Report will feed into ADS Network Annual Reviews which will review the key stakeholders in
the European and global ADS ecosystem.

D5.1 ADS State-of-Play Report: The findings and recommendations from the Annual Report
will feed into the ADS State-of-Play Report which will. provide information on the ADS demand
and supply by sectors and roles, existing gaps, key statistics and expert opinions.

Funded by
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2 Methodology

2.1 Introduction

This section introduces the methodology drawn on the ADS Analytical Framework (D2.1) to deliver a
Longitudinal Analysis of DIGITAL SO4 funded actions and provide a comprehensive analysis with
actionable recommendations for enhancing programme offerings, delivery, and impact. A mixed
method which consists of both quantitative survey and qualitative interviews is deployed to collect
data on various aspects such as course/programme portfolios, completion and employment rates,
quality assurance, and key discussion topics with coordinator institutions and providers, including
best practices, challenges, and financial considerations.

2.2 Data collection overview

LEADSx2030 aims to deliver a longitudinal analysis of SO4 ADS Cluster activities and provide a gap
analysis with actionable recommendations for enhancing programme offerings, delivery, and impact.
The data collection incoporates the Analytical Framework (D2.1) to include the following core
components for analysis as shown in Figure 2:

1. Course/Programmme Portfolio: A comprehensive review of available offerings within the ADS
Cluster.

2. Course/Programme Completion, Passing & Employment Rates: Evaluation of learner
outcomes and employability metrics.

3. Quality Assurance of Courses/Programmes: Assessment of the mechanisms ensuring
programme quality and relevance.

4. Key Discussion Points with Coordinator Institutions and Programme Providers: Identification
of areas for collaboration and improvement.

2. Programme completion 3. Quality assurance of

and passing rates programmes

For quantitative method, the ADS Actions Dataset (D2.2), which consolidates information of all
DIGITAL-SO4 funded projects, serves as the data source for descriptive analysis, providing a
comprehensive overview of the programme portfolio. This Dataset is collected from both primary
(project coordinators) and secondary (publicly available) sources. For qualitative method, the research
team conducted semi-structured interviews with DIGITAL-SO4 project coordinators. An interview
guide was developed based on the ADS Analytical Framework (D2.1) to ensure collection of
comprehensive insights into programme offerings and contextual understanding to complement the
brochure data. Drawing on a rigorous thematic analysis? in NVivo (a qualitative data analysis software)
the results present four key themes. They include the programme learning outcomes, assuring quality,
mobilising resources, and planning for sustainability. Accordingly, the findings identify best practices

2 Braun and Clarke (2006)

LEADSX2030 | 8
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for future collaboration and improvement. The following sub-sections provide detailed information on
the data collection and analysis.

2.2.1 Quantitative data collection

2.2.1.1Quantitative data collection process

For the first component of the programme portfolio, the research team adopted quantitative
methodology to collect and analyse the data of all DIGITAL-SO4 funded actions. A dataset was
developed under the ADS Analytical Framework (D2.1) as the ADS Actions Dataset (D2.2). This
Dataset consolidates existing information of the 32 funded actions between 2021 and 2022 as these
projects have designed and delivered ADS courses and programmes at the data collection time (Feb-
Apr 2025).

2.2.1.2 Data sources and method

The dataset includes data for DIGITAL-SO4 funded actions through the 2021 and 2022 open calls,
specified as followed.

20 Specialised education projects (8 in 2021, 12 in 2022).
12 Short-Term Training course projects.
449 programmes or courses delivered by these projects.

The data were collected from both the primary and secondary sources. First, the research team
collected secondary data from publicly available information on the respective project websites. Doing
so helps the participants to save time as well as to identify the gap between their promotion and
current offers. Individual invitations and regular reminders were then sent to all project coordinators
to complement the dataset to ensure accuracy and reliability. In addition, ADS webinar promotion
and final check-in were conducted to reinforce the contribution efforts. This was an ongoing process
of communication and collaboration between the research team and project coordinators to jointly
contribute to the final dataset, leading to 25 projects’ Dataset validated by primary sources while other
7 projects updated based on secondary data.

The following elements will be assessed at course/programme level.

S04 Topic Code, Project ID, Project Acronym, and Project Name
Type of course/programme’
Course/programme name
Is one course/programme being delivered, or a programme(s) containing multiple courses/
modules? (specify number of courses/modules)?
Delivery language(s)
Course/programme Duration®
Is the course/programme Accredited? (Yes/No)
Accreditation type*
o Number of ECTS (if any)
Sector(s) at which course/programme is targeted®.
Skill in ADS (List the following: Technology Group®, Skills Group’, Level of Skills®).

LEADSx2030 | 9
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Delivery mode(s)®
Is the course/programme delivered at one location, or jointly between two or more locations?
o List Delivery location(s), and Max. Capacity'®
Are identical/similar instances of the course/programme delivered at multiple locations?
o List Delivery location(s), and Max. Capacity per location
Name, Location, and Type (Education & Training'!, Industry'?, Public body'®, Research',
Other'®) of each organisation involved in delivering the course/programme’® (if Industry
organisations are involved in delivery state if they are a consortium member)

Student admission criteria
Brief description of target profile of learners

2.2.1.3Quantitative data analysis

Descriptive analysis is employed in this section to give a comprehensive overiew of the programme
portfolio. The analysis provides a breakdown on different aspects across the 32 training-delivering
projects in terms of the type of courses/programmes, implementation stage, delivery mode, course
duration, technology area, sector and host countries.

This analysis serves as the foundation to assess the progress and impact of the 32 DIGITAL SO4
funded actions in ADS education. It facilitates the identification of key trends and patterns within the
programme portfolio, highlighting the focus areas and potential gaps in the current offerings.
Collectively, these diverse insights help to inform strategic recommendations to enhance the
effectiveness and outreach of the programme offerings, ensuring iterative refinement and alignment
with the overarching project goals.

2.2.2 Qualitative data collection

2.2.2.1Qualitative data collection process

To gather more extensive insights into the programme context from coordinators, a qualitative method
with in-depth interviews was employed. The interview was semi-structured using an interview guide
that was drawn on the ADS Analytical Framework (D2.1). The interview guide covered key discussion
topics including completion and employment rates, quality assurance, resourcing and cooperation
and sustainability. Invitations were sent to all project coordinators with follow up reminders, resulting
in 18 coordinators’ responses. Interviews were conducted between April and May 2025. All interviews
were recorded, transcribed, and anonymized for analysis.

2.2.2.2Interview guide and sample project profile

The interview guide comprising 14 questions was developed based on ADS Analytical Framework
(D2.1) to explore in-depth contextual understanding from project coordinators (see Annex A). The
questions cover three broad areas on completion and employment rates, quality assurance, and key
discussion topics with coordinator institutions and providers, including best practices, challenges,
and financial considerations. After invitations were sent out, 18 project coordinators accepted to
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participate in the interviews and their profiles are illustrated in Figure 3 as below. They represented 11
Specialised education projects (55%) and 7 Short-Term Training course projects (58%).

Upon the completion of the first few interviews, the research team met to discuss findings, re-analyse
previous interviews and determine if any additional or different questions might be posed in
subsequent interviews.
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EDUCATION EDUCATION
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2.2.2.3 Qualitative data analysis

A thematic analysis was carried out by the research team to identify, analyse, and report patterns
within the interview transcripts. This process involved several meetings between the research team
to ensure a valid and trustworthy analysis of the data. Each member of the research team read all
interview transcripts to familiarise themselves with the data and acquire a high-level understanding of
each participant’s experience.

