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1. Executive Summary 
 
 
Every four years, in the middle of its funding period, the ETH Domain is thoroughly evaluated by an inter-
national panel of experts mandated by the head of the responsible department of the Swiss Federal Coun-
cil. The ETH Board was eager to learn from the 2019 Intermediate Evaluation how the experts view the ETH 
Domain's standing and role in the Swiss higher education and research system, and how they consider it 
should be further developed to maintain its international competitiveness while also serving Switzerland's 
needs. The ETH Board greatly appreciates the forward-looking orientation of the recommendations, which 
will support the ETH Domain’s future development in the interests of society and the economy.  

Based on strategic considerations in response to the experts’ recommendations, the ETH Board has de-
fined the following top-priority measures: 

• The increasing global competition and major scientific and societal challenges call for a thorough 
review of the ETH Domain's organisational structure. Major criteria of the review concern the ETH Do-
main’s agility and flexibility for setting thematic goals that address pressing societal, humanitarian and 
economic needs, and its ability to foster multi-disciplinary research programmes that deliver innova-
tive solutions for sustainable development. The review has begun by addressing the structure of, and 
cooperation within, the ETH Domain and will subsequently involve external partners (incl. universities, 
universities of applied sciences and Federal Offices).  

• The current partial revision of the ETH Act will further improve the internal governance of the ETH 
Domain, taking due account of the specificities associated with leading and supervising higher educa-
tion and research institutions. 

• International openness and multilateral cooperation are essential for the global competitiveness and 
positioning of the ETH Domain institutions. Access to international networks and participation in inter-
national research schemes (notably Horizon Europe) are of paramount importance for remaining com-
petitive internationally, for the development of young Swiss academics and for Switzerland’s ability to 
address societal challenges.  

• The ETH Domain institutions will strengthen and further develop their continuing education offering, 
specifically addressing former graduates of ETH Zurich and EPFL as well as persons with different edu-
cational backgrounds to equip them with the digital skills necessary to face the digital challenge in their 
respective leadership positions.  

• Human resources are the key factor for the ETH Domain’s successful future development. The ETH 
Board emphasises the importance of high standards of leadership and management and will ensure 
that adequate processes are in place in all ETH Domain institutions. 

• Reserves are crucial: each institution of the ETH Domain will manage its reserves to foster the institu-
tion’s strategic development and to drive forward new scientific fields and initiatives.  

• Communication with the general public and with stakeholders is of utmost importance. The ETH Board 
recognises the need to broaden the scope of the ETH Domain's communication efforts, emphasising 
the impact of the institutions' research endeavours and services to society and how they can help 
shape society’s transition processes. 

The recommendations of the 2019 Intermediate Evaluation identify or confirm important strategic action 
fields and help to accelerate the processes to implement the respective and appropriate measures. Defin-
ing and implementing them at the ETH Domain and the institutional level will require joint efforts by the 
ETH Board and the institutions as well as a corresponding timeframe. The ETH Board is convinced that im-
plementation of the outlined measures will properly equip the ETH Domain for tackling future challenges.   
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2. Response to the Recommendations in Six 
Strategic Action Fields 

 
 
It is the prime mission of the ETH Domain to serve Swiss society through education, research, technology 
transfer and scientific services. The ETH Domain alleviates shortages in the skilled workforce, in particular 
in the STEM1 area, helps Switzerland to proceed on the pathway to digitalisation, collaborates with indus-
try on new technologies, provides the public sector with information for science-based policy making at 
the national and local level, and provides scientific services and assumes national tasks for the good of so-
ciety. Through interdisciplinary research and – with increasing importance – transdisciplinary approaches 
which involve the social sciences and public stakeholders, the ETH Domain delivers solutions and strategies 
to meet unprecedented societal, economic, and environmental challenges of the 21st century. At the same 
time the ETH Domain is committed to excellence in all areas of activity with the goal of remaining interna-
tionally competitive and attractive and thus serve Switzerland's economy and society with science-based 
solutions in the longer term too. The ETH Domain's continued emphasis on engineering and basic sciences, 
and the design, building and operation of open-access, large-scale research infrastructures serve this long-
term goal, paving the way for scientific breakthroughs and pioneering technologies and thus feeding the 
innovation chain for future generations.  

The ETH Board is pleased by the experts' general assessment of the ETH Domain as an excellent education 
and research system and concedes that such excellence must go hand-in-hand with the highest standards 
of leadership culture and internal support processes in the ETH Domain. 

The ETH Board responds to the recommendations of the experts in six clusters of statements (chapters 2.1 
- 2.6). These represent important strategic action fields for the Board. All 22 recommendations are consid-
ered, while some recommendations are addressed in more than one cluster. The ETH Board’s detailed re-
sponses to each of the recommendations are given in chapter 3. 

 
  

                                                           
1 Science, technology, engineering and mathematics, including computer and communication sciences, in analogy to the German 
term MINT (Mathematik, Informatik, Naturwissenschaft, Technik) 
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2.1. ETH Domain Strategy and Structure  
 

The ETH Board welcomes the forward-looking nature of the 
recommendations concerning the ETH Domain's strategy and 
structure. They will help to even better fulfil the Domain's 
mission. In its Strategic Planning 2021–2024 the ETH Board 
emphasises a number of challenges that lie ahead: "The glob-
alisation of science and the economy, the digital revolution 
and massively increased investment in science and education 
by certain large nations present major challenges for the ETH 

Domain institutions, as do limitations in terms of both human capital and financial resources. These factors 
challenge the institutions’ ability to thrive, attract the world’s best talent, perform high-impact research 
and provide first-class education for future students."2 In order to respond to these challenges, the institu-
tions must be able to further advance in several areas to ensure future success. 

• With the ETH Domain’s strategic focus areas (SFAs)3 and by focussing on key research infrastructures4 
of national importance which also have to pass a thorough selection process, the ETH Board bundles 
activities in the ETH Domain and provides the necessary financial means for their implementation. 
Through such initiatives and many other initiatives at the institutions (in many cases in conjunction 
with external partner institutions), inter- and multidisciplinary research is promoted by exploiting the 
full potential of the engineering and basic sciences within the ETH Domain. Examples of such initiatives 
are those in the field of medicine that are implemented in collaboration with hospitals, where the insti-
tutions of the ETH Domain provide the natural and engineering sciences inputs. The SFAs incorporate 
central aspects of digitalisation in their respective fields and contribute to diffusion of digitalisation 
throughout the ETH Domain and beyond. They do so by reaching out to industry, or by providing the 
health sector and other sectors with secure and sustainable foundations for making use of digitalisa-
tion. Efforts to promote digitalisation to other fields, as well as to exploit its potential for teaching and 
learning, are well underway in the institutions. The ETH Board expects that the adoption of suitable 
models for cooperation between the ETH Domain institutions and external partner institutions will re-
inforce Switzerland's leadership position in these areas5. 

• Knowledge and technology transfer is one of the core missions of the ETH Domain, and drives innova-
tion in Switzerland and elsewhere. The ETH Domain's impact is manifold: by educating students for a 
highly skilled labour force, collaborating with large industry as well as with small and medium enter-
prises, or spinning off new companies, the institutions of the ETH Domain contribute to Switzerland's 
innovative strength6. The ETH Board sees a need to further support the development of Venture Capi-
tal (VC) instruments in Switzerland, e.g. by featuring spin-offs and start-ups in suitable partner-/mem-
bership programmes for VC funds as part of a coordinated ETH Domain effort. It also encourages the 
institutions to further strengthen their programmes and share best practices7. The ETH Domain’s inno-
vation capacity may also be strengthened by including research activities abroad that are in line with 
the ETH Board's strategic position for international subsidiaries8. 

