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Foreword 

We are pleased to present the final report provid-
ing an external evaluation of the Centres of African 
Excellence programme run by the DAAD, financially 
supported by the Federal Foreign Office.

The objective of this report is to evaluate the achieve-
ments of the programme, which has been operating 
for 10 years, and to present the lessons learned. The 
report incorporates a description of the background 
to this evaluation and its methodological approach 
(Chapter 1); the reconstruction of the Theory of 
Change (Chapter 2); a description of how the pro-
gramme was implemented (Chapter 3); the main 
findings of the evaluation in terms of criteria rele-
vance, effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, as 
well as the programme’s coordination, coherence 
and complementarity (Chapter 4); and finally, the 
conclusions, recommendations and reconsidera-
tions (Chapter 5).

We would like to express sincere thanks to all re-
spondents from the DAAD who took part in this 
evaluation, as well as to the representatives and 
beneficiaries of the Centres who were interviewed 
during the fieldwork in Germany and abroad. We 

would also like to thank all students and graduates 
of the Centres who participated in the two online 
surveys which were organised in the context of this 
evaluation. The report would have been less suc-
cessful without their support.

Special thanks must also go to the external asses-
sors who supported the evaluation team in their 
work. They provided specific input by assessing the 
academic outputs from the Centres by means of 
on-site visits; they were namely Professor Christ-
of Hartman (GGCDS/WACSRT); Professor Goolam 
 Mohamedbhai (NGCL); Professor Kees Ruijgrok 
(NGCL); Professor Jann Lay (SAGERCDR); Professor 
Bettina Weißer and Professor Elias Ayuk (CEMEREM).

We also express our special thanks to Daniel Lech-
ner, Dorothee Weyler, Eva Rothenpieler-Dione, and 
Stefan Bielefeld from the DAAD for guiding and sup-
porting the evaluation team in their work during the 
whole process.

On behalf of the evaluation team at Ockham IPS, 
Bert-Jan Buiskool (project manager)
Simon Broek (senior evaluator)
Aitor Perez (senior evaluator)
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Summary

BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES
The DAAD Centres of African Excellence programme 
aims to establish university centres dealing with 
various academic disciplines at African higher ed-
ucation institutions. Newly created educational 
opportunities, i.e. master’s and doctoral courses, 
are intended to open up new career prospects for 
future decision-makers. These partnership-based 
regional adaptive centres are to be jointly estab-
lished and developed by German and African higher 
education institutions. 

By combining a series of interventions to effective-
ly address the challenges facing higher education 
in Africa, the programme especially aims to create 
Centres that are internationally competitive on a 
sustainable basis and to contribute to improve-
ments in the function of socially relevant sectors in 
African countries as a result of activities performed 
by their graduates.

A key focus is on creating master and/or doctoral 
programmes that are adapted to local needs. The 
grant-based support provided covers the devel-
opment of structures at the African target univer-
sity, staff exchange involving German lecturers to 
support knowledge transfer and strengthen local 
teaching capacity. Transregional scholarships also 
aim to promote exchange among African countries 
and with Germany. 

The established partnerships are supported and 
promoted with funding from the Federal Foreign 
Office (AA). 

PROGRAMME IMPLEMENTATION 
The programme was launched in 2008. The first call 
themed “Establishment of Centres of Excellence 
for teaching and research to train future leaders for 
Africa” was deliberately formulated with a broad 
remit in terms of options for implementation and 
it raised a high number of proposals: 70 German 
higher education institutions demonstrated their 
interest in collaborating with African universities 
to establish Centres of African Excellence. These 

proposals were assessed by an expert committee; 
six proposals were selected for funding based on 
the relevance of the academic discipline (social 
sciences) to the region, academic quality, and re-
gional distribution. After six years of implementa-
tion, these Centres were positively evaluated and 
therefore invited to submit a proposal for follow-up 
funding in relation to further development. Phase-
out funding started in 2018. 

