
October 202428  Africa Health

Feature FeatureHealth Professions Education

ECHOing Change: Innovating Health Professions 
Education through Virtual Communities of Practice 

Dr. Caroline Kisa, Africa ECHO Director

In an era of increasing healthcare challenges, 
particularly in underserved and rural communities, 
the need for innovative solutions to deliver healthcare 
education has never been more pressing. Traditional 
models of education, characterized by in-person, didactic 
training, are often expensive and geographically limiting. 
Project ECHO (Extension for Community Healthcare 
Outcomes) is a revolutionary model that transforms 
how healthcare knowledge is disseminated across the 
globe. By leveraging technology, Project ECHO shifts the 
paradigm from moving patients to moving knowledge, 
connecting experts and frontline healthcare providers to 
share expertise and through ongoing tele mentoring to 
address complex real world health issues.

Origins of Project ECHO
Founded in 2003 by Dr. Sanjeev Arora, a 

gastroenterologist at the University of New Mexico 
(UNM), Project ECHO was originally created to address 
the Hepatitis C crisis in rural New Mexico. At the time, 
Hepatitis C patients in underserved areas faced lengthy 
waiting  times to see specialists, and the scarcity of 

specialists meant that many patients went without 
treatment altogether. Dr. Arora realized that a more 
effective way to manage the growing epidemic was to 
mentor local primary care providers (medical officers 
and nurse practitioners), teaching them how to treat 
patients with Hepatitis C and thereby expanding access 
to care without requiring patients to travel to specialists. 
By utilizing simple video conferencing technology, Dr. 
Arora and his team mentored these providers, creating 
a virtual community of practice. A study conducted 
and published in the New England Journal of Medicine 
in 2011 showed similar patient outcomes for patients 
treated by specialists at the UNM Hepatitis C clinic and 
patients treated by the primary healthcare providers. 

This approach led to the development of the ECHO 
model in all instances, which emphasizes collaborative 
problem-solving and peer learning through case-based 
discussions and didactic teaching. Rather than focusing 
solely on treating individual patients, ECHO empowers 
healthcare workers at the local level, providing them with 
the knowledge and confidence to manage cases within 
their communities. As the model matured, it quickly 
became clear that its benefits extended beyond Hepatitis 
C and could be applied to a wide range of health issues, 
from chronic diseases to public health emergencies.

An ECHO-trained health care provider treats a patient in Cote D’Ivoire

Caroline Kisa describes a revolutionary model that transforms how healthcare 
knowledge is disseminated across the globe by leveraging technology.
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ECHO-trained health care workers support 
Sudanese patients impacted by war

The ECHO Model in all instances: All Teach, 
All Learn

At the heart of Project ECHO is its philosophy: 
“All Teach, All Learn.” This principle underscores the 
idea that both experts and learners contribute to the 
learning process. The ECHO model in all instances 
uses a hub-and-spoke design, where a centralized 
“hub” of experts connects with a network of healthcare 
providers (“spokes”) via videoconferencing. During 
each session, healthcare providers present patient cases, 
which are then discussed by both the hub experts and 
the other providers in the network. This collaborative 
learning environment enables participants to learn from 
each other’s experiences, fostering a rich exchange of 
knowledge and practical solutions.

A typical ECHO session lasts between one and two 
hours and includes both a didactic lecture and a case-
based discussion. The format allows for continuous 
feedback and ensures that the learning is tailored to the 
specific needs of the participants. By creating a structured 
yet flexible learning environment, the ECHO model in 
all instances supports healthcare providers in gaining 
the skills and knowledge they need to address the health 
challenges in their communities.

Unlike traditional telemedicine, where specialists 
directly manage patients remotely, ECHO sessions focus 
on mentoring and empowering local providers to deliver 
care. This distinction is critical, as it allows Project ECHO 
to scale its impact across large populations without the 
need for specialists to be directly involved in patient 
care for every case. Instead, the responsibility for patient 
management remains with the local providers, who are 
now equipped with the knowledge to provide high-
quality care.