• One of the most important success factors of the ETH Domain is its legal basis: it was founded by the 
ETH Act of October 4, 19919, which gives the Domain its own legal status in the Swiss Higher Education 

                                                           
2 Strategic Planning of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2021–2024, p. 6 
3 Strategic Planning of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2021–2024, p. 24-26 
4 Strategic Planning of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2021–2024, p. 28-30 
5 Strategic Planning of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2021–2024, p. 22 
6 Annual Report of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2018, p. 89-90 
7 Strategic Planning of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2021–2024, p. 33 
8 Position Paper on International Initiatives of ETH Domain Institutions (ETH Board, 4/5 March 2015) 
9 put into force February 1, 1993 

Referring to Recommendations  
#21: Strategic Focus Areas 
  #4: Research and Research Infrastructures 
#22: Digitalisation 
  #6: Fostering Innovation 
#10: Structure of the ETH Domain 
#14: Autonomy of the Institutions 
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landscape and allows its institutions the freedom of action they require to strengthen their interna-
tional competitiveness and position. The current partial revision of the ETH Act serves the needs of the 
ETH Board and is conducive to the functioning of the ETH Domain.  

• The increasing global competition and major scientific and societal challenges call for a thorough re-
view of the ETH Domain's organisation. The ETH Board has embarked on an assessment of the struc-
tures and cooperation within the ETH Domain10, as well as the interactions pursued with external in-
stitutions. The ETH Board is evaluating the organisation of mandate-driven, mission-oriented re-
search with the ultimate intention of sharpening institutional profiles, refocusing activity portfolios, 
and optimising resource allocation. Major criteria of evaluation concern the ETH Domain’s agility for 
setting thematic goals that address pressing societal, humanitarian and economic needs, and its ability 
to foster multi-disciplinary research programs that deliver innovative solutions for sustainable develop-
ment. 

It is the ETH Board's primary task to ensure suitable framework conditions for such evolution in the ETH 
Domain’s strategy and development. 

  

                                                           
10 ETH Board decision of 25/26 September 2019 
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2.2. Cooperation and Collaboration within the ETH Domain and with Outside Partners  
 

Cooperation and collaboration among the six institutions 
within the ETH Domain is driven by academic added 
value in research and teaching and by the benefits that 
accrue from synergies in research infrastructure use and 
in administration. Among many others, the strategic 
initiatives of the ETH Domain are examples of such 
cooperation: The SFAs accelerate research in their specific 
fields through bundling of competencies and (seed) 
funding by the ETH Board. The research infrastructures 

from PSI, as well as those from other institutions of the ETH Domain, such as the Swiss High Performance 
Computing Center (CSCS) of ETH Zurich or the Swiss Plasma Center (SPC) of EPFL among many others, are 
accessible to researchers from the entire ETH Domain and to further partners from Switzerland and 
abroad. The schools and the Research Institutes of the ETH Domain exploit their complementarities 
through over 70 joint professors11, through thousands of teaching hours provided by the Research Insti-
tutes at ETH Zurich, EPFL, and at other universities12, in numerous interdisciplinary projects as well as 
through common research platforms, and through collaboration at the administrative level. Collaboration 
within the ETH Domain is well established and sought after wherever it makes sense. 

The cooperation in research often goes well beyond the ETH Domain and includes other institutions of the 
higher education and research sector, many hospitals nationwide, strategic alliances with research insti-
tutes of national importance13, and the private sector. The large-scale research infrastructures of the ETH 
Domain14 of national and international importance are excellent examples of cooperation. They are openly 
accessible and available to researchers within and outside the ETH Domain and bring multidisciplinary 
teams together15.  

• The ETH Board financially supports the institutions’ bottom-up joint research initiatives as part of its 
four-year strategic planning process in order to promote strategy-driven cooperation within the ETH 
Domain. Starting with the period 2021–2024, the strategic dimension of the budget allocation within 
the ETH Doman will also be consistently strengthened. In a specially adapted process, the institutions 
provide additional strategic information in the context of preparing their budget proposals. 

Cooperation between the ETH Domain institutions and the cantons and their higher education and re-
search institutions strengthens the ETH Domain and the entire Swiss higher education system, as it en-
sures that the best possible use is made of the system’s complementarities and synergies. The approaches 
of the ETH Domain institutions differ with regard to their cooperation and interactions with the cantons; 
these reflect their diversity in terms of opportunities as well as Switzerland’s political, economic and cul-
tural diversity16. The assessment of benefits and costs of the ETH Domain institutions’ external sites in vari-
ous cantons conducted in 2018 came to a positive conclusion in terms of scientific results, publications, col-
laboration and transfer of technology17. Furthermore, the cooperation with the cantons assists local SMEs, 
fosters the establishment of start-ups and spin-offs, and strengthens the institutions' regional embedding 
and networking with industry, authorities and the population to boost innovation in the region.  

• The ETH Board fully supports the current cooperation approaches with the cantons and their higher 
education and research institutions. The ETH Board stresses that the models for cantonal cooperation 

                                                           
11 SAR Chapter A.4.2, p. 83, joint professors at ETH Zurich or EPFL and the Research Institutes as of October 2018 
12 Annual Report 2018 of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain, p. 88 
13 According to article 15 of the Federal Act on the Promotion of Research and Innovation 
14 SAR Chapter A.1.3, p. 26-28, 41-42 
15 The large-scale research infrastructures at PSI attract over 2,500 users and 1,500 at CSCS per year; Annual Report of the ETH 
Board on the ETH Domain 2018, p. 52-53 
16 SAR Chapter A.5.1, p. 90-92, 96-97 
17 The ETH Board took note of the individual reports (ETH Zurich, EPFL, WSL, Empa, Eawag) on 4/5 July 2018 

Referring to Recommendations 
#11: Cooperation within the ETH Domain 
  #8: Collaborations with other Higher-

Education Institutions 
#13: Cooperation with Cantons 
#12: Institutional Coordination under the HEdA 
  #9: Collaborations in the Healthcare Field 
#18: International Openness 
  #4: Research and Research Infrastructures 
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will differ due to the historical circumstances of their creation as well as specific regional needs and 
opportunities. The ETH Board acknowledges the potential in formulating an overarching strategy that 
will allow the institutions to implement their individual approaches, while exploiting opportunities with 
external locations for the benefit of the entire Domain and in compliance with the criteria defined18. 

The Higher Education Council (Hochschulrat / Conseil des hautes écoles) plays the key role on the political 
level in the coordination and cooperation of the Swiss higher education sector in the context of the Higher 
Education Act (HEdA). The ETH Board President participates in this body as a non-voting member. On the 
academic level, ETH Zurich and EPFL as members of swissuniversities (chamber of universities and specific 
delegations) are involved in strategic and coordinating actions within the higher education sector19. In 
those areas of the healthcare and medical field classified as “high cost” (besonders kostenintensive 
Bereiche / des domaines particulièrement onéreux), there is a particular need for coordination among the 
actors to maximise the benefits for society and economy. 

• The ETH Board expects ETH Zurich, EPFL, and the Research Institutes to take every opportunity to pur-
sue the interests of all ETH Domain institutions in the Swiss higher education sector. The ETH Board 
strongly encourages ETH Zurich and EPFL to support the mandate of the Higher Education Council 
granted to swissuniversities to analyse and propose measures for strengthening the universities’ pro-
files and reorganising portfolios – specifically in the “high-cost” areas – by 2020.  

• The ETH Board encourages the institutions to participate in shaping the governance of the high-cost 
areas in order to ensure optimal conditions for research and large-scale research infrastructures. The 
Board applauds the close cooperation of ETH Zurich and EPFL, PSI and Empa with medical faculties, 
hospitals and industry based on their specific strengths in the health and medical sciences as well as in 
related technologies and translational research.  