During the first meeting, the team discussed the initial codes, identified and reached an agreement
on a coding framework of four key findings around how projects are tracking learning outcomes,
assuring quality, mobilising resources, and planning for sustainability. Each finding comprises three
themes and various sub-themes, which served as the coding scheme for importing into NVivo to start
coding the initial four interviews. This iterative process allowed for the refinement of the framework
and the generation of additional codes which were not previously discussed.

After completing the initial four interviews, a second meeting was held to define themes and sub-
themes and finalise the coding framework. The remaining 14 interviews were then coded by the team.
Finally, a final meeting was held to discuss the analysis results and aggregate the codes into their
respective themes and sub-themes in the report.
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2.3 Summary

This chapter presents the methodology deployed to conduct a Longitudinal and Gap Analysis of SO4
ADS Cluster activities, guided by the ADS Analytical Framework (D2.1). Both quantitative and
qualitative methods were applied to evaluate programme portfolios, learner outcomes, quality
assurance, and institutional practices.

Quantitatively, data from 32 DIGITAL SO4 funded actions (2021 — 2022) were compiled into the ADS
Actions Dataset (D2.2), covering 449 courses. Data sources included project coordinators and
publicly available information. Descriptive analysis examined delivery types, duration, modes,
technology areas, and target sectors to identify trends and gaps across the programme landscape.

Qualitatively, semi-structured interviews with 18 project coordinators explored deeper contextual
insights. Guided by the framework, interviews covered topics such as completion rates, employability,
quality assurance, resource mobilisation, and sustainability. Thematic analysis revealed four core
areas of focus, with themes and subthemes developed collaboratively to inform actionable
recommendations for strategic development and future improvement.
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3 Analytical overview of the SO4 ADS projects portfolio

3.1 Introduction

The ADS projects portfolio, funded under SO4 of the DIGITAL programme, offers an extensive list of
trainings that differ significantly in terms of maturity, format, content and objectives. Although on a
project-level a lot of information is publicly available on the respective project websites or directly
reported through deliverables and official reviews, little information is available regarding the individual
programmes or courses they provide.

The comprehensive Dataset, built by LEADSx2030, sheds light on the offering of the ADS projects
portfolio. The Dataset includes information collected from the 32 projects funded through the 2021
and 2022 open calls. At the time of data collection, subsequently funded actions were still at an early
stage; data from these projects will be incorporated in the future iterations of the Dataset and Report.

3.2 Descriptive analysis

Across the 32 training-delivering projects, 465 trainings have been designed. These include academic
and professional master’s degrees, short-term courses, life-long learning courses, micro credentials,
individual modules and MOQOCs (Figure 4).

79% of them have already been launched (some have already produced graduates, while others are
still ongoing) as of June 2025, while 21% remain in preparation (Figure 5). This reflects the different
starting dates of the projects, but also the iterative development of content. The ‘Al and Health’
project, for example, is already delivering master’s programmes, while preparing to launch a Massive
Online Open Course (MOOC) and customised professional courses.

Short-term course
Microcredential
Academic Master's degree
Other
B Life-long learning 24
Individual module at Master's level

B Professional Master's Degree 7

H MOOC
3
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17% 21%

In preparation
Launched/started with graduates

launched/started without
graduates
62%

The majority of trainings are delivered online (66%) (Figure 6). This percentage is driven up by short-
format courses, including life-long learning courses, individual modules, micro credentials and
MOQCs. Long-format programmes, such as master’s and bachelor’s degrees, are typically delivered
in-person or in hybrid mode. A detailed breakdown of training by type and delivery mode is available
in Annex B.

1%

22%
Hybrid

In-person
Online 11%

To be defined
66%

As the significant prevalence of short-term courses and micro credentials would imply, the duration
of the trainings within the ADS projects portfolio is skewed. Approximately half of the trainings (48%)
last between 1 to 5 hours. Another 14% last between 6 to 10 hours and 11% last between 11-20
hours. In total, 90% of all trainings can be completed within less than 500 hours.

As derived from discussions with project coordinators and representatives, in the context of
community meetings, such as the DIGITAL projects meeting (Luxembourg, 17-18" March 2025) or
the regular LEADSx2030 sub-cluster calls, the short duration of the trainings (shown in Figure 7)
reflects the reluctance or inability of SMEs to provide longer courses to their employees and, hence,
the need for self-standing, digestible materials that can easily incorporated to the existing workload.
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The trainings contribute towards ADS in a wide range of technology areas (Figure 8). The majority are
general, transferrable ADS, followed by ADS for Big Data and Analytics, Al, and Security.

General / not specified | 174
Big data and analytics = 91
Al 82
Security 60
Cloud technology = 18
loT =15
Quantum 14
Chips '~ 6

Edge computing = 5

Although the majority of trainings are cross-sectoral, many of them address the ADS needs of specific
verticals, including Business, Transport, Cybersecurity, Agriculture, Government and Public Sector
(Figure 9). Manufacturing, Renewable Energy and Semiconductors are also present. Monitoring the
evolution of the Cluster since the funding of the first programmes in 2021, LEADSx2030 has observed
a shift from more generic trainings to sector-specific ones. This reflects not only an increasing demand
for ADS in specific domains, but also a change in the scope of the published open calls. The DIGITAL
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programme appears to pursue the development of market-ready talent that combine ADS and
domain expertise; a recommendation already put forward by the preceding project, LEADS.®

Cross-sector / Not specified | 322

Business 39

Transport | 34

Cybersecurity | 29

Agriculture 11

Government and public sector 10
Manufacturing 7
Renewable energy 7

Semiconductor industry 6

Most of the in person or hybrid trainings are delivered in France, followed by Ukraine, Finland, Italy,
Spain and Portugal (Figure 10). Overall, although the projects portfolio provides trainings across the
EU-27 and beyond, in person programmes and courses are less common in Eastern Europe.

Country No of courses Country No of courses
France 116 Cyprus 8

Ukraine 34 Iceland, Ireland 7

Finland, Italy 26 Czechia, Hungary 6

Spain 16 Greece, Sweden 5

Portugal 15 Netherlands, Slovakia 4

Lithuania 14 Estonia, Romania 3

Austria, Denmark 11 Latvia 2

Belgium 10 Croatia, Israel, Norway, Poland 1

Germany 9

3.3 Key findings of quantitative data

The analysis of the ADS projects portfolio reveals a strong emphasis on short-term, flexible training
formats, with nearly 90% of courses designed to be completed in under 500 hours and 66% delivered
exclusively online - an approach that caters to the growing demand for modular, accessible learning,
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particularly among SMEs and working professionals. The majority of offerings focus on general ADS,
Big Data, Al and Security, with a notable share targeting specific sectors such as Business, Transport
and Cybersecurity. Cybersecurity can be viewed from different perspectives: it is a cross-cutting
theme relevant across multiple sectors, making it a core technological area within ADS, but it also
functions as a vertical domain that encompasses ADS linked to specific technologies, such as Al and
Big Data.