The calls for proposals published in 2014, 2015 and 
2017 no longer focussed merely on training future 
leaders in Sub-Saharan Africa but were broader in 
scope and described future executives and man-
agers who could be expected to act as agents of 
change in their respective context as the main tar-
get group regarding newly created educational and 
research opportunities. The focus was additionally 
either on specific academic disciplines or on a par-
ticular region. A total of four higher education con-
sortia were selected to establish Centres and net-
work people from different countries, world regions 
and academic fields. 

The African Excellence Network now comprises 
ten Centres that are established around various 
academic disciplines, which include development 
studies, microfinance, logistics, criminal justice, 
law, education, rural development, and governance 
for sustainable local development. These Centres 
are located and regionally distributed across Africa. 
They differ widely in terms of organisation, types of 
activities and their approach to reaching regional 
impact, yet they do share several common features, 
namely that they (1) address development-related 
topics in the social sciences; (2) were created for the 
needs of the African higher education systems; and 
(3) are built upon existing collaborations between 
African and German universities.

After ten years of existence of the Centres of African 
Excellence programme, the DAAD decided to eval-
uate the programme to provide insights gleaned 
to date, and to draw lessons to improve the pro-
gramme. The aim of this evaluation is to assess 
and evaluate the performance of the overall pro-
gramme, not the individually supported Centres. 
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METHODOLOGY
Evaluations face two major challenges: the first is 
measurement of the expected result from an inter-
vention and the second is attribution of the results 
to the activities. This evaluation therefore uses a 
theory-based approach to explain how an interven-
tion is expected to produce a particular result. The 
logic model, the Theory of Change, maps out caus-
al linkages between outputs and various levels of 
outcomes, including underlying assumptions. The 
aim is to assess if and how the interventions will 
bring about the desired results (as described in the 
results framework for the programme as presented 
below).

While each region and country in Africa faces its 
specific challenges that are much wider and severe 
than this specific programme could solve, the pro-
gramme as such (and the DAAD in general) assumes 
that academics and scientists can contribute to in-
troducing change and to exploiting the opportuni-
ties that emerge in Africa.

In terms of outcomes, the programme aims (1) to 
integrate the trained persons into the labour mar-
ket; and (2) to develop innovative and strategic 
approaches to ensure the financial, staffing, and 
structural sustainability of the Centres of Excel-
lence. These outcomes contribute to the following 
longer-term results (i.e. impact):

• The programme contributes to ensuring that the 
trained persons work in key positions in teach-
ing and society.

• The Centres of African Excellence are competi-
tive and working sustainably.

• The programme contributes to a more effective 
and efficient functioning of societally relevant 
areas in Africa.

• The programme helps to develop excellent, 
 c osmopolitan universities or institutions.

The aim of this evaluation is to assess/evaluate the 
performance of the overall programme, not the 
individually supported Centres. The evaluation at 
programme level is nevertheless based on evidence 
collected amongst the ten selected Centres. Infor-
mation was collected from all Centres via multiple 
approaches. Review activities included: 

• Desk review of programme documents and 
 monitoring data

• Explorative interviews with DAAD representatives
• Group interviews with Centres’ alumni
• On-site visits to six Centres
• Online survey amongst students and graduates 

of the Centres
• Validation workshop

A total of 458 people provided their input during the 
evaluation. Additionally, external academic experts 
(‘Fachgutachter’) supported the evaluation team by 
providing academic subject-related assessments 
of the Centres and the overall programme, and by 
 participating in the final validation workshop.

KEY FINDINGS, CONCLUSION, AND 
 RECOMMENDATIONS
The evaluation concludes that the programme 
has been largely effective and generated positive 
results (according to the result framework for the 
programme). The supported Centres are moreover 
instrumental in the delivery of the 2017 Federal For-
eign Office policy guidelines for Africa that indicate 
the need to facilitate education at all levels and the 
need to intensify cooperation in academia and re-
search. It also points to the need for well-educated 
professionals and scientists to implement policies, 
to undertake research and to strengthen the inno-
vation capacity within countries and sectors. Spe-
cific reference is also made to the role of Centres 
of African Excellence, which – through their close 
German-African cooperation in higher education 
and research – play an important role responding to 
global challenges. The evaluation therefore recom-
mends continuing the programme and supporting 
the establishment of new Centres in relevant aca-
demic disciplines, but also suggests exploring ways 
in which the existing Centres can still play a role in 
the implementation of policy guidelines for Africa.
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RECOMMENDATION 1
In relation to the donor, it is recommended that it 
continues to support the DAAD in establishing new 
Centres. The donor should also consider how estab-
lished Centres can be involved in the implementa-
tion of the policy guidelines for Africa (for example 
by the Round Table Africa initiative). It is further 
recommended that the DAAD should refine the pro-
gramme design (concepts, procedures) in line with 
other recommendations as presented below.