International openness and multilateral cooperation are essential for the global competitiveness and posi-
tioning of the ETH Domain institutions. To ensure the sustainability of institutional cooperation and to min-
imise strategic risks, the mandatory criteria for cooperation at national and international level – i.e. aca-
demic coherence and responsibility, critical mass (of main and external sites) and international competi-
tiveness – will continue to apply. Additional supporting elements include financial agreements and coher-
ence with regional competencies and industrial and economic characteristics20. 

• The ETH Board will continue to apply the criteria defined for national and international cooperation 
and positioning with regard to international initiatives21. 

The ETH Board expects considerable added value for society and economy to emanate from the institu-
tions' cooperation and collaboration within and beyond the ETH Domain, nationally and internationally.  

  

                                                           
18 ETH Board Position Paper on International Initiatives of ETH Domain Institutions (ETH Board, 4/5 March 2015) 
19 Swissuniversities, Strategische Planung 2021–2024 von swissuniversities zuhanden der Schweizerischen Hochschulkonferenz. 
20 SAR Chapter A.5.1, p. 90-92, 96-97 
21 ETH Board Position Paper on International Initiatives of ETH Domain Institutions (ETH Board, 4/5 March 2015) 
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2.3. Developing Education for the Next Generation  
 

The ETH Domain’s main mission and principal core task is to 
provide research-based teaching of the highest quality22. The 
study programmes offered by ETH Zurich and EPFL and com-
plemented by the Research Institutes are rooted in a pro-
found knowledge of key disciplines such as exact, natural 
and engineering sciences, and in a solid technical training. 

They foster an innovative and entrepreneurial spirit in order – through their graduates – to best serve the 
needs of economy and society. The strong focus on the STEM fields is crucial, given the high demand in 
Swiss industry for graduates in these disciplines. Well-established processes are in place to continuously 
develop and improve teaching and learning outcomes. These processes help to keep curricula up to date, 
encourage new teaching forms and assure quality.  

Continuous efforts are necessary to establish high-quality education programmes in areas that are relevant 
to the digital society. The expertise of the ETH Domain institutions will be expanded and new study pro-
grammes will be set up. Computational thinking23 as one of the future skills for the digital transformation 
is increasingly perceived by educators, policymakers and researchers as a core element of modern educa-
tion. The essence of computational thinking is to address problems from any discipline with a coherent 
process of problem formulation, data representation and the creation of algorithms to produce generic 
solutions. In parallel, teaching and learning will themselves take advantage of digitalisation. The ability to 
evaluate teaching quality and learning outcome using digital technologies will create added value for 
teachers, students and the education system at large. Computational thinking is applicable across disci-
plines beyond STEM and encompasses the social sciences. In this way the ETH Domain is making a major 
contribution to the transformation of Swiss higher education. 

• Computational thinking as one of the future skills for the digital transformation shall be introduced in 
all study programmes. 

• An important aim of the transformation of teaching and learning is to make STEM curricula more 
attractive to women. This includes embedding study content of specific interest to women in the pro-
grammes, offering mission-oriented projects that link science and engineering to societal needs as well 
as introducing new teaching methods, and re-shaping curricula and learning settings.  

• The ETH Board aims to include initial data from the assessment of teaching quality in the next evalua-
tion.  

Continuing education is an effective instrument for the transfer of knowledge and technology between 
academia and society at large (including citizen science24). A wide range of practice-oriented continuing 
education courses are offered on topics that reflect the respective institutional core areas and that com-
bine technology with management and social sciences. Continuing education courses take account of the 
participants’ individual needs and background and give them the opportunity to build up their skills and 
competencies. The ETH Board sees a particular need for and explores new opportunities to extend continu-
ing education. Its aim here is to retrain the workforce for the digital transformation, to aid industrial reha-
bilitation and to support education in computer science, programming and computational thinking by edu-
cating teachers of all school levels, from primary up to baccalaureate25. The schools' alumni and persons 
with different educational backgrounds will be addressed with new offerings that will equip them with the 
digital skills necessary to face the digital challenge in their respective leadership positions.  

                                                           
22 Strategic Planning 2021–2024 of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain, p. 16 
23 Strategic Planning 2021–2024 of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain, p. 18 
24 Swiss Science Council 2018, Citizen Science: Expertise, Democracy, and Public Participation. 
25 Strategic Planning 2021–2024 of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain, p. 23 

Referring to Recommendations 
#3: Teaching New Skills 
#7: Attracting Women to STEM Disciplines 
#1: Quality of Teaching 
#2: Continuing Education 
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• The ETH Board expects the ETH Domain institutions to strengthen and further develop this extension 
of the current continuing education offering. 

Curiosity-driven basic research remains an indispensable prerequisite for teaching at the highest quality 
level making the latest scientific developments available for the next generation of students. At the same 
time basic research feeds the innovation pipeline in the long run. Consequently, upholding long-term in-
vestments in basic research keeps Switzerland attractive, as a place for higher education and for research, 
and competitive. This attracts companies of all size that position themselves at the forefront of developing 
novel technologies for marketable products and of delivering smart services for society. 
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2.4. Leadership and Culture  
 

The ETH Domain seeks to maintain and support an inspira-
tional working environment based on the principles of re-
spect, appreciation, equal opportunities and trust. Transpar-
ent, reliable structures and attractive employment and work-
ing conditions are essential for motivating employees to max-
imise their performance and for supporting their professional 

development. The academic environment requires specific and adequate leadership, culture and manage-
ment based on a participatory style. Employees must exercise a great deal of personal responsibility, initia-
tive and time management to accomplish tasks that often cannot be fully defined in advance.  

• The ETH Board emphasises the prime importance of top-quality leadership and management in the 
ETH Domain, as human resources are the key factor for the Domain’s successful future development. 
The ETH Board fully supports the various efforts and approaches by the institutions to strengthen lead-
ership skills and ensure adequate human resources management and will check that respective pro-
cesses are in place. 

o Management training will be targeted on all categories of employees (faculty and staff) as well 
as on the individual institution’s situation. The exchange of good practices and experience 
among the institutions will be promoted by the ETH Board to accelerate progress and to ex-
ploit joint approaches by the institutions for added value.  

o The importance of career development support open to all staff – including doctoral students 
and postdoctoral researchers – is recognised and will be fostered by the ETH Board. The insti-
tutions choose the most appropriate approaches at the institutional level or jointly with other 
institutions / partners within or outside the ETH Domain.  

o Procedures to identify internal conflicts at an early stage (weak signals) and to react promptly 
and appropriately are of great importance and will be developed further. The ETH Board en-
sures that adequate early warning systems are in place so that conflicts are given due attention 
and resolved swiftly. 

The ETH Domain aims to improve the gender balance among its members by increasing the share of 
women in education and research, and specifically in management positions and decision-making bodies. 
The Gender Strategy 2017–2020, adopted by the ETH Board in 2017, outlines an overarching strategy to 
foster gender balance and equal opportunities for women and men within the ETH Domain26. While the 
broader concept of diversity is important to the ETH Domain, the Strategy focuses on the gender dimen-
sion in order to adopt an efficient and targeted approach. The Domain’s institutions implement the strat-
egy through appropriate measures that are defined in their action plans27. The institutions carefully moni-
tor the development of the gender balance and regularly report to the ETH Board. The Gender Strategy will 
be updated for the years 2021–2024. 

• The ETH Board is redoubling its efforts to improve gender balance at all levels and attract more 
women to STEM fields. The Board assents to the recommendation of setting quantitative targets but 
not quotas. Such targets will be proposed individually by each institution, as they must match the insti-
tution’s particular situation and include the specific measures needed to achieve them.  