Since 2021, there has been a subtle transition from more general training programmes to those
tailored to specific sectors, due to a growing demand for ADS within particular domains and an
evolution in the focus of published open calls. As such and moving forward, we expect these ADS
projects portfolio to contribute to more market-ready talent that blends advanced digital expertise
with deep domain knowledge. While the portfolio demonstrates wide geographical coverage, in-
person and hybrid trainings are concentrated in countries like France, Ukraine, Finland and ltaly, with
fewer options available in Eastern Europe.

Most of these differences in the approach and implementation of ADS training by the funded actions
can be traced down to:

Considerations of the real demand as identified in the early stages of the projects.

Feedback received or lessons learned by own implementation of a certain approach, e.g.
through industry engagement.

Feedback received or lessons learned from previously funded projects, as shared in cluster-
wide meetings or the LEADSx2030 (previously LEADS) best practice repository.*

Direct mandates of the European Commission integrated into the open call text.

Emerging trends and opportunities, such as the growth of micro credentials.

As explored in Section 4, these differences give rise to distinct challenges and opportunities for each
project, depending on the maturity, format, content, target audience, and objectives of their training
programmes - insights that were clearly echoed in our qualitative analysis and interviews with project
coordinators.

Further insights and clearer interrelations from the quantitative analysis will be provided in the next
version of this report (D2.4) in May 2026.
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4 Challenges and Opportunities in Programme and Project
Management

4.1 Introduction

This section presents a synthesis of findings from interviews conducted with leads and coordinators
of EU-funded education and training initiatives under the LEADSx2030 programme. Drawing on the
thematic analysis, four themes emerged from the data (shown in Figure 11), including how projects
are tracking learning outcomes, assuring quality, mobilising resources, and planning for sustainability.
While many projects demonstrate strong engagement, high completion rates, and effective industry
collaboration, challenges remain in areas such as long-term impact tracking, accreditation alignment,
and business model development. The aim of this section is to provide the key findings on the
common patterns, highlight emerging practices, and offer grounded recommendations to inform
future policy and programme design.

Figure 11. Coding Framework of Qualitative Analysis

High Pass Rates Indicating
High Quality of Learning

S T—— ETRERPCRNS [ Do
Completion, Passing & Being Collected & Avalable [REE E
Employment Rates © oatasouces

Employability Data: Awareness
But Difficult to Track

Quality Assurance in
Place as a Standard

Standardisation TopDown

Effective Quality Approach Challenges

Assurance Standardisation BottoraUp

Management Approach at the Project Level

High Level of Resource Readiness
& Strong Industry Collaboration

Challenges for SME
Resources & Involvement

Cooperation Sustainable Growth Involves
Industry, But Lacks Preparation to
Take Off

Knowledge Sharing

Quality Assurance
Participants' Management
Expectations &
Recommendations

Resources &

S e

4.2 Main theme 1: Course/programme completion, passing &
employment rates

The first theme of the findings focusses on how projects approach the conceptualisation and
measurement of learning success and achievement of outcomes. Three major dimensions emerge
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from the interviews: pass rates, demographic data collection, and employability outcomes. While
many project teams are enthusiastic about the positive short-term indicators of learning success such
as high completion rates, most reported challenges in gathering robust long-term impact data,
especially on employment outcomes. This gap underscores the need for more intentional design
around impact and outcome monitoring from the outset.

4.2.1 High pass rates indicating high quality of learning

Across most projects, short-term programmes reported strong pass rates. These were often
interpreted by project teams as indicators of successful teaching delivery and participant satisfaction.
However, the concept of “pass rate” was not standardised. In some cases, ‘passing’ was
conceptualised as completing the course or not dropping out. For longer or accredited programmes,
the metric included formal assessment completion and the achievement of pass grades.

This variation in conceptualisation and definition is important: while all teams celebrated persistent
engagement and low dropout rates, these figures do not necessary reflect skill acquisition or deeper
learning. Nevertheless, the prevalence of this approach does suggest that short-term training
recognises the importance of meeting learners where they are, offering value in accessible formats.
The findings below show what data has been collected and how.

4.2.1.1Data sources

Projects generally tracked attendance, completion, and in some cases, satisfaction surveys. A few
included informal learner feedback, which they interpreted as a proxy for pass rate quality shown as
below.

“We have a pre and post assessment methodology in order to keep track of the overall
learning experience, and in general, we let's say, observed an increase in knowledge
with respect to making the comparison before and after the training. We distributed a
satisfaction survey in order to get feedback, not only with respect to the course itself,
but also with respect to the overall experience.” (P12)

“The criteria for completing the course have mainly to do either with making some
exercises or some tasks that the teachers are giving or attending a certain amount of
lectures.” (P16)

“In terms of completion, we have agreed to measure that they complete at least, they
attend at least the 80% of the learning hours.” (P17)

4.2.1.2 Data collection method

Data was typically gathered via course management systems, attendance logs, or through issuance
of certificates. There was limited automation, and collection processes often varied between partners
within a consortium, as shown in the following quotes.

“We have maybe a completion certificate, but only specific cases, we may have really
an examination, or something like that. Sometimes we have some kind of hackathon
thing which can be a competition.” (P2)
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“What we do in most of the cases is to check the completion and the level of completion,
for example, through the digital paths. So for a programming workshop with python, we
check the path and the notebook where they have completed the exercises.” (P13)

"After the completion of its lesson, the participant is requested to fill in a quiz. After
bypassing the quiz and all quizzes for all lessons he can have, the platform generates
a certificate.” (P14)

4.2.2 Participant profile data being collected and available

Most projects collected demographic data at the point of enrolment. Teams were aware of the
importance of gathering this information to align with EDI (equity, diversity, and inclusion) objectives
and to assess the reach of their programmes. However, there was a strong sense that this data was
not always used purposefully.

As one participant noted, "We collect gender, but we don’t use it for anything meaningful". The missed
opportunity here lies in not connecting demographic trends to programme design, outreach, or
inclusion goals. The team reflected on how data use could be more strategic, for instance, using
demographic insights to target underrepresented groups.

4.2.2.1 Data sources

Data commonly included gender, age, educational background, and employment status at entry.
Some collected more detailed geographic or sectoral information as below.

“We have all the details about our student, their nationality, their sex, their background
information, if they are getting scholarship, or some, if | may say help from the crews
here.” (P1)

“We collect data that is the basic demographic data like gender, age, nationality. Also,
we have all the data on the country of residence, and then we have all the information
related to the academic background. Also, we ask them about professional
experience.” (P5)

“We probably collect in the future, mainly nationality, gender, profession, current
location, current role, position and why did you apply to master programme, how did
you hear about us.” (P8)

4.2.2.2 Data collection method

Typically gathered through pre-course registration forms or institutional enrolment systems. Few used
ongoing surveys or post-course follow-ups to update this data as illustrated below:

“When we launch every edition of the master, we have a form that must be completed
with a lot of requirements.” (P3)

“We have been collecting information because there's a registration process. When
people register, they do mention and we've done with that, we did our own analysis.”
(P8)
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“They need to fill in this registration questionnaire, where we ask for more information
about the background.” (P12)

4.2.3 Employability data: Awareness, but difficult to track

Employability outcomes proved the most challenging area for data collection. Most project teams
acknowledged that they did not know what happened to learners after course completion. In some
cases, this was because the course itself had not yet finished. However, even in cases where the
course had finished, systematic tracking was rare. A few could point to anecdotal evidence or informal
success stories.

That said, the discussion itself triggered reflection among project leads. Many remarked that being
asked about employability prompted them to think about integrating follow-up data collection
mechanisms. Some projects began using newsletters or alumni contact lists as a starting point for
ongoing engagement.