Technology and Flexibility in the ECHO Model 
in all instances

One of the key strengths of the ECHO model in all 
instances is its reliance on simple, widely available 
technology. The core technology required to participate in 
an ECHO session includes videoconferencing software, 
a stable internet connection, and basic audio-visual 
equipment. This makes the model highly accessible, 
even in resource-limited settings. The ECHO model’s 
technology platform, known as iECHO, supports the 
management of sessions and provides a resource library 
that allows participants to access recorded sessions and 
supplementary materials at any time. This accessibility 
ensures that healthcare providers, regardless of their 
location, can participate in ECHO sessions and benefit 
from the knowledge shared.

The flexibility of the ECHO model in all instances is 
another key advantage. It can be integrated with other 
learning formats, such as webinars, asynchronous 
learning, and in-person training. This adaptability 
allows the model to be tailored to the needs of different 
healthcare systems and populations. For example, in 
regions where internet connectivity may be unreliable, 
ECHO sessions can be recorded and accessed later, 
allowing participants to engage with the material at 
their convenience. In addition, ECHO can complement 
traditional training programs by providing ongoing 

mentorship and support, ensuring that healthcare 
providers have access to continuous learning rather than 
one-time training events.

This adaptability has made the ECHO model in all 
instances particularly valuable during public health 
emergencies, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
healthcare systems around the world were overwhelmed 
by the pandemic, Project ECHO quickly mobilized 
to provide training and support to frontline healthcare 
workers, offering real-time guidance on managing 
COVID-19 patients and implementing infection 
prevention measures. The model’s ability to rapidly scale 
and respond to emerging health threats has made it an 
indispensable tool in global health. It has since been 
applied to the Ebola, M-pox and Marburg outbreaks.

Scaling Impact Across Africa
Since its inception, Project ECHO has expanded 

globally, with a significant presence in Africa. The 
first African country to adopt the ECHO model in all 
instances was Namibia in 2015. The Namibian Ministry 
of Health implemented the ECHO model in all instances 
to strengthen the capacity of healthcare providers in 
managing HIV/AIDS. Initially, the program connected 10 
locations for a nine-month pilot, during which between 
80 and 120 participants joined weekly sessions with 
Namibian HIV experts. The sessions served as a triage 
and referral system for advanced cases, dramatically 
reducing waiting times and improving access to care. 
Today, Namibia’s ECHO network has expanded to nearly 
60 sites and addresses a wide range of health issues, 
including tuberculosis, drug resistance, COVID-19, 
Quality Improvement, and more recently has started 
being used for health in correctional facilities.

The success of the ECHO model in all instances in 
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Namibia has inspired other African countries to adopt the 
model, and it has since grown to address dozens of health 
priorities across the continent. ECHO hubs have been 
established in 30 African countries, where 210 hubs are 
running over 250 programs, and have had over 908,000 
attendances by 290,000 unique participants from all 54 
countries on the continent. Zambia and Côte d’Ivoire 
serve as “Superhubs” that provide training and support to 
other countries in the region, serving the anglophone and 
francophone countries respectively. These Superhubs play 
a crucial role in scaling the ECHO model in all instances 
across Africa by training other hubs in Africa to work with 
healthcare providers and enabling capacity building in 
areas where healthcare resources are scarce.

One of the most pressing challenges facing African 
healthcare systems is the severe shortage of healthcare 
workers. Sub-Saharan Africa, which bears nearly a quarter 
of the global disease burden, is home to only 3% of the 
world’s healthcare workforce  . This imbalance has led to 
poor health outcomes and millions of preventable deaths 
each year. While expanding the healthcare workforce is a 
long-term goal, the ECHO model in all instances provides 
an immediate solution by enabling the existing workforce 
to expand their expertise and deliver high-quality care. By 
tapping into local expertise and amplifying the voices of 
local healthcare providers, ECHO helps to build capacity 
in a way that is sustainable and scalable.