• Gender stereotypes and unconscious bias are an impediment to gender balance and equal opportuni-
ties. The ETH Board calls on the institutions to take action to raise awareness and sensitivity to stereo-
types and bias among all their employees (faculty and staff) through mandatory training.  

                                                           
26 ETH Domain Strategy for Equal Opportunities and Gender Balance 2017–2020 
27 Equal opportunity action plans 2017–2020 of the institutions (at one of the Research Institutes the action plan is still under 
development).  

Referring to Recommendations 
#15: Leadership and Human Resources 

Management 
#19: Diversity 
  #7: Attracting Women to STEM Disciplines 
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As human resources are recognised as a key factor for successful future development, the ETH Board will 
emphasise the further improvement of leadership, management and gender balance in the ETH Domain 
institutions. 
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2.5. Stable Financial Framework 
 
The institutions of the ETH Domain enjoy an excellent reputa-
tion. In recent years, ETH Zurich and EPFL have moved to top 
positions in international university rankings. Stable financial 
support from the Swiss Confederation was one of the key suc-

cess factors to achieve this goal. It allowed the embrace of new and challenging scientific fields, the recruit-
ment of outstanding faculty, and the modernisation of teaching and learning for the 21st century. The ETH 
Domain is poised to build on its past success and to face the challenges that lie ahead. In order to imple-
ment the measures outlined in its Strategic Planning 2021–2024 for the ETH Domain, the ETH Board is ask-
ing the Federal Council and Parliament to approve CHF 11'053 million as the budget appropriation for the 
ETH Domain for the period 2021–2024. Based on currently planned federal government funding of the ETH 
Domain for 2020, the overall requirement for 2021–2024 assumes an annual increase in funding of 3.1% 
(including compensation for assumed annual inflation of 1%)28. As a system of internationally oriented in-
stitutions which face a growing competition worldwide, the ETH Board considers a special treatment of the 
ETH Domain in the ERI message as justified.  

• The ETH Board welcomes the experts' recommendation for adequate federal funding of the ETH 
Domain in times of growing scientific challenges and societal needs. It reiterates its arguments put for-
ward in the consultative process relating to the motion (17.3977) of the National Council's finance 
commission to reverse the fund restrictions ('Ausgabenbindung') contained in Art. 50 HEdA29: The ETH 
Board voiced its concern about implementing Art. 50 HEdA – namely, that this must not put the ETH 
Domain at a disadvantage vis-à-vis Switzerland’s other higher education institutions, especially as the 
operation of the ETH Domain is a Confederation task anchored in Art. 63a of the Swiss Constitution.  

• With the introduction of IPSAS30 in the ETH Domain, the accumulated reserves have become highly 
visible and might be interpreted as freely available funds instead of funds with varying degrees of 
dedication. The ETH Board is concerned that the success in acquiring third-party funds and donations 
might conflict with the ETH Domain's federal funding, although Art. 34b ETH Act guarantees that the 
federal financial contribution is independent of the institutions' third-party resources. The ETH Board 
has prepared documentation explaining the nature and purpose of the reserves. Sufficient strategic 
reserves are important for the institutions and provide the necessary flexibility to drive new scientific 
fields, e.g. by creating new professorships or research groups. The ETH Board supports the institutions 
in generating additional income and attracting donations, which will build up further reserves in the 
future. The ETH Domain is preparing a reserve policy that defines a target range for the reserves 
deemed necessary so that the ETH Board and the institutions have both, the strategic freedom to 
launch initiatives and the security to cope with the risk of fluctuating revenues31. Additionally, the 
reserve policy will foster an active management of reserves and ensure appropriate reporting at the 
institutional level as well as strategic controlling by the ETH Board.  

Having the flexibility to invest within the ETH Domain is essential to maintain its ability to compete at the 
global level. Reserves at the level of the ETH Domain and the institutions complement the budgetary 
framework of the Swiss Confederation granted to the ETH Domain. They allow exploratory research pro-
jects or educational initiatives of strategic importance to be “kick-started”. 

  

                                                           
28 Strategic Planning of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2021–2024, p. 42-44 
29 Letter of the President ETH Board to the State Secretary of January 18, 2018  
30 International Public Sector Accounting Standards, IPSAS, were introduced in the ETH Domain [2015] 
31 Reserven ETH-Bereich: Reservepolitik, Richtgrössen und Bewirtschaftung (ETH Board, 25/26 September 2019) 

Referring to Recommendations 
#16: Funding 
#17: Strategic Funds 
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2.6. Communication and Impact Measurement 
 

Trust in science and its processes is of paramount importance 
for the understanding of society's global challenges. It is also 
ever more important to ensure that people understand the way 
science is conducted, especially given that science is increas-

ingly vulnerable to divergent interests which could lead to an over-emphasis on science-based applications 
with short-term goals. This tendency jeopardises the long-term basic research which feeds the pipeline for 
future technologies and applications that will guarantee the competitiveness of Swiss industry in the fu-
ture. The ETH Board concedes that communication with the general public is of utmost importance. In ad-
dition, the Board sees a need to engage more proactively with the stakeholders supporting the ETH 
Domain, i.e. central government (the federal departments that “own” the Domain) as well as the parlia-
mentary chambers and commissions. To that end, the ETH Board considers that the recommendations con-
cerning communication and those regarding the assessment of the ETH Domain’s impact to be closely re-
lated. It proposes an integrated communication approach that makes use, where possible, of meaningful 
impact indicators that go beyond the mere measurement of output. 

• The ETH Board recognises the need to broaden the scope of the ETH Domain's communication efforts, 
emphasising the impact of the institutions' research endeavours and services to society and the way 
they can help shape its transition processes (e.g. in view of digitalisation or the sustainable use of re-
sources). The institutions must also showcase their research infrastructures for the advancement of 
science on the one hand and for the economy – through the development of novel technologies and 
the generation of related spin-offs – on the other.  

• In its communication activities, the Board must include its viewpoints and positions on the importance 
of the ETH Domain for Switzerland's education and research framework, and for Switzerland as an in-
novation location. The ETH Board will support the institutions through its recently established ETH 
Domain news portal "Sciena.ch". Finally, the Board is eager to point out the pioneering role of the ETH 
Domain as a leading higher education and research actor for Switzerland. 

• Effective communication on impact depends on verifiable accounts of short- and longer-term impact as 
well as qualitative and quantitative indicators of such impact to support them. The ETH Board will ex-
plore different approaches and learn from other organisations in order to define, where possible, suita-
ble indicators of impact. Impact indicators as opposed to output indicators may provide much more 
useful information for the federal departments responsible for the ETH Domain, for the ETH Board and 
for science communication to the general public32. 

The ETH Board is committed to acting as an “ambassador” for the ETH Domain with the goal of building 
trust and ensuring public support for long-term investment in science, nationally and internationally. Its 
communication activities emphasise the importance of favourable framework conditions for the Swiss 
higher education system, including access to international instruments for the promotion of collaborative 
research and talent. 

  

                                                           
32 Empfehlungen des Schweizerischen Wissenschaftsrates SWR für die BFI-Botschaft 2021–2024 (p. 56); Swiss Academy of 
Sciences, Conference 21 November 2018: Beyond impact factor, h-index and university rankings: Evaluate science in more 
meaningful ways; Swiss Academy of Sciences: swiss academies communications, Vol 13, no 5, 2018: Zur Diskussion: Qualität vor 
Quantität. 

Referring to Recommendations  
  #5: Communication 
#20: Measuring Impact 
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3. Measures in Response to Each of the 
Recommendations 

 
 

The ETH Board responds to each of the 22 recommendations listed below. 
 