4.2.3.1Data sources

Some projects attempted to gather feedback on skill use or job relevance shortly after programme
completion. Data on job changes, promotions, or sectoral movement was mostly absent as followed.

"About employment, the students that graduated are employed immediately. So we
know that they were all employed, but we didn't have surveys about that. It's just the
personal information that we know because we know them very well.” (P10)

“About the employment situation, that has been a huge challenge, we have very low
response rate. None of them have reported change in the employment situation,
however, and something that | would like to see in that very reduced response rate that
we have had this information about other type of impact, so development of tools,
publication of papers, publication of thesis.” (P13)

“The feedback we have received hasn't been really about somebody finding work as
such, but that they were happy that they built a network when they participated in the
courses so that they see now that they have a better prospect of finding work.” (P16)

4.2.3.2 Data collection method

Where it existed, employability data came through informal alumni tracking, newsletters, or anecdotal
reports from partner organisations as shown below.

“They are part of our alumni, and we are very in contact with them.” (P3)

“We decided our alumni community will be based on Linkedin profiles. The employment
rate you will be analysing, probably through LinkedIn, and after the graduation, after six
months, some survey will be done just to gather the information as well.” (P6)

“And then, six months after the students have completed these courses, we'd be
following up with a survey seeking more detailed information.” (P15)

Further information about Course/Programme Completion, Passing & Employment Rates within the
project is presented in Annex B.
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4.3 Main theme 2: Effective quality assurance management

Quality assurance (QA) was one of the most discussed topics during the interviews. While QA
processes are widely in place, their form and function vary across contexts. A clear tension emerged
between the EU’s push for standardised QA and the realities of national and institutional constraints.
This section also shows how projects creatively navigate these tensions by developing their own
internal practices.

4.3.1 Quality assurance in place as a standard

Most project leads reported that QA systems were functioning well, particularly at the module or
course level. These systems were often inherited from the lead institution’s normal practices. Module
evaluations, student feedback, and expert panels were commonly used.

However, QA at the programme level was less developed, particularly in short-term training contexts.
Some teams admitted that QA practices were more performative than developmental, reflecting
compliance rather than genuine quality improvement.

4.3.1.1 QA practices in place

Common practices included module evaluations, expert advisory groups, peer review processes, and
continuous feedback loops as followed.

“We are doing a full set of the quality assurance specifically for this programme, so
these monitoring and evaluation work package runs from day one to the project to the
last month and they are producing reports. So it's not only about the students, but it's
also, for instance, regular interviews with the partners, producing collecting information
from our administration systems.” (P5)

“What we plan to do is to include members of the consortium or potential people going
to talk about the industry, Industry Advisory Board to join the lessons and provide their
own input as a form of peer review on the actual delivery. We had an internal trial for
which we used as participants, members of the consortia. As members of the
consortium, we can consider where we introduce a public trial as a form of quality
assurance of the delivery and the content itself.” (P8)

“So the universities usually already had programs accredited, and they just did an
upgrade of their curriculum. We also measure the quality with the universities, with the
process of quality from the universities, and with the specific task, involving also
feedbacks from the students.” (P11)

4.3.1.2 Stakeholders in QA management

Faculty members, course coordinators, and in some cases, industry experts. Short-term programmes
often involved external advisors for iterative reviews, explained as below.

“In our case, study programme committee has a department. This department has
faculty, faculty has study division, and the Senate, so there is at least 4 steps which we
are going through. So this study programme committee usually is responsible for looking
after the quality.” (P6)
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“There is indeed a quality assurance team currently, it's mostly looking at deliverables.
The quality assurance thing for content development is mostly comprised of industry
partners, the academic partners and the content developers.” (PS)

“There is an editorial board made by expert in assessing training material, which, of
course, is this board that are not members of the partners that developed the training
materials. External expertise, let's say, represented also officially in the project, in the
form of the Advisory Board members.” (P17)

4.3.2 Standardisation top-down approach challenges

The interviews revealed deep frustration with the practical limitations of EU-level QA frameworks such
as the European Approach to the Accreditation of Joint Programmes (

). While these policies are intended to simplify cross-border
accreditation, they often clash with entrenched national systems. Several interviewees described local
accreditation authorities or university leaders as blocking attempts to use EU-standardised templates.

In many cases, projects had the will to align with EU approaches designed to facilitate joint
programme accreditation but lacked the authority or leverage to do so. This created inefficiencies and
sometimes led to delays in programme rollout as well as individualised implementation timelines for
each institution.

4.3.2.1 Misalignment with local rules

National accreditation processes were consistently described as "immovable," with local governance
structures holding more power than EU recommendations. Teams found it difficult to navigate
conflicting requirements when national authorities refused to recognise EU-standardised approaches
as shown in the following quotes.

“So all four universities had completely different procedure, like how it goes, and
because in the project we had some kind of analysis, how it's done and so on. All the
universities have some kind of a division called Study Programme Committee, so this
committee is responsible for the study programme like the first step, because usually
there is some kind of a hierarchical structure.” (P6)

“We went to two different accreditation process, because Italy has not integrated yet
the European approach. So we had to go through the Italy accreditation process, and
after that we had to go to the European approach. So when we went to the ltalian
accreditation process, it was directly approved, and we were quite stressed, because if
we did not pass the European approach, then we will have had to postpone it for two
years.” (P7)

“We had to make it happen to be independent because that the point is it would have
been great to have this as one joint thing, everybody does exactly the same. The problem
is local laws and regulations hinder us to do this and also the administrative part. So
we have implemented this independently every university for themselves. So alignment
between European countries alignment is pretty hard.” (P9)
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4.3.2.2Resources constraints

Resource limitations made it particularly challenging for teams to duplicate efforts to meet both EU
and national standards simultaneously. Projects struggled to allocate sufficient time and funding to
satisfy multiple, often contradictory, accreditation requirements across different jurisdictions shown
as below.

“National accreditations agencies are not yet prepared for this [online delivery]. So,
they have a lot of questions on why so that number of synchronous sessions, why so
that huge number of asynchronous online session, how we would follow up the students,
etc. The process is not that streamlined, so you can always apply for an accreditation,
but you don't know exactly when you get the results. That's a problem.” (P5)

“We are aiming to have one way of doing, the master is going to be an online master
programme. However, not all academic partners, because of national legislations, are
able to deliver online master programs. You need to very well know what national
constraints are, not only three layers, so they are European, national, and then let's say,
local institution level.” (P8)

“Like all the European funded projects, the level of formality and bureaucracy, even in
a positive way, is very high. And this is something, an aspect that | mean, we need to
dedicate a lot of effort to make the project advance, basically to reach all the results.
So, this is a challenge, because what | want to say is that they are very complicated
projects and they require a lot of effort from the coordinators and the partners to satisfy
all the rules and implement all the actions that are foreseen.” (P11)

4.3.3 Standardisation bottom-up approach at the project level

In contrast to the top-down constraints, many projects developed internal templates and QA systems
that worked across their consortia. This peer-driven approach to standardisation proved to be both
feasible and valuable.

Teams described how they co-designed shared learning outcomes, created joint assessment
frameworks, and exchanged best practices across institutions. These internal innovations allowed
them to maintain quality even in the face of external bureaucratic barriers.