The evaluation concludes that the Centres of Afri-
can Excellence programme is in line with the pri-
orities for Africa established by the German Federal 
Government, the African Union policy objectives 
and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The Centres do moreover address academic disci-
plines and research topics of national and regional 
relevance. In addition, and at an institutional level, 
the supported activities address capacity building 
and institutional development within African uni-
versities. Finally, the training provided within the 
developed study programmes is considered to be 
responsive to students’ needs. Students confirmed 
that they feel better equipped to contribute to the 
development of their country/ region. The Centres 
of African Excellence programme is also consid-
ered as unique in uniting German and African uni-
versities for a longer period so that they can jointly 
develop a Centre which can respond to identified 
needs. The evaluation has stated similarities with 
the DAAD’s SDG graduate school programme and 
other initiatives establishing Centres of Excellence 
( by the World Bank for instance). In comparison 
with other initiatives, however, it found in particular 
that the Centres of African Excellence programme 
is allowing more liberty for German and African 
partners to define and implement their own joint 
approach.

The Centres of African Excellence programme ini-
tially applied a rather open (and bottom-up) ap-
proach, particularly in its calls for proposals. This 
resulted in different approaches to establishing 
Centres, which are firmly based on the partners’ 
ideas and institutional commitments to make the 
Centres work over a longer period. The Centres of 
African Excellence programme resulted in  Centres 
having different characteristics in terms of the 
academic disciplines covered (ranging from en-
gineering to developing studies), organisational 

approach (autonomous Centres versus Centres 
integrated into faculties), focus (academic research 
or professional education), partnership approaches 
(North-South as well as South-South cooperation), 
geographical scope (national versus regional orien-
tation) and services (solely offering post graduate 
programmes versus diversification of services). All 
these different approaches complied with the calls 
for application and thus, generally speaking, the 
results framework. The evaluation did not come to 
a conclusion on a preferred programme approach 
to Centres of African Excellence. Albeit this diversi-
ty in approaches means the programme is lacking 
a clear identity in terms of what binds the Cen-
tres together, and in which areas the Centres might 
cooperate. The DAAD did organise joint events, but 
these resulted in limited structural cooperation 
between the Centres. The recent roll-out of the CA-
BLES initiative (Capacity Building Programme for 
Lecturers and Supervisors) – which can be referred 
to as a ‘core’ of the programme – resulted in the 
support relating to qualifying lecturers and supervi-
sors becoming a common issue at all of the Centres 
(and is even considered a challenge in most African 
universities).

The programme has established a brand with the 
name ‘Centres of African Excellence’ that strong-
ly promotes the DAAD and the donor, the Federal 
Foreign Office (AA), as well as attracting applica-
tions for new calls. During the evaluation, however, 
some concerns were identified about the name of 
the programme and its supported Centres and 
if these are in line with programme intentions and 
practice (also given the variety of approaches sup-
ported). Concerning the programme name, the in-
sertion of ‘African’ before ‘Excellence’ could give the 
impression of differentiating between excellence 
in Africa and in other parts of the world. It is also 
unclear what excellence means in the context of 
supported Centres: excellence in teaching; academ-
ic research; training excellent academics or profes-
sionals, etc. The objective is to develop a Centre 
that can excel, but this is often not yet the case, 
since Centres are established by the programme, 
not prior to it. It often takes some time to become 
a (recognised) Centre of Excellence, so ‘excellence’ 
becomes more of a long-term objective. Finally, the 
incorporation of the names of the African host coun-
try, as well as the donor country (Germany) in the 
Centres’ name, such as Congolese-German Centre 
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of Excellence for Microfinance, Tanzanian-German 
Centre of Excellence for Law, etc. should be con-
sidered. It was initially requested in the first cohort 
of projects but relaxed in later calls. Depending on 
the focus of a Centre, this could (in theory) hamper 
the outreach of the Centre to other countries. Using 
‘German’ could inhibit other international donors 
from funding such a Centre.