 
#1: Quality of Teaching 18 

#2: Continuing Education 18 

#3: Teaching New Skills 19 

#4: Research and Research Infrastructures 19 

#5: Communication 20 

#6: Fostering Innovation 21 

#7: Attracting Women to STEM Disciplines 21 

#8: Collaborations with other Higher-Education Institutions 22 

#9: Collaborations in the Healthcare Field 22 

#10: Structure of the ETH Domain 23 

#11: Cooperation within the ETH Domain 24 

#12: Institutional Coordination under the HEdA 25 

#13: Cooperation with Cantons 25 

#14: Autonomy of the Institutions 26 

#15: Leadership and Human Resources Management 27 

#16: Funding 27 

#17: Strategic Funds 28 

#18: International Openness 29 

#19: Diversity 29 

#20: Measuring Impact 30 

#21: Strategic Focus Areas 31 

#22: Digitalisation 31 

 
Please note that the recommendations as presented in the first column of pages 18-32 are an excerpt from 
the “Report of the Expert Committee” of 19 April 2019. For the full text of the recommendations, please 
consult the report. 
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Recommendation Position of the ETH Board 

#1: Quality of Teaching 
 
Beyond the efforts made so far, 
and in consideration of the 
achievements that it acknowl-
edges, the Expert Committee 
strongly encourages that further 
steps be taken to measure and im-
prove the quality of teaching at 
ETHZ and EPFL. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Well-established processes are in place to continuously develop 
and improve the quality of teaching and learning outcomes (i.e. the 
knowledge and skills acquired by the students) and encourage new 
teaching forms. These processes include evaluations by external 
experts, strong stakeholder involvement in curricula development, 
graduate surveys and institutional accreditation procedures (SAR33 
Appendix A.3). 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and supports ex-
ploiting digital technologies to evaluate teaching quality and learn-
ing outcomes in order to create added value for teachers, students 
and the education system at large.  
 
Measures 
• The quality management of teaching will be further developed, 

making full use of digital technologies. Information from the 
assessment of teaching quality and learning outcomes will be 
made available for the next intermediate evaluation.  

#2: Continuing Education 
 
The Expert Committee anticipates 
a substantial increase in the de-
mand for continuing education; 
ETHZ and EPFL should further 
their efforts in providing continu-
ing education of high quality. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
A wide range of practice-oriented continuing education courses are 
offered by ETH Zurich, EPFL and the Research Institutes on topics 
that reflect the respective institutional core areas and that com-
bine technology with management and social sciences. Continuing 
education courses take account of the participants’ individual 
needs and backgrounds and give them the opportunity to build up 
their skills and competencies.  
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and sees a particu-
lar need for, and is exploring new opportunities in, the expansion 
of continuing education offerings, especially digital skills courses, 
with the aim of contributing to retraining the workforce for the 
digital transformation. The courses are developed in cooperation 
with stakeholders from the private and public sectors (SAR Appen-
dix A.3). Offerings for teacher education in computer science, pro-
gramming and computational thinking are developed in close col-
laboration with the Universities of Teacher Education. 
 
Measures 
• ETH Zurich and EPFL address their former graduates and peo-

ple from a variety of educational backgrounds with new contin-
uing education courses (online and face-to-face) that will equip 
them with the necessary skills to face the digital challenge in 
their respective leadership positions. 

• ETH Zurich’s School for Continuing Education bundles existing 

                                                           
33 Self-Assessment Report of the ETH Board for the 2019 Intermediate Evaluation of the ETH Domain 
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Recommendation Position of the ETH Board 

offerings and offerings for new target groups in thematic clus-
ters. The focus is on short courses (Certificate of Advanced 
Studies, CAS), reflecting demand. 

• EPFL’s Extension School offers digital skills courses for people 
from a variety of educational backgrounds, and the School con-
tinuously expands its portfolio.  

#3: Teaching New Skills 
 
Innovation in course offerings 
should be continued, in order to 
combine basic science and engi-
neering courses with computa-
tional skills. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The essence of computational thinking is to address problems from 
any discipline with a coherent process of problem formulation, 
data representation and the creation of algorithms to produce ge-
neric solutions. 
 
The ETH Board fully agrees with the recommendation and supports 
the efforts to apply computational thinking across disciplines be-
yond STEM fields and encompassing the social sciences (SAR Ap-
pendix C.2). 
 
Measures 
• ETH Zurich and EPFL vigorously pursue their efforts to promote 

the digital skills of their graduates and the future STEM labour 
force. 

• ETH Zurich and EPFL include computational thinking as one of 
the future skills for the digital transformation in all study pro-
grammes. They reinforce their efforts to get sufficient scientific 
personnel engaged in teaching to ensure high quality educa-
tion and student supervision.  

#4: Research and Research 
Infrastructures 
 
The Expert Committee expects 
substantial translational impact 
from multidisciplinary research; it 
therefore encourages the ETH 
Domain to maintain and further 
develop its effort in this type of 
research, including internationally 
competitive research infrastruc-
tures and technology platforms. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The research infrastructures and the strategic focus areas (SFAs) of 
the ETH Domain, together with many other initiatives at the insti-
tutions (in many cases in conjunction with external partner institu-
tions), bundle activities, take advantage of the various competen-
cies, and thus promote inter- and multidisciplinary research. 
Openly accessible research infrastructures, platforms and centres 
provide the basis for multidisciplinary research. 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and upholds the 
leading role of the ETH Domain institutions in developing new – 
and operating and upgrading existing – research infrastructures of 
national importance for the benefit of users from academia and in-
dustry. In addition, experts from the ETH Domain contribute signifi-
cantly to international research infrastructures. 
 
Measures 
• Through its four-year strategic planning process the ETH Board 

will continue to bundle research activities, to prioritise re-
search infrastructures and to ensure access to these excellent 
infrastructures in order to promote inter- and multidisciplinary 
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Recommendation Position of the ETH Board 

research. 
• In the period 2021–2024 the strategic focus areas Personalized 

Health and Related Technologies (PHRT), Data Science with the 
Swiss Data Science Center (SDSC), and Advanced Manufactur-
ing initiated in the period 2017–2020 will be continued in order 
to realise their full potential. Energy research will continue to 
be pursued as part of the regular research activities of the ETH 
Domain institutions. Strategic priority will be given to the fol-
lowing research infrastructures: The Blue Brain Project (BBP), 
the upgrade of the computing infrastructure (HPCN-24) at the 
CSCS, the upgrade of the Swiss Light Source (SLS 2.0), and the 
realisation of the Catalysis Hub as a contribution to catalysis-
driven, sustainable chemical processes (incl. provision of fuels 
and feedstock for a green economy). 

#5: Communication 
 
Communication remains of ut-
most importance, in particular 
with the general public; efforts 
should be continued to convince 
the general public of the societal 
value of investments in science. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and acknowledges 
that communication with the general public is of utmost im-
portance. It is also ever more important to ensure that people un-
derstand the way research is conducted and the societal value of 
investments in science. 
 
In addition, the ETH Board sees a need to engage more proactively 
with the stakeholders that support the ETH Domain, i.e. central 
government (the federal departments that “own” the Domain) as 
well as the parliamentary chambers and commissions. 
 
The ETH Board also recognises the need to broaden the scope of 
the ETH Domain's communication efforts, emphasising the impact 
of the institutions' research endeavours and services to society and 
the way they can help shape its transition processes (cf. Recom-
mendation #20). 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board, together with the institutions, exploits the 

news portal "Sciena.ch", which is pooling the information of 
the ETH Domain centrally to promote communication. This 
portal will be used to communicate science to the broader 
public and to emphasise the impact of the ETH Domain on soci-
ety and the economy (cf. Recommendation #20). 

• Dialogue with society is an important pillar of all ETH Domain 
institutions and will be further strengthened. 