4.3.3.1Standardisation via setting up templates

Projects developed shared quality assurance templates for consistent use across partner institutions.
Teams collaborated to align module objectives and assessments, while advisory boards provided
feedback to iteratively improve short-term programs demonstrated as below.

“In terms of to ensure consistency, of course, we developed a specific template for
preparing the presentation and also to ensure to have a common way to report and to
visualize the information.” (P12)

“We have evaluation sessions, and again, we have made a form, and we fill in this and
we ask them in general about, how was the interaction with the participants? What was
their feeling? How did they actually engage? Did they learn? Did they ask questions?”
(P16)
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“It starts a first iteration, following a template with some criteria which are known
beforehand and then the comments are, and then, for each course generally there are
three reviewers filling in this template according to this criteria very precise, because
they go even at single slide level, at course level, but also at single slide level. We're also
filling in a template, which is a sort of change request to be implemented.” (P17)

4.3.3.2Standardisation via setting up standardised modules

Some projects created fully standardised module documentation for implementation across different
institutional contexts. This involved developing shared QA frameworks while allowing for local
adaptation. Advisory boards provided regular input to enhance these standardised offerings over time
as explained below.

“What we are trying to do to solve and to avoid having this gap is creating one unique
centralised coordination serving quality assurance strategy.” (P7)

“We have a joint programme learning objectives defined and so on so first, which are
then reflected in the individual design of the programs of the specialisation directions.
What we also have of course, is that we have these regular meetings and talk about the
stuff. So we have this steering board implemented.” (P9)

“We had also project courses that we saw that the local needs do not coincide so much.
So, they should have general objectives, but the local objectives or the focus would
be different in its country.” (P16)

Annex C details further information of Effective Quality Assurance Management within the above
established themes.

4.4 Main theme 3: Resources and cooperation

Projects varied significantly in terms of resource stability and organisational capacity. University-based
teams benefited from established structural support and staffing stability, while Small and Medium
Enterprises (SMEs) faced considerably greater challenges in maintaining consistent participation.
Industry collaboration emerged as a strong asset across most projects, with high levels of
engagement in both co-design and delivery phases, but sustainability planning remained consistently
weak across the board.

4.4.1 High level of resource readiness & strong industry collaboration

4.4.1.1 Engagement through providing staff

Universities consistently contributed stable teaching and administrative staff to project consortia,
drawing on their established human resource infrastructure and institutional continuity. In contrast,
SMEs proved more vulnerable to staff turnover and experienced significant staffing gaps that
sometimes disrupted project timelines and deliverables, as shown below.

“So it's basically it's recruiting within the partners. And we haven't done much
recruiting from outside.” (P2)
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“So the staffing of the master project is not a problem, we have a lot of very
knowledgeable people in the project. And for the future we will train a lot of younger
staff.” (P10)

“There is a sort of co-investment happening even for the teaching staff from university
and from the industry. And this is most of the time not a huge problem for universities,
it's more difficult, especially for industrial partners, which are not big partners, big
corporates, SMEs or startups for them.” (P11)

4.4.1.2Co-design and co-delivery of courses

Industry partners demonstrated deep involvement in shaping course content, bringing real-world
expertise and market insights to curriculum development. In many cases, these partners went beyond
advisory roles to actively deliver portions of the training, creating authentic learning experiences that
bridged academic theory with practical application, explained as below.

“Since we kick off the project, the professors in all the universities, together with SMEs
and the research centre, they were just working really massively in creating the content,
creating the consortium agreement for the programme and also the preparation for the
accreditation. We've been lucky also with the industry based teaching staff, because,
the programme itself has inside the programme mandatory seminars from industry.”
(P7)

“On a very top level, we have an executive board that consists of industry partner and
external advisory policy that consists of industry partners, and they give us feedback on
that. Then three industry partners that are the joint associates, so there's the
collaboration stronger and they also will help us in future when we want to provide
master thesis and stuff like this.” (P9)

“We had collaboration in designing the trainings, so receiving needs and find out what
we can best give them. We have had collaboration in delivery. The list was that they can
provide us with some use case that can be used in the in the course. There is also a
couple of courses where there was a part of the course was delivered by an SME.”
(P16)

4.4.1.3SKkills needs analysis

Industry input proved crucial in helping projects align course content with rapidly evolving market
demands. This collaboration was particularly valuable in developing short-term training modules that
needed to respond quickly to emerging skills gaps and technological changes in various sectors,
which is illustrated as below.

“We started, in fact, with a very strong industry involvement for carrying out skills need
analysis. That was the basis of the design of our programme. And that was the first
moment that the industry come together with us to discuss, we collect information, and
then we gave back to them in a webinar the results of the skills need analysis and we
took them in consideration for designing the programme.” (P5)
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“We had industry partners, we were consulting also when we were developing the study
programme. So we have meetings with those to estimate what are the needs, what
are the skills and what we do also.” (P6)

“In terms of getting input from industry, our project very much drew on engagement with
industry to inform the courses. So part of the project involved a survey, and we had one
for employees, and we had one for managers and leaders. So the courses we provide
very much drew on that data and that's the skills mapping tool.” (P15)

4.4.1.4Internships

Many projects successfully facilitated internships and real-world project opportunities through their
partner companies. These placements enhanced the employability relevance of training programs by
providing participants with hands-on experience and direct connections to potential employers as
shown below.

“So the budget for financial support to third parties is going to be used to give students
the possibility to have internships in this industry partners, which in server action is
actually one of the deliverables, is creating a solid basic document for allowing more
industry partner to become part of the master programme.” (P7)

“The student itself could choose to go into an internship, either with a partner within the
consortium, a partner company, or some other company that's well connected to one
of the academic partners, or maybe there are some of the industry partners.” (P8)

“The idea is that in the second year of the master, there will be all kinds of internships
and they will be delivered partially by the SMEs and by a wider ecosystem of industry
partners.” (P10)

4.4.2 Challenges for SME involvement (finance)

Many SMEs struggled significantly to meet the required co-financing contributions, which typically
demanded substantial in-kind resource commitments. This financial burden limited their ability to
participate meaningfully in projects or maintain consistent commitment throughout the entire project
lifecycle, often forcing them to reduce their involvement over time as explained below.

“With 50-50, that doesn't work...So this partner, there's one partner that stayed actually
the other one simply left and said, it doesn't work out for us, so they left even before the
project started.” (P2)

“One potential difficulty is on the finance and the co-financing part. It's more difficult,
especially for industrial partners, which are not big partners, big corporates, SMEs or
startups for them. It's more difficult to participate in this project because they need to
co-finance 50% of their effort.” (P11)

“There have been several admin offices that have had some doubts and some
resistance to implementing co-funding, because it's just so much administrative work,
so much more than for the fully funded projects.” (P13)
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4.4.3 Sustainable growth involves industry, but lacks preparation to
take off

While projects demonstrated strong industry engagement and collaboration throughout their
implementation phases, they consistently struggled to translate this momentum into viable post-
funding sustainability plans. The combination of procedural constraints and capacity limitations
created a gap between successful project delivery and long-term viability. This paradox of strong
collaborative foundations paired with weak transition planning emerged as a critical challenge across
multiple project contexts.

4.4.3.1 Administrative and procedural barriers

Time-consuming administrative processes and accreditation delays significantly constrained projects'
ability to focus on sustainability planning. The extensive requirements for compliance, reporting, and
quality assurance consumed substantial portions of available project timelines, leaving teams with
limited capacity to develop comprehensive strategies for post-funding operations. These procedural
demands often pushed sustainability considerations to the margins of project management priorities
shown as below.