RECOMMENDATION 2
While continuing the programme, the DAAD and do-
nors should reconsider which kind of Centres they 
would like to develop in term of focus (academic 
mission versus professional education), geographi-
cal scope (country versus region) and type of servic-
es provided (teaching post graduate programmes; 
research; research-based consultancy). They should 
then consider finding a better-suited name for the 
programme (by inserting ‘in Africa’ after excellence, 
for example; replace ‘excellence’ with ‘specialisa-
tion’ or ‘applied research’ given that more emphasis 
may need to be given to the labour market dimen-
sion) and for the supported Centres (perhaps omit 
the name of the donor country; leave out the name 
of the host country; include the name of the region). 
Should the DAAD and donors decide to alter the 
naming of the Centres, they should do this care-
fully, not harming the brand that was established 
over the years. Should the DAAD decide to keep the 
naming convention, the Centres could perhaps add 
a ‘payoff’ or ‘tagline’ (that would sum up the pro-
gramme’s mission statement). New Centres could 
potentially establish a new name closely related to 
their mission and objectives.

Based on the answer to the first question, there 
should be a review regarding the type of DAAD-sup-
ported activities that can best support sustainable 
development of Centres. DAAD instruments are 
traditionally more directed at academic perfor-
mance, whereas the Centres of African Excellence 
programme is also open to aspects such as the 
outreach to external stakeholders and universi-
ty-business cooperation. DAAD should consider 
whether the existing DAAD instruments are suitable 
in supporting the engagement of external stake-
holders throughout the development of a Centre, or 
whether other (new) types of DAAD support should 
be developed (proving an incentive for external 

stakeholders). This should include reviewing the 
function of scholarships in supporting the devel-
opment of Centres and their study programmes, as 
well as rethinking the role of digitalisation in study 
programme development and delivery.

RECOMMENDATION 3
DAAD should support more cross-Centre coop-
eration and exchange on topics that interest all 
Centres: including Centre development strategies, 
lecturer and supervisor’s capacity, research, and co-
operation with (labour market) stakeholders.

The traditional DAAD instruments (such as staff 
exchange, scholarships, small-scale equipment 
provision, conference organisation, etc.) combined 
with the annually available budget for a ten-year 
term can result in effective North-South and 
North-South-South partnerships leading to the 
envisaged results. The programme helped to grow 
human and institutional capacities at the partner 
universities in Africa. The programme also sup-
ported the development and provision of study 
programmes that deliver quality graduates to the 
labour market. In a cost-effective way, the pro-
gramme reports major achievements in terms of 
study programmes, but also the number of grad-
uates and partnerships developed. The Centres of 
African Excellence programme resulted in 24 uni-
versity academic degree programmes, in which a 
total of (at least) 1,000 students have participated. 
The students and graduates generally assessed the 
study programmes as very positive. Graduates also 
considered themselves sufficiently equipped with 
skills to facilitate their career entry and allowing 
them to bring about positive change. Post graduate 
programmes show relatively high throughput and 
success rates of graduates, who generally entered 
jobs and positions in which they can act as an 
’agent of change’. Graduates’ careers show upward 
mobility after studying in the programme (positive 
changes between lower to middle management and 
senior management positions, as well moving from 
lower to medium and high levels of specialism). 
A large proportion of respondents rose from the 
private/public/civil society/intergovernmental sec-
tor to the academic sector after graduation. Some 
even became a lecturer, a head of department or a 
dean. The programme strengthened the capacity of 
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the academic sector and facilitated the transition 
of professionals from other sectors to the academic 
sector.