• The ETH Domain institutions pursue Open Science initiatives 
(including open access publications, open research and open 
science funds). Ease of access to public scientific content will 
also benefit the communication of research results and the im-
pact on the public. 
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Recommendation Position of the ETH Board 

#6: Fostering Innovation 
 
The ETH Domain should continue 
to drive world-class innovation. 
The policies and practices to fos-
ter the creation and growth of 
start-ups34 require further consid-
eration. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Knowledge and technology transfer is one of the core missions of 
the ETH Domain, and drives innovation in Switzerland and else-
where. The ETH Domain institutions very actively promote innova-
tion through various instruments, as well as by means of their in-
tense collaboration with SMEs and industry, their strong involve-
ment with Switzerland Innovation Parks and as members of “Swit-
zerland Innovation”, their commitment to Technoparks and busi-
ness incubators, and in the creation of spin-offs (SAR Chapter A.1.4 
and Appendix A.2). Participation as stakeholders in promising spin-
offs at an early stage is already a well-established practice. 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and fully supports 
the institutions in expanding their innovation capacities. As pro-
gress also depends on favourable conditions outside the ETH 
Domain, the ETH Board sees a need to further support the devel-
opment of Venture Capital (VC) instruments in the private sector. 
Research activities abroad, in line with the ETH Board’s strategic 
position, contribute to the ETH Domain’s innovation capacity. Ac-
cess to international innovation funding schemes, namely Horizon 
Europe – including the new European Innovation Council (support-
ing innovators from the invention stage through to investment and 
the scale-up of companies) – is of the highest importance for stay-
ing competitive internationally (cf. Recommendation #18). 
 
Measures 
• The institutions of the ETH Domain will further explore oppor-

tunities to support Venture Capital circles in Switzerland and 
abroad, and exploit partnership / membership programmes for 
VC funds as part of a coordinated ETH Domain effort –  e.g. by 
featuring spin-offs and start-ups. 

• The institutions further strengthen the exchange of best prac-
tices within and outside the ETH Domain (e.g. through the 
swiTT network) to foster innovation. 

#7: Attracting Women to STEM 
Disciplines 
 
The ETH Domain should develop a 
teaching and research program to 
inspire more women to choose ca-
reers in STEM disciplines. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The study programmes offered by ETH Zurich and EPFL and com-
plemented by the Research Institutes are rooted in a profound 
knowledge of key disciplines such as the exact, natural and engi-
neering sciences, and in solid technical training. The strong focus 
on the STEM disciplines is crucial, given the high demand in Swiss 
industry for graduates in these disciplines. 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and sees the need 
to make STEM curricula more attractive to women to increase the 

                                                           
34 The term "start-ups" is used in the sense of "spin-offs" of the ETH Domain. 
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Recommendation Position of the ETH Board 

proportion of female students and doctoral students, thus improv-
ing the gender balance. 
 
Measures 
• ETH Zurich and EPFL review and – where necessary – revise 

their curricula and learning settings to make them more attrac-
tive to women. Linking science and engineering to societal 
needs in a meaningful way in course content and study pro-
jects has been shown to increase the interest and engagement 
of women students. New teaching approaches will also be in-
troduced.  

• Linking science and engineering to societal needs in study pro-
jects applies likewise to the Research Institutes, which con-
tinue to offer opportunities for applied bachelor, master, and 
doctoral thesis projects. 

#8: Collaborations with other 
Higher-Education Institutions 
 
Institutions in the ETH Domain 
should focus on creating value for 
Switzerland. This should be 
achieved by identifying competen-
cies in other Swiss higher-educa-
tion institutions, and by develop-
ing a strategy that takes ad-
vantage of the combined 
strengths. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Collaboration is driven by academic added value in research and 
teaching and by the benefits that accrue from synergies in research 
infrastructure use and in the administration.  
 
Collaboration has intensified in recent years as demonstrated by 
the following examples: the joint Master in Cyber Security (ETH 
Zurich / EPFL) starting in 2019; the Bachelor in Human Medicine of 
ETH Zurich with the partner Universities of Zurich, Basel and Uni-
versità della Svizzera Italiana (USI) which started in 2017; the joint 
ETH Zurich / EPFL Swiss Data Science Center (SDSC) (SAR Chapters 
A.1.1, A.3.2, C.1.2). 
 
The Research Institutes are open to and benefit from cooperation 
with Swiss higher education institutions including the Universities 
of Applied Sciences. They focus on leveraging synergies and avoid-
ing duplication of efforts. 
 
Measures 
• ETH Zurich and EPFL support the mandate of the Higher Educa-

tion Council granted to swissuniversities to analyse and pro-
pose measures for strengthening the universities’ profiles and 
reorganising portfolios – specifically in the “high-cost” areas – 
by 2020 (cf. Recommendation #12). 

#9: Collaborations in the 
Healthcare Field 
 
The ETH Domain, in collaboration 
with the medical faculties of the 
universities and with industry, 
should focus on research and edu-
cation that will infuse multidisci-
plinary, digital and technological 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The ETH Domain institutions have developed close cooperations 
with medical faculties, hospitals and industry on the basis of their 
specific strengths in the health and medical sciences as well as in 
related technologies and translational research (SAR Chapter 
A.5.4).  
 
The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation to continue the 
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competencies, necessary to sus-
tain and improve health outcomes 
for Switzerland and the world. 

successful involvement of the ETH Domain institutions in research 
and education in the healthcare and medical field and related tech-
nologies.  
 
In the medical field, the need for coordination between the many 
actors is acknowledged. The institutions of the ETH Domain set up 
their research and teaching programmes according to academic 
needs and the expected value for the economy and society. They 
represent reliable equal strategic partners for universities, hospi-
tals and research institutes outside the ETH Domain. Examples are 
the successful launch of the Bachelor in Human Medicine set up by 
ETH Zurich in close collaboration with the partner universities (SAR 
Chapter A.1.1); and Agora, a joint initiative between EPFL, ISREC, 
the Ludwig Institute for Cancer Research, and the Universities and 
University Hospitals of Lausanne and Geneva (SAR Chapter A.5.4). 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Domain institutions, specifically ETH Zurich and EPFL, 

PSI and Empa, pursue close cooperation with medical faculties, 
hospitals and industry based on their specific strengths in the 
health and medical sciences as well as in related technologies 
in order to advance translational research. 

#10: Structure of the ETH Domain 
 
The effort initiated by the ETH 
Board to rethink the structure of 
the ETH Domain, currently with 
two large technical universities 
and four research institutes of 
varying size, is fully supported. 
The aim of this effort should be to 
enable flexibility and agility and to 
allow the evolution of the Domain 
in order to address the needs of 
the future. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Increasing global competition and major scientific and societal 
challenges make a thorough review of the ETH Domain's organisa-
tional structure necessary. 
 
The ETH Board strongly agrees with the recommendation and has 
embarked on an assessment of structures and cooperation within 
the ETH Domain, as well as the interactions pursued with external 
institutions. The ETH Board is evaluating the organisation of man-
date-driven, mission-oriented research with the ultimate intention 
of sharpening institutional profiles, refocusing activity portfolios, 
and optimising resource allocation. Major evaluation criteria con-
cern the ETH Domain’s agility in setting thematic goals that address 
pressing societal, humanitarian and economic needs, and its ability 
to foster multi-disciplinary research programmes that deliver inno-
vative solutions for sustainable development. 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board prioritises a thorough review of the ETH 

Domain’s organisational structure and plans to establish a 
world-class transdisciplinary centre of excellence, the “Swiss 
Federal Institute of Technology for Environment and Sustaina-
bility (SITES)” [working title] into which the Research Institutes 
WSL and Eawag will be integrated. Questions concerned with 
the possible bundling of energy research activities at PSI and 
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Empa in relation to the centre will have to be clarified in a fu-
ture-oriented way that is closely coordinated with ETH Zurich 
and EPFL.  