“We're considering whether actually to ask for an extension, maybe to certain things up
easier. We don't know yet whether that will work out. We're making the plans for that at
the moment actually. It's not super long, just a few months. So this is very some of these
Start issues.” (P2)

“It was less challenging than accrediting a new master, of course, but this process took
roughly, | would say 6-10 months of the project. So there was some formal step to
change the curriculum within the accredited master, and this was, | mean, not a super
long, but yet not an immediate task that we dedicate mostly the first part of the project.”
(P11)

“The overall process took a while. We had an a slight impact on the delay. Maybe we
had to postpone or delay some activities... It's a challenging, you know, because |
believe that you'd be busy with all the projects, the whole project, and then finally say,
okay, we're going to finish. What's next?” (P12)

4.4.3.2Capacity and expertise limitations

Most project teams lacked essential business and financial expertise required for effective
sustainability planning. Few consortia included specialists with experience in developing robust
business models, pricing strategies, or organisational transition plans. This expertise gap prevented
teams from creating viable pathways for continued operation beyond the funded period, despite
having established strong educational content and industry partnerships during the project phase
demonstrated as below.

“We cannot enumerate the numerous things we bumped into, basically because there
are so many conflicting requlations, national regulation that you need to go to the
European, and it's very complicated so the setting up the entire thing.” (P8)
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“you know how economy changes and we don't know what is in ten years. At the end,
the programme will not only die if we don't find financing for chip for the table, the
people are still there that the project is still there things can still be done, just the table
cannot be done, which would be a shame but would not kill the programme
completely.” (P9)

“Actually, we are exactly at the starting of that discussion in the consortium. We have
prepared a sustainability strategy plan that was one of the deliverables of the project.
It's the first document. It's a first document it sets, | think it puts more questions than it
gives us answers.” (P5)

Additional quotes about Resources and Cooperation practices are presented in Annex D.

4.5 Main theme 4: Participants' expectations & recommendations

Participants voiced a clear and consistent desire for improved networking opportunities, enhanced
knowledge sharing mechanisms, and sustained institutional support. Their reflections revealed an
appetite not merely for increased funding, but for fundamentally smarter systems of collaboration,
continuity, and collective learning that could build on existing achievements. The recommendations
that emerged from interviews clustered around three focal themes: knowledge sharing, quality
assurance, and long-term cooperation.

4.5.1 Knowledge sharing

4.5.1.10rganising more networking events

Participants consistently called for structured opportunities to connect with similar projects,
particularly during early implementation stages. They envisioned thematic clusters that would group
projects by sector or methodology, as well as regional groups that could facilitate face-to-face
collaboration and shared problem-solving as followed.

“it would have been, let's say, good to create synergies with this similar projects since
the very beginning, because some tasks were the same, and maybe with the joint effort
we could have reached more people together. And this is for sure, something that |
would take into consideration as a lesson learned for next projects.” (P12)

“It's nice that now we have more instances to interact. At the beginning of the project,
it was just sending reports through the portal interaction we had. So that has made us
feel more connected to like a sort of community.” (P13)

“I am really grateful to you actually for coordinating this because we have been asking
this from the project officer from the moment we had just before we signed the grand
agreement that there should be some kind of coordinated activity between the projects
because we knew that it can be that the challenges we have, we are the only ones and
it is useful to see what the others are doing and exchange ideas and support each
other.” (P16)
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4.5.1.2Establishing online knowledge sharing platforms and
communities

Beyond simple file repositories, participants expressed strong interest in dynamic, interactive
platforms that would support ongoing collaboration. They specifically mentioned forums for real-time
discussion, Al-enabled tools for intelligent search and recommmendation, and dedicated spaces for
sharing templates, troubleshooting common problems, and seeking advice from experienced
practitioners, which is demonstrated as below.

“Portals for budget, Al guide to template completion with live questioning too, it's
difficult to get information you need when completing these documents. Portal for
internships to help manage these details and issue standard agreements.” (P4)

“In all the projects we develop platforms on platforms, and it would be great if we could
have a kind of a common environment, maybe provided by the European Commission,
where we can upload and really share all the results that would be then sustained by
the European Commission itself. And also to avoid this really fragmentation of results
of information platforms and overall. And it's always a never-ending discussion on this,
and this is my suggestion, my hope.” (P12)

“I know we have the meetings, but | don't know if it's possible to have some kind of chat
or mailing list, share things, or like a blog, or like a place to post questions, and that
people can reply to them... you're so like into the bubble of your own project that it can
be that the solution is out there. | know you have the best practices repository... | think,
having a more casual place for interaction, be really great, also in a way that doesn't
require a meeting, because everybody is busy and scheduling. A meeting is super
difficult, so I imagine this blog post when you can just share your questions and maybe
tag people, that would be fantastic.” (P13)

4.5.1.3Harvesting current best practices

Teams recommended establishing systematic processes for collecting and curating existing tools,
processes, and success stories into a comprehensive, searchable EU knowledge base. This would
prevent the repeated reinvention of solutions and allow new projects to build on proven approaches
shown as below.

“Define what your target group is, write it in stone. It's of course, maybe not that in stone
have some room for flexibility, but at least everyone should know from the very start,
what is going to be your target group... So know what are different constraints, and
then choose your partners carefully, making sure that they are all on the same page,
and you are well aware of the constraints that come with content delivery, with
accreditation, all that kind of stuff.” (P8)

“There's no way to exclude some person who has the necessary technical background
from a study direction and that makes it challenging in that way because we need to
offer them an alternative path. What we'll do for them, we open a second path with
another technology, which is open source, and that of course increases a lot the effort
we have to implement stuff.” (P9)
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“We would like to recommend the robustness of our methodology, because it's based
really on learning outcomes formulated according to the Bloom's taxonomy. One of the
biggest achievements, maybe the biggest in this project so far, is this exactly fact that,
according to the very well-defined procedure and design of the training offer using the
learning outcome approach. We are fully aligned with the key EC policies in terms of
training, instructional design, so training design, and certification of the achieverment of
the learning outcomes.” (P17)

4.5.2 Quality assurance management

4.5.2.1More dialogues between EU policy and country level

Projects consistently recommended improved coordination between European policy frameworks
and national accreditation bodies. This dialogue was seen as particularly crucial for facilitating cross-
border programme delivery and ensuring that EU-level initiatives could be practically implemented
within existing national regulatory frameworks, shown as below.

“It seems that for Germany, it would also be very difficult because of the autonomy of
the regions so that would be something that maybe member states need to reflect and
the agencies and the commission should reflect to understand better how they could
help the project.” (P5)

“It's challenging to work with so many partners, that is difficult also all bureaucratic part
of running a project this big so people have, you ask a lot from people. Also this fear that
they have for the bureaucracy of the EU that is also something that sets us back. So
they take the grant agreement very literally. And then when we say, Well, but there's
flexibility, | mean, this is project, project is always different than what you wrote in the
proposal, and then they don't believe this.” (P10)

4.5.2.2A European-wide approach to accreditation

While acknowledging that European accreditation frameworks already exist, participants called for
making these systems more actionable and deeply embedded in practice. They suggested
developing flexible pathways for recognition and modular approaches that could adapt to different
national contexts while maintaining European standards, illustrated as below.