The flexibility of the programme and the close 
contact (and engagement) of the DAAD project 
management and the Centres are crucial to effec-
tive partnerships. The Centres appreciated the open 
communication and the DAAD’s ability of to support 
Centres in finding joint practical solutions to prob-
lems encountered while running a Centre.

The academic quality of the study programmes is 
in line with international academic standards. Albe-
it the study programmes are not considered as ‘ex-
cellent’ in the sense that they are of a higher quality 
compared to German (or Western) programmes or 
similar African study programmes. The programme 
has additionally contributed to providing the insti-
tutional and human capacities to deliver the study 
programmes. This included equipment and train-
ing facilities on a small-scale, as well as capacity 
building through future lecturers and professors 
(by means of doctorates (including in Germany)). 
This latter aspect is, however, still under way in 
many Centres, as they generally lack the supervi-
sory capacity required to systematically support 
doctoral and master students’ theses (in conduct-
ing their research), with a few positive exceptions. 
Many Centres lack any lecturers with a doctorate 
and who are capable of supervising doctoral and 
master students according to international academ-
ic standards. Moreover, most lecturers and profes-
sors employed at the Centres and hosting African 
institutions have not published in established 
peer-reviewed journals. The infrastructure (in terms 
of funding for research, equipment, and human re-
sources), therefore, needs to be enhanced to devel-
op the Centres research profiles. 

RECOMMENDATION 4
The research component of the programme and 
the supported Centres should be strengthened. 
The DAAD should stimulate Centres to develop their 
research capacity and supervisory capacities. The 
Centres should offer training opportunities (already 
accessible via the DAAD) related to research (for in-
stance research proposal writing). The CABLES initi-
ative should be rolled out further.

The evaluation also reveals that Centres do not 
yet make substantial use of digital possibilities. 
This would be helpful to facilitate the cooperation 
between international partners and to deliver the 
study programmes in a cost-effective manner. The 
involvement of German lecturers in study pro-
grammes is still predominantly based on mobility 
and physical attendance, rather than on distance 
learning approaches. 

RECOMMENDATION 5
The Centres should be stimulated to use  digital 
tools to arrange cooperation between German 
and African partners and to implement study 
programmes and their supervision. This is more 
cost-effective. The programme should facilitate the 
application of distance/blended learning tools. This 
would however require reconsideration of the DAAD 
instruments (such as mobility) and regulations per-
mitting compensation for (staff) time spent devoted 
to course delivery through distance learning (i.e., 
not funded via mobility support).

Only a few Centres assure close relationships with 
external stakeholders, especially those which con-
stitute the labour market for graduates. The Centres 
of African Excellence programme envisaged support 
for graduates to assume high positions in the soci-
ety and labour market after graduation, so a close 
relationship between the Centres and the labour 
market stakeholders would have been beneficial. In 
practice, however, only a few Centres have labour 
market stakeholders actively involved in the devel-
opment and implementation of study programmes, 
or assist graduates with placements in such compa-
nies. Even fewer Centres provide structured services 
(such as consultancy or training) to external stake-
holders as an additional source of revenue. The 
question here is whether solely providing academic 
study programmes represents sufficient grounds for 
being called a ‘Centre of Excellence’ – since a Centre 
of Excellence normally acts as an authority in the 
field. This would require providing (paid) services to 
external stakeholders (depending on the discipline).
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RECOMMENDATION 6
The Centres should be stimulated to involve exter-
nal stakeholders in all their activities. This con-
cerns, amongst others, the development of study 
programmes, stakeholder support assuring student 
placements and the transition of graduates to the 
labour market, but also stakeholder support in con-
ducting research according to local, national and/or 
regional needs. The DAAD should consider using the 
applications to request strategies for engagement 
with external stakeholders. The DAAD could moreo-
ver facilitate mutual learning on how to engage ex-
ternal stakeholders in academic study programmes, 
research and additional (consultancy) services.