• The centre will address urgent challenges and topics for sus-
tainable development in a mission-oriented manner and will 
intensify coordination and cooperation between all ETH 
Domain institutions in relation to research activities in this 
area.  

• In collaboration with the institutions, the ETH Board vigorously 
pursues the process that has been initiated. 

#11: Cooperation within the ETH 
Domain 
 
Cooperation between the ETHZ 
and EPFL should be emphasized. 
Budget mechanisms should be 
considered that encourage multi-
disciplinary institutional coopera-
tion within the Domain. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The strategic initiatives of the ETH Domain are, among many oth-
ers, examples of internal cooperation: the strategic focus areas 
(SFAs) accelerate research in their specific fields through bundling 
of competencies and (seed) funding by the ETH Board (SAR Chap-
ter C.1). The research infrastructures of PSI, as well as those of 
other institutions of the ETH Domain, such as the Swiss National 
Supercomputing Centre (CSCS) of ETH Zurich, the Swiss Plasma 
Center (SPC) of EPFL and NEST of Empa and Eawag, among many 
others, are accessible to researchers from the entire ETH Domain 
and to other partners from Switzerland and abroad (SAR Appendix 
A.1).  
 
ETH Zurich, EPFL and the Research Institutes of the ETH Domain ex-
ploit their complementarities through over 70 joint professors, 
through thousands of teaching hours provided by the Research In-
stitutes at ETH Zurich, EPFL and other universities, through numer-
ous interdisciplinary projects as well as through common research 
platforms, and through collaboration at the administrative level 
(SAR Chapter A.4.2).  
 
In addition, funding schemes such as National Centres of Compe-
tence in Research (NCCRs) and Swiss Competence Centers for En-
ergy Research (SCCERs) foster collaboration and cooperation at the 
national level (SAR Chapter C.1.4). 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation to strengthen the 
strategic dimension of the budget allocation within the ETH 
Domain. 
 
Measures 
• The six institutions will reinforce cooperation and collaboration 

within the ETH Domain, driven by academic added value in re-
search and teaching and by the benefits that accrue from syn-
ergies in research infrastructure use and in the administration. 

• Starting with the period 2021–2024, the ETH Board will 
strengthen the strategic dimension of the budget allocation 
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within the ETH Domain. To this end, the institutions will pro-
vide additional strategic information in the context of their 
budget proposals. 

• ETH Zurich and EPFL will further strengthen their close collabo-
ration (e.g. Swiss Data Science Center, SDSC) with new joint 
courses (e.g. the joint ETH Zurich / EPFL Master in Cyber Secu-
rity) and research infrastructure (e.g. the joint ETH Zurich / 
EPFL Catalysis Hub, cf. Recommendation #4). 

#12: Institutional Coordination 
under the HEdA 
 
The ETH Domain should seek an 
active participation in the context 
of the Higher Education Act (HEdA 
/ HFKG / LEHE) and contribute to 
the coordination and develop-
ment of the entire Swiss system of 
higher education. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Cooperation between the ETH Domain institutions and the cantons 
and their higher education and research institutions strengthens 
the entire Swiss higher education system, as it ensures that the 
best possible use is made of the system’s complementarities and 
synergies (SAR Chapter A.5.4). ETH Zurich and EPFL as members of 
swissuniversities (chamber of universities and specific delegations) 
are involved in strategic and coordinating actions within the higher 
education sector. 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and expects ETH 
Zurich, EPFL and the Research Institutes to take every opportunity 
to pursue the interests of all ETH Domain institutions in the Swiss 
higher education sector. Furthermore, mechanisms to involve the 
Research Institutes in specific strategic questions in the context of 
the Higher Education Act are needed (e.g. Roadmap for Research 
Infrastructures).  
 
The ETH Board encourages the institutions to participate in shaping 
the governance of the high-cost areas (besonders kostenintensive 
Bereiche / des domaines particulièrement onéreux) in order to 
maximise the benefits for society and the economy. 
 
Measures 
• ETH Zurich and EPFL will take the next opportunity to become 

a member of the Board of swissuniversities with the aim of ac-
tively contributing to shaping the higher education landscape. 

• The ETH Board will explore opportunities to involve the Re-
search Institutes in strategic activities in the context of the 
Higher Education Act. 

• The ETH Domain institutions will continue to participate in 
shaping the governance of the high-cost areas of the Swiss 
higher education system in order to ensure optimal conditions 
for research and large-scale research infrastructures (cf. Rec-
ommendation #8). 

#13: Cooperation with Cantons 
 
a. The ETH Domain should de-
velop a strategic framework for 
regional cooperation and not 

The ETH Board partially agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Cooperation between the ETH Domain institutions and the cantons 
and their higher education and research institutions strengthens 
the ETH Domain and the entire Swiss higher education system, as it 
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mainly act opportunistically. This 
strategy must imply a strong coor-
dination. 
 
b. While some cantons see value 
in diffusion of the ETH Domain 
through decentralised sites, other 
models of cooperation should be 
considered in order to retain criti-
cal mass in the main sites of the 
Domain. 
 

ensures that the best possible use is made of the system’s comple-
mentarities and synergies. 
 
The ETH Board partially agrees with the recommendation. The ETH 
Board acknowledges the need for an overarching strategy for co-
operation guided by scientific and academic rationales and coher-
ence and in compliance with defined criteria (SAR Chapter A.5.2). 
However, the ETH Board stresses that an overarching strategy of 
this kind has to allow for different cooperation models due to the 
historical circumstances of their creation as well as specific re-
gional needs and opportunities.  
 
The ETH Board agrees that the critical mass of the main and exter-
nal sites of the institutions is of crucial importance for long-term 
success and confirms its inclusion in the set of criteria. In addition, 
the ETH Board emphasises that there are various models of coop-
eration with cantons and their higher education and research insti-
tutions which do not lead to or require additional sites: e.g. the 
Center for Proton Therapy at PSI (SAR Chapter A.1.5). 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board, together with the institutions, will review the 

criteria for cooperation and define an overarching strategy for 
cooperation, allowing for different cooperation models 
adapted to the needs and opportunities. 

#14: Autonomy of the Institutions 
 
To take full advantage of auton-
omy, review governance to ensure 
that the principle of subsidiarity is 
followed wherever possible, in or-
der to empower the responsible 
functions to fulfil their role. 

The ETH Board partially agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The legal basis of the ETH Domain, the ETH Act, gives the Domain 
its own legal status in the Swiss higher Education landscape and al-
lows the institutions the freedom of action they require in order to 
strengthen their international competitiveness and position. The 
current partial revision of the ETH Act serves the needs of the ETH 
Board and is conducive to the functioning of the ETH Domain. It 
will further improve the internal governance of the ETH Domain, 
taking due account of the specificities associated with leading and 
supervising higher-education and research institutions. 
 
The ETH Board supports the principle of subsidiarity as laid down in 
the ETH Act and highlights the importance of properly balanced au-
tonomy und accountability. However, the ETH Board does not 
agree with the recommendation to transfer responsibility for the 
appointment of professors from the ETH Board to the Presidents of 
ETH Zurich and EPFL. The appointment of professors with their re-
spective fields of research is of high strategic importance as it 
shapes ETH Zurich and EPFL in the long term and thus counts as 
one of the most important tasks of the ETH Board (SAR Chapter 
A.3.3; the renewal of professorships and of unit / group / labora-
tory heads at the Research Institutes is one of the main strategic 
processes for defining research areas and shifts into new areas). 
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Each appointment is embedded in the professorial planning pro-
cess, which is reviewed and approved on an annual basis by the 
ETH Board. 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board supports the current partial revision of the ETH 

Act in order to (among other things) improve governance. 