“I would like to make this recommendation at this level, at the level also of policies that
are needed from the European Union side or systems to help us as project, as universities
to overcome some of these issues. So we need to dig in on pilot experience using this
European approach and see whether this is really the way to go in these projects for
all EU member states and now | would add that challenges does this work for all EU
member states because, for instance, it seems that for France it doesn't work.” (P5)

“It's interdisciplinary, which was a challenge. Many countries don't recognise
interdisciplinary education... if a university in Europe in one country does not recognise
the system in another country, we cannot do anything about it. That this national law, it
simply doesn't work. So we struggle with European and national laws.” (P10)
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4.5.2.3Tailored and single-stop data collection

Participants strongly advocated for a unified framework for collecting learner outcomes and quality
assurance data. Such a system would reduce the current duplication of effort required to satisfy
multiple reporting requirements while supporting meaningful cross-project comparability and
evaluation, demonstrated as below.

“That is a message that we would like to send to the Commission as a challenge,
especially when we have all of these micro things, asking for full statistics, that is
basically reducing our outreach. Just it's a lot of effort.” (P2)

“One issue which | faced was not clear presentation of what kind of a data we will need
to report to European Commission because in the beginning it was like, Okay, those
KPIs which we promised the deliverables milestones. Then they added like, Oh, no, you
need to do the survey every 6 months. And even now, when we are asking, and he was
like, Oh, you should provide this information and that information. So | understood it was
on the go, so there was some kind of a confusion.” (P6)

“I would really like to see a wider view on the KPIs. Of course | understand that it's
employability, the main target, but given the low response rate, and the employability
might follow as a very long term impact, the project might not even be on then, and |
think other valuable impact could be captured through the KPIs.” (P13)

4.5.3 Resources and cooperation

4.5.3.1Leveraging current resources and industry collaboration

Partners expressed desire for formal mechanisms to sustain successful collaborations beyond
individual project cycles. They envisioned structures such as joint ventures, co-branded certification
programs, or consortium agreements that could maintain productive relationships and continue
developing innovative training solutions explained as followed.

“The most important point was the collaboration and the good cooperation of the
partners within the project, because nothing can be done alone. If you don't have a
good and collaborative partners, it's impossible to go to go ahead and proceed with a
European project, especially when here are the challenges for sure to avoid.” (P12)

“We're considering enhancing somehow the certification, accreditation method of our
offer. We are in a communication with a certified organisations that provide official
certification in order to enhance and maybe promote the training offer to remain and
people can still participate.” (P14)

“just that interaction with people working with industry, in addition to our survey, which
is still live, and which informed the phase, one of our courses, but that ongoing
engagement with industry, | think, is important.” (P15)

4.5.3.2Providing continuous expert support to scale up business ideas

There was strong and consistent demand for ongoing guidance in business model development,
pricing strategies, and post-funding transition planning. Participants recognised that technical
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expertise in education delivery needed to be complemented by commercial acumen to ensure
programme sustainability, demonstrated as below.

“We cannot attract students from outside the European Union, and it seems that this
master can be very attractive, we are getting a lot of inquiries from students that are non-
EU nationals ...So why not we could attract and be a kind of would say European based
offer for the world on digital health?” (P5)

“I think, digital jobs platform, it is good, but it's not so good. The idea is really good, but
the real implementation is not so good... | think we need to find a way to make it more
aim to students and candidates rather than people involved in in the projects already.”
(P7)

“The professional trainings, | think they have the potential of becoming sustainable by
just making them commercial. So | think, but we have not yet enough data to say that
for some of our partners, SMEs can deliver these courses commercially. Some of them
and some courses we have still to wait how many people are prepared to pay a
reasonable price for it in the future when it's not for free anymore.” (P10)

4.5.3.3Building a larger community for maintaining relationships and
collaboration

Rather than starting fresh with new partnerships in each funding cycle, participants strongly favoured
building enduring communities of practice. These would be anchored in mutual trust, deep knowledge
of each other's institutional contexts and capabilities, and shared commitment to continuous
improvement and innovation in education and training, illustrated as below.

“Why not to enlarge these two other universities in Europe you know. Then there is a
sideline that is maybe we also would like to discuss for applying to new opportunities for
instance these Skills academies is something that is we do get in touch or so.” (P5)

“So they started with three and then the others will probably join in the second year. But
no, | noticed that this idea of European University is very attractive for universities
especially for some countries, it's very attractive.” (P10)

“with networking partners in the other countries so that | mean also this cross country
collaboration will not cease. | think that it has been also quite motivational for companies
and people to engage the fact that there are these international collaborations. So |
would have liked to see more courses being implemented in collaboration.” (P16)

Annex E provides additional information of Expectations and Recommendations that teams made.

4.6 Key findings of qualitative data

This qualitative analysis presents key insights from interviews with coordinators of EU-funded
education and training projects under the LEADSx2030 programme. Four major themes emerged:
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Programme completion & employability: While most projects reported high short-term pass
rates, definitions varied and did not always reflect deep learning or skill acquisition.
Demographic data was routinely collected but underutilised. Tracking long-term employability
outcomes proved challenging, with few mechanisms in place beyond anecdotal feedback.
Quality Assurance (QA): QA processes were generally strong at the module level but less
consistent across entire programmes. EU-level QA frameworks often clashed with national
accreditation systems, causing implementation delays. In response, many projects developed
internal QA templates and collaborative tools to maintain standards across partners.
Resources & industry collaboration: Universities provided stable staff and infrastructure,
while industry partners contributed significantly to course design and delivery. However, small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) faced participation barriers due to limited resources
and co-financing requirements. Despite strong implementation, sustainability planning
beyond project funding remained a significant gap.

Recommendations from Participants: Teams highlighted the need for enhanced networking,
better knowledge-sharing platforms, streamlined QA and data systems, and stronger
alignment between EU and national frameworks. Sustained collaboration and business
expertise were seen as essential for long-term programme impact and scalability.

These findings reveal a strong commitment to quality and collaboration across projects, yet also point
to systemic constraints that hinder long-term impact. This underscores the need for more coordinated
systems, sustainable practices, and supportive policy alignment. The following section offers targeted
recommendations to address these gaps and build on the promising foundations already in place.
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5 Recommendations

The data analysis from ADS Annual Report Year 1 (D2.3) reveals a strong start, with 465 training
courses launched across 32 EU-funded projects, tailored to multiple areas in ADS like Al, Big Data,
and Cybersecurity. While completion rates and participant satisfaction are high, and collaboration
between partners is strong, several challenges persist in employability tracking, cross-border
accreditation, SME participation, and sustainability planning. Below are the recommendations from
the team to help address these constraints and to improve delivery, impacts and outcomes of the
programme.

Strengthen outcome tracking and evaluation mechanisms

While most training programmes demonstrated high short-term completion and satisfaction
rates, there is a systemic gap in long-term outcome tracking — particularly employability,
learner progression, and impact on career mobility. A centralised, standardised impact
monitoring system should be established across the SO4 ADS Cluster. This system could
integrate survey instruments distributed at 6- and 12-month intervals post-course completion
and automated LinkedIn analytics to monitor career progression. A shared dashboard would
allow benchmarking across programmes and sectors. Project partners could also create
mechanisms to gather employer feedback on the relevance and effectiveness of training
content in addressing actual skills needs. In addition, maintaining contact with participants
through newsletters, communities of practice, or alumni networks would help reinforce
continued engagement.