The main programme leadership position and 
responsibility remains with the German partner. 
The German partner is responsible for the manage-
ment, the financial implementation and reporting 
to the DAAD. This is reflected in the DAAD monitor-
ing procedures, the forms provided and the support 
provided by the DAAD, which are attuned to the 
German partner rather than to the African part-
ners (some reporting formats are only available in 
German, for example). This approach hampers the 
sense of ownership in the Centre by the African side, 
since key responsibilities concerning administra-
tion, financing and monitoring cannot be delegated 
to African partners. 

The programme has over the years witnessed sev-
eral different approaches to monitoring and re-
porting in relation to newly established centres (be-
fore the introduction of results-based monitoring). 
This difference in monitoring approaches and re-
porting formats makes it difficult to compare results 
of Centres over the years and thus determine what 
is working well. While the results-based monitoring 
does provide a more consistent approach to report-
ing and monitoring, there are concerns that it does 
not recognise the Centres’ own internal monitoring 
systems. The Centres therefore feel they need to de-
velop their own monitoring tools alongside the re-
sults-based monitoring system. Two critical aspects 
are identified concerning the use of monitoring 
information: the Centres seldom receive structured 
feedback on their annual reports; and the reporting 
procedures do not serve as a basis for a structured 
dialogue between the DAAD and the Centres.

RECOMMENDATION 7
Continue implementation of the results-based 
 monitoring system, but improve the administrative, 
financial, and reporting procedures. This would 
firstly engender increased ownership and respon-
sibility on the African side and would secondly im-
prove the DAAD feedback mechanisms regarding 
reporting to allow more tailored support in improv-
ing the maturity of the Centres.

Most Centres face severe challenges in making the 
Centres (and activities) sustainable when the 
DAAD support ends. Only a few Centres consider 
the sustainability as firmly embedded in their de-
sign and implementation from the very beginning. 
Other Centres feel the sustainability is predomi-
nantly interpreted as the continuation of the capac-
ities built within (and outside of) the partner insti-
tutions. This concerns the continuation of the study 
programmes as well as the continued cooperation 
between alumni and Centres. Whether the Centres 
continue as such, in which form, with which name 
and with which (additional) funding is for most un-
certain. Also considering the study programmes, 
the sustainability is generally not guaranteed once 
the scholarship support ends. Without a new inflow 
of supported students it becomes too expensive 
for Centres to offer study programmes. The DAAD 
programme’s calls for proposals do permit different 
approaches and to emerge and develop over the 
years, yet some disciplines believe there are limited 
chances to find self-financed students or to develop 
consultancy services. In some countries it would 
therefore not be realistic and cannot be expected 
that universities will be able to invest in further de-
velopment. 
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RECOMMENDATION 8
Make sustainability a key criterion in the as-
sessment of proposals and develop a clear con-
cept on how the DAAD defines the sustainabil-
ity of 1) a  Centre; 2) the outputs (such as study 
programmes); 3) capacities and networks built 
(by  establishing alumni networks, for example).

Continue supporting Centres in the context of the 
Federal Foreign Office policy guidelines for Africa 
and provide easier access to other DAAD support 
tools (for instance scholarship programmes). For 
the donor this means allowing continued support 
to existing Centres through follow-up support in 
the context of the 2017 Federal Foreign Office poli-
cy guidelines for Africa and the Round Table Africa 
Initiative. The DAAD should seek out synergies be-
tween different DAAD programmes (despite being 
funded by different donors) and assist the estab-
lished Centres to access these opportunities.

SUMMARY OF THE RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Refine programme design, establish new Centres 

of Excellence, and involve existing Centres in the 
development of policy guidelines for Africa. 

2. Consider renaming the Centres to better 
 promote their focus and activities.

3. Encourage and support cooperation and 
 exchange between Centres.

4. Further strengthen the Centres’ research 
 capacities. 

5. Encourage the use of digital tools in relation to 
collaboration and teaching activities.

6. Cultivate the involvement of external stake-
holders, such as industry, in promoting grad-
uates’ career options and transition into the 
labour market.

7. Establish a monitoring system that helps the 
Centres to evaluate administrative and financial 
procedures.

8. Make sustainability the key principle for future 
support of activities.


