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With its cantonal universities and federal institutes of technology (ETH), 
its universities of applied sciences and universities of teacher education, 
the Swiss higher learning landscape offers a wide diversity of options. 

Degree courses are structured according to the international model, 
with Bachelor and Master levels. All universities are involved not only 
in teaching but also in research and continuing education and training 
and provide services to third parties.

Research and innovation in Switzerland
Key points at a glance

Swiss universities – a wide range of high-quality options

EPFL ETHZ Basel Bern Fribourg Geneva Lausanne Neuchâtel St.Gallen Zürich

Shanghai Ranking 
2016 (Top 500)

92 19 101–150 101–150 301–400 53 201–300 54

QS Ranking 
2016 (Top 500)

14 8 141 181 95 138 288 80

Times Ranking 
2015 (Top 800)

31 9 101 120 201–250 131 144 401–500 351– 400 104

Source: www.universityrankings.ch

Swiss universities are internationally recognised for their achievements 
and make a signifi cant contribution to the economic, cultural and 
social development of the country.

Approximately a quarter of all students and over 40% of researchers 
at Swiss universities are foreign nationals. Various universities place 
well or even very well in international rankings.

Well-coordinated cooperation between the private and public sectors

A division of tasks between the private and public sectors has evolved 
over time, where basic research is conducted mainly in ETH and can-
tonal universities, and applied research and development (aR&D) and 
the development of marketable products takes place primarily in the 
private sector and at universities of applied sciences.

The federal government funds research and innovation through the 
Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) and the Commission for 
Technology and Innovation (CTI; name is likely to be changed to Inno-
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Abroad 2235
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International ranking of Swiss universities

Funding and performing of R&D in Switzerland (in CHF million, 2012)

suisse in 2017). The Confederation also funds the ETH Domain and 
the Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences, and supports almost 30 
research facilities outside the university sector. The cantons support 
primarily their own cantonal universities and universities of applied 
sciences.

Around two thirds of all R&D in Switzerland is funded by the private 
sector and takes place mainly within a relatively small group of very 
research-intensive large companies and particularly innovative SMEs.

Source: FSO (2014)



Established principles in research and innovation promotion

Active cooperation in international research and innovation

Public research promotion primarily relies on openness, the rese-
archers’ own initiative, the principle of competition, qualitative 
assessment criteria and international cooperation.

• Openness: there are few specifi cations established by the go-
vernment for research topics and programme funding. Univer-
sities enjoy a high degree of autonomy. All disciplines are eli-
gible for funding.

• Bottom-up principle: individual research teams or companies 
are proactive in their research and innovation activities. They 
take responsibility and accept risks.

• Competitiveness and excellence: funding is awarded in a com-
petitive proposal process; proposals are evaluated according to 
their standard of excellence.

• International cooperation: Switzerland actively contributes to 
international research organisations and programmes.

Both the government and the private sector invest large amounts 
in maintaining and developing Switzerland as a research location. 
Investment in research and innovation makes up around 3% of 
Swiss GDP – a fi gure much higher than the OECD average.

Switzerland’s main involvement is in the European Research Fra-
mework Programmes (Horizon 2020) and the EU’s education and 
mobility programmes (ERASMUS+).

Switzerland is active in key European research and innovation 
initiatives such as COST and EUREKA. Furthermore, it is a member 
of several international research organisations such as the Euro-
pean Space Agency (ESA) and CERN, the world’s largest laborato-
ry for elementary physics, based in Geneva.

Optimal framework for innovation-intensive companies

A competitive market with a strong focus on private initiative and 
comparatively little state regulation and intervention are the key 
features of the system in Switzerland.

Switzerland has particularly clear regulations to protect intellectu-
al property. The fi scal environment is generally favourable. The 
processes and requirements for setting up a new company in 
Switzerland are favourable compared to many other countries. 

Switzerland is a leader with regard to PCT patents. Measured 
against the country’s population, the number of patent applica-
tions is particularly high.

Foreign science policy is an integral part of Swiss foreign policy; 
Switzerland works bilaterally with select partner countries, and is 
present in an offi cial capacity all over the world, with its science 
and technology councillors at Swiss embassies and through the 
swissnex network.

R&D expenditure as a percentage of GDP, 2013
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Fundamentals and further analysis

”Research and Innovation in Switzerland“ report

This report on research and innovation in Switzerland is published for the fi rst time 
in 2016. It details Switzerland’s performance in the fi eld.
  It describes the Swiss research and innovation system’s structure and how it 
works. It explains the fundamentals of how the system is run and the role of the 
various players involved.

  It provides a global, long-term analysis of the Swiss research and innovation sys-
tem with the use of quantitative and qualitative indicators. The report compares 
the Swiss research and innovation system with other developed and emerging 
economies over a period of several years. Various indicators relating to invest-
ment, interaction and performance are presented.

  It contains thematic studies: in each report, selected topics within the research 
and innovation system are examined more closely. These analyses are conducted 
by experts.

Further information and ordering options: www.sbfi .admin.ch  

Qualifi ed specialists along the entire value chain

Switzerland has a highly developed education system. Young peo-
ple and adults can pursue either a vocational or an academic 
education path, depending on their strengths and talents. The 
education system has high permeability, allowing transfers both 
within and between the vocational and academic areas of educa-
tion.

Companies in Switzerland benefi t from highly qualifi ed specialists 
and executives along the entire value chain. Unemployment is low.

Contact

State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation (SERI)
Communication
Einsteinstrasse 2
CH-3003 Bern
www.sbfi .admin.ch
info@sbfi .admin.ch 

Publication details

Published by: State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation (SERI), 2016
Editorial team and layout: SERI Communication
Photos: CERN, ETH Zurich, FHNW, Kunstmuseum Basel, 
Naturhistorisches Museum Bern, Swissmem, Universität Basel, 
Université de Lausanne
Translations: SERI, GS-EAER and FCh Language Services
Print: GDZ, Zurich

Links

State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI): 
www.sbfi .admin.ch 

ETH Board: www.ethrat.ch 

Swiss ERI Network: www.swissnex.org 

Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education (EDK): 
www.edk.ch 

Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities (swissuniversities): 
www.swissuniversities.ch 

Swiss National Science Foundation: www.snf.ch 

Commission for Technology and Innovation (CTI): 
www.kti.admin.ch 

Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences: 
www.akademien-schweiz.ch 

Swiss Federal Statistical Offi ce (FSO): www.bfs.admin.ch

International university rankings: www.universityrankings.ch