Streamline EU-wide accreditation & harmonised Quality Assurance (QA)

While many quality assurance processes are in place at institutional levels, navigating multiple
national accreditation systems remains one of the most significant constraints, especially for
cross-border programmes and innovative formats like microcredentials or online delivery.
Policymakers and EU Member States must actively facilitate coordination between European
and national QA agencies through dedicated working groups or advisory panels. These
bodies should explore mutual recognition agreements and develop pathways for co-
accreditation of joint programmes, or innovative learrning formats. The project partners should
also prioritise early alignment on accreditation and QA strategies within consortia. This
includes co-developing templates for course documentation, shared learning outcomes,
harmonised assessment rubrics, peer review, and programme evaluation to ensure
consistency across consortia and streamline accreditation processes.

Promote a sustainable funding model with industry partners and early business planning

Requirements in co-financing and lack of business capacity posed a major barrier to
sustainable development and SME participantion, risking the very industry involvement
needed for job-market alignment. This means that policymakers should revisit co-financing
ratios and explore tiered models that are more inclusive of SMEs and start-ups. ADS project
coordinators should also provide SMEs with in-kind support mechanisms and clearer value
propositions. This could include a financial/legal advisory support function to assist with
project budgeting, time/resource planning, and administration, which would help SMEs
navigate funding requirements and calculate returns on investment.

In addition, more guidance, mentoring, and tools is needed to help project teams develop
long-term business models. This could include financial forecasting tools, pricing strategy
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models, stakeholder value mapping, and access to successful scale-up case studies.
Education and training providers must incorporate sustainability planning from the project
design stage. This involves identifying potential revenue sources such as modular course
licensing, continuing education schemes, or employer-sponsored upskilling programmes.
Piloting early fee-based versions of short courses could test market viability.

Enhance knowledge sharing & collaborative learning across the clusters

Participants consistently called for more opportunities to learn from one another, share
resources, and align efforts — particularly during the early stages of programme development.
This could be enhanced by establishing ongoing, structured communities of practice grouped
by interested area such as Cybersecurity, Al in healthcare, microcredential design. Another
inititative includes a pan-European digital collaboration platform that allows real-time
interaction, resource sharing, and troubleshooting. This should include discussion forums,
template libraries, case studies with implementation details, and peer-support channels.
Project participants should be encouraged to contribute regularly to this platform, with
recognition incentives such as visibility in EU reports, co-authorship on best practice
publications, and opportunities to present at ADS annual summits. Policymakers should
allocate dedicated funding for networking activities — such as regular cross-project
workshops, site visits, peer exchange residencies, or virtual innovation labs — foster a stronger
ecosystem mindset, encourage collaboration, accelerate innovation and reduce
fragmentation among ADS initiatives.
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6 Summary

The ADS Annual Report Year 1 (D2.3) presents a comprehensive analysis of 32 DIGITAL SO4 funded
actions in the ADS Actions Dataset (D2.2), drawn on the ADS analytical framework (D2.1). This
document captures both quantitative and qualitative insights into the evolving landscape of ADS
training across Europe. Key findings highlight a strong initial rollout, with over 460 training courses
launched — primarily short-term, online, and focused on general ADS, Al, Big data, and Cybersecurity.
These flexible formats cater to SMEs and working professionals, but also raise questions about
employability outcomes, and long-term learner progression.

Despite high completion rates and strong institutional engagement, several systemic challenges were
identified. These include limited mechanisms for tracking post-training employability, persistent
barriers in cross-border accreditation, financial constraints affecting SME involvement, and insufficient
sustainability planning for continued impact beyond funding cycles. Furthermore, participants
expressed a strong need for enhanced networking, peer learning, and real-time collaboration across
projects. The Report offers targeted recommendations to address these challenges and encourages
a more cohesive, scalable, and impact-driven ecosystem. These insights lay a solid foundation for
iterative improvements and more strategic coordination in the years ahead.

LEADSx2030 | 37

Funded by
the European Union




S LEADSx2030 | ADS Annual Report Year 1 (D2.9)
u-w

References
1

2Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology,
3(2), 77-101.

3

4

Funded by
the European Union

LEADSx2030 | 38




AR
L g LEADSX2030 | ADS Annual Report Year 1 (D2.3)
.

Annex A. Interview guide

1. Course/programme completion, passing & employment rates

Q1: Can you describe the extent to which you collect demographic information about participants in
your courses or programmes? What types of data do you typically gather, and how does this vary
across different programmes or courses?

Overall:
o Number of participants
o Gender distribution
o Pre-programme status
o Age (median/mean/range)
o Nationality representation
Specific per programnme/course:
o Gender distribution
o Nationality representation

Q2: How would you describe the pass rates for students who have completed your programmes or
courses? What factors do you think influence these rates?

Q3: What changes, if any, have you observed in the employment situation of participants after
completing your courses or programmes? How do you track these outcomes, and do you notice any
trends related to gender or nationality?

2. Quality assurance of courses/programmes

Q4: Can you describe how quality assurance has been managed at the course or programme level,
particularly leading up to and during the implementation stage? What key processes or challenges
have you encountered?

Programme design process
Programme approval process
Programme committees
Programme reviews

Q5: How has quality assurance been managed at the course or programme level following
implementation? What processes are in place to monitor and improve quality over time?

Programme evaluations by students
Module evaluations by students
Programme oversight by a Director of Teaching & Learning

Q6: Can you describe the role that external bodies play in quality assurance at the course or
programme level? How do they assess courses or programmes, and what impact does their
evaluation have?

National and/or Regional accreditations and/or International accreditations
Assessment frequency
Evaluation criteria
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3. Key points to discuss with coordinator institutions and/or course/programme
providers

Q7: Can you describe the staffing structure for delivering your courses or programmes? How does
gender representation vary among academic and industry-based teaching staff?

Q8: What challenges and strategies have you encountered in attracting and retaining both academic
and industry-based teaching staff? Have you noticed any gender-related trends in recruitment and
retention?

Q9: How would you describe the level of cooperation between your institution and research or
industry partners? What factors have influenced the success of these collaborations?

Number of staff in delivering the course/programme (per gender)

Feedback on Attracting & retaining academic teaching staff (by gender)

Feedback on Attracting & retaining teaching staff from industry (by gender)

Perceived Level of cooperation between higher education provider(s) and research and
industry partners

Q10: Can you share any experiences with financial constraints when designing and delivering your
programmes or courses? How have these challenges influenced decision-making and resource
allocation?

Were your estimates accurate?

o Design (on-/under-/over-budget)

o Delivery (a profit/loss/break-even)
Were your programmes/courses financially sustainable?
What are your funding plans beyond the end of the project?

Q11: What challenges have you encountered in delivering your courses or programmes? How have
you addressed these difficulties?

Q12: What key factors have contributed to the successful delivery of your courses or programmes”?
Are there any best practices or strategies that have worked particularly well?

Challenges faced:
Enablers:

Q13: Based on your experience, what best practices and innovative approaches would you
recommend for designing and delivering successful courses or programmes? Are there any specific
strategies that have been particularly effective?

Q14 Do you have any recommendations for improving the overall LEADSx2030 programme portfolio
and/or for policy-makers?

Closing question: Is there anything else you'd like to add that hasn't been mentioned or covered?
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