A Sustainable and Scalable Model
The sustainability of the ECHO model in all instances 

lies in its simplicity and cost-effectiveness. Unlike 
traditional in-person training programs, which can be 
prohibitively expensive due to travel and accommodation 
costs, ECHO sessions eliminate the need for travel, 
making them accessible to providers in even the most 
remote areas. According to data from Project ECHO, the 
average marginal cost of training using multipoint video 
technology is just $20.96 per participant, compared to 
$820.29 per participant using traditional training methods. 
This drastic reduction in cost makes the ECHO model in 
all instances an attractive option for ministries of health 
and other stakeholders looking to improve healthcare 
training without incurring significant expenses.

In addition to its cost-effectiveness, the ECHO model 
in all instances is highly adaptable and can be integrated 
into existing healthcare systems. Ministries of Health in 
several African countries have incorporated ECHO into 
their national health strategies, using it to support ongoing 
professional development for healthcare workers. By 
embedding ECHO within national health systems, 
countries can ensure that healthcare providers have access 
to continuous learning and mentorship, which is essential 
for improving the quality of care and health outcomes.

Another key factor contributing to the sustainability of 
the ECHO model in all instances is its emphasis on local 
ownership. While the model was originally developed in 
the United States, it has been successfully adapted to local 
contexts around the world. In Africa, ECHO hubs are led by 
local experts who understand the unique challenges and 
opportunities in their communities. This local ownership 
ensures that the model is culturally appropriate and 
responsive to the needs of the population. Furthermore, 
by engaging the African diaspora, ECHO provides an 
opportunity for experts living abroad to contribute to 

healthcare improvement in their home countries.

The Broader Impact of the ECHO Model
Project ECHO’s impact extends beyond healthcare. The 

model has been adopted to address a wide range of social 
and environmental challenges, including education, 
agriculture, and disaster response. For example, ECHO has 
been used to train educators in underserved areas, helping 
to improve the quality of education in rural schools. 
Similarly, the model has been applied to agriculture, 
where it is used to train farmers in sustainable farming 
practices and improve food security. The versatility of the 
ECHO model in all instances makes it a powerful tool for 
addressing complex challenges across multiple sectors.

The success of the ECHO model in all instances is also 
reflected in the growing body of evidence supporting its 
effectiveness. More than 600 peer-reviewed publications 
have documented the impact of the ECHO model in 
all instances across a variety of health conditions and 
settings. Studies have shown that ECHO improves provider 
confidence, skills, and knowledge, leading to better 
patient outcomes. In addition, the model has been shown 
to be highly effective in building collaborative networks of 
healthcare providers, fostering a sense of community and 
shared responsibility for improving healthcare.

Looking Ahead: ECHO’s Vision for Africa
Looking to the future, Project ECHO has set ambitious 

goals for its work in Africa. By 2030, ECHO aims to 
improve health outcomes for 300 million people across 
the continent by empowering 20 million frontline 
healthcare workers. This vision is aligned with the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which 
focus on health equity, education, and the reduction of 
poverty. By addressing the social determinants of health 
and strengthening healthcare systems, ECHO is working 
to create a more equitable and just world where everyone 
can have access to high-quality care.

Project ECHO’s vision for Africa is not only about 
improving health outcomes but also about building a 
sustainable healthcare system that is resilient to future 
challenges. The model’s emphasis on collaboration, 
peer learning, and continuous mentorship ensures 
that healthcare providers are equipped to respond to 
both current and emerging health threats. As the world 
continues to face new challenges, from pandemics to 
climate change, the ECHO model in all instances offers 
a flexible and scalable solution that can adapt to the 
evolving needs of healthcare systems around the world.

Conclusion
The ECHO model in all instances represents a 

transformative approach to healthcare education, 
providing a scalable and sustainable solution to the 
global health workforce crisis. By leveraging technology, 
fostering collaboration, and promoting peer learning, 
ECHO is empowering healthcare providers to deliver 
high-quality care in some of the world’s most underserved 
communities. Its success in Africa demonstrates the power 
of this model to address pressing health challenges and 
improve health outcomes at scale. As Project ECHO 
continues to expand its reach, its vision of improving 
health for millions of people and building a more 
equitable world is becoming a reality.


	