#15: Leadership and Human 
Resources Management 
 
The current efforts to develop 
leadership skills at all levels and to 
ensure adequate human re-
sources management within the 
ETH Domain should be encour-
aged. The measures proposed for 
this transition by the management 
of the institutions should have the 
full support of the ETH Board. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Top-quality leadership and management in the ETH Domain are of 
prime importance, as human resources are the key factor for the 
Domain’s successful future development (SAR Chapter B.2.1).  
 
The ETH Board entirely agrees with the recommendation and fully 
supports the various efforts and approaches of the institutions to 
strengthen leadership skills and ensure adequate human resources 
management, and will ensure that adequate processes are in 
place. 
 
Measures 
• The institutions strengthen the management training targeted 

at all categories of employees (faculty and staff). This includes 
sensitising persons in leadership positions to unconscious bias.  

• The institutions foster career development support approaches 
which are open to all staff – including doctoral students and 
postdoctoral researchers. 

• The institutions further develop procedures to identify and 
monitor internal conflicts at an early stage (weak signals) and 
to react promptly and appropriately. 

• ETH Zurich will strengthen leadership with measures that in-
clude an additional vice-presidency dedicated to leadership 
and personnel development at the ETH Zurich Executive Board 
level. 

• The ETH Board encourages the exchange of good practices and 
experience among the institutions to accelerate progress and 
to exploit joint approaches (within and outside the ETH 
Domain) for added value. 

#16: Funding 
 
a. Stable and reliable funding is 
essential and should be protected 
from yearly budget cuts. In view 
of the growing challenges and the 
transition to a knowledge society, 
the funding of the ETH Domain 
should steadily increase. 
 
b. Like some other parts of the 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation (implementation 
being under the responsibility of the Federal authorities). 
 
Stable financial support from the Swiss Confederation is key for the 
successful execution of the basic mandate and to fulfil the mission 
of the ETH Domain. It allows the embracing of new and challenging 
scientific fields, the recruitment of outstanding academic staff, and 
the modernisation of teaching and learning for the 21st century. 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation for adequate fed-
eral funding. The ETH Board supports the notion that the funding 
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federal budget, the ETH expense 
should be handled as fixed contri-
butions (“gebundene Ausgaben”). 
 

should be steadily increased to address the growing scientific chal-
lenges and societal needs and to implement the measures outlined 
in its Strategic Planning 2021–2024 for the ETH Domain. 
 
When the ERI budget is first allocated, the ETH Domain should be 
treated as a priority, since its operation is a task anchored in the 
Federal Constitution of the Swiss Confederation. The ETH Domain 
should not be disadvantaged vis-à-vis the universities and the uni-
versities of applied sciences that are supported by the legal provi-
sions of the HEdA, which guarantees federal subsidies. 
 
ETH Board does not advocate "gebundene Ausgaben (fixed contri-
butions) for the ETH Domain" but rather "gleich lange Spiesse" (a 
level playing field) in the event of budget cuts during the four-year 
ERI period: the ETH Board advocates that the ETH Domain must 
not be disadvantaged (i.e. suffer disproportionate cuts) as this 
would hinder its contribution to the future welfare of Swiss econ-
omy and society. 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board vigorously pursues negotiations with the De-

partment of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER) 
and the Federal Department of Finance (FDF) for an increase in 
federal funding and to avoid putting the ETH Domain at a dis-
advantage vis-à-vis Switzerland’s other higher education insti-
tutions. 

#17: Strategic Funds 
 
The reserve funds of the ETH 
Domain should be used for strate-
gic growth initiatives, and not di-
verted to the running budget as 
compensation. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
Sufficient strategic reserves are important for the institutions and 
provide the necessary flexibility to drive new scientific fields, e.g. 
by creating new professorships or research groups. The ETH Board 
supports the institutions in generating additional income and at-
tracting donations, which will build up further reserves in the fu-
ture. 
 
The ETH Domain is preparing a reserve policy that defines a range 
for the free reserves deemed necessary in order for the ETH Board 
and the institutions to have both the strategic freedom to launch 
initiatives and the security to cope with the risk of fluctuating reve-
nues. Additionally, the respective guidelines will foster active man-
agement of reserves and ensure appropriate reporting at institu-
tional level as well as strategic controlling by the ETH Board. 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board, together with the institutions, determines 

guiding values which define a range for the free reserves, both 
individually per institution and aggregated for the ETH Domain. 
The lower limit serves to cover the risks and should not be 
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fallen below. Above this value a strategic fund has been de-
fined, which provides the necessary strategic flexibility for the 
institutions of the ETH Domain. Together they form the upper 
limit of the range.  

• The institutions will strengthen their efforts in actively promot-
ing and managing the use of the reserves. Relevant rules and 
procedures are in place and, if necessary, will be further devel-
oped. 

• The ETH Board, together with the institutions, will draw up 
guidelines governing the reserve management and monitoring 
activities.  

• Furthermore, a reporting process will be established to ensure 
strategic controlling by the ETH Board. 

#18: International Openness 
 
International openness is essential 
for global competitiveness. Inter-
national multilateral cooperation 
can be complemented, but not re-
placed, by bilateral research col-
laborations. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation (implementation 
being under the responsibility of the Federal authorities). 
 
International openness and multi-lateral cooperation are essential 
to the global competitiveness and positioning of the ETH Domain 
institutions (SAR Chapter B.1.1).  
 
The ETH Board welcomes the recommendation and fully supports 
the notion that participation in international research funding 
schemes, namely Horizon Europe, is of paramount importance for 
the Swiss higher education sector to stay competitive internation-
ally and for young Swiss academics, and benefits Switzerland in its 
endeavours to address societal challenges. 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board and the institutions will continue to emphasise 

the importance of full association with European funding 
schemes in their communications with federal authorities, 
stakeholders and the public.  

• The ETH Board will support the Federal Council in its negotia-
tions for full association. 

#19: Diversity 
 
The ETH Domain should commit 
to goals for representation of 
women and develop evidence-
based strategies for recruitment 
and career development to sup-
port achieving these goals. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The ETH Domain aims to improve the gender balance among its 
members by increasing the proportion of women in education and 
research, and specifically in management positions and decision-
making bodies. The Gender Strategy 2017–2020, adopted by the 
ETH Board in 2017, outlines an overarching strategy to foster gen-
der balance and equal opportunities for women and men within 
the ETH Domain (SAR Appendix A.2). The Gender Strategy includes 
the commitment that at least 0.4% of the annual federal financial 
contribution needs to be spent on measures to support the promo-
tion of equal opportunities. The institutions implement the strat-
egy through appropriate measures that are defined in their action 
plans, carefully monitor the development of the gender balance 
and regularly report to the ETH Board. 
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The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation and assents to 
setting quantitative targets but not quotas. Such targets will be 
proposed individually by each institution, as they must match the 
institution’s particular situation and include the specific measures 
needed to achieve them.  
 
Gender stereotypes and unconscious bias are an impediment to 
gender balance and equal opportunities. The ETH Board calls on 
the institutions to take action to raise awareness and sensitivity to 
stereotypes and bias among all their employees (faculty and staff) 
through mandatory training. 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board and the institutions will update the Gender 

Strategy for the years 2021–2024. As in the current strategy, a 
financial commitment to measures supporting equal opportu-
nities will be an integral part of the strategy, together with a 
defined set of measures to be taken into account for this com-
mitment. 

• Each institution will set quantitative targets for the proportion 
of women, in line with the institution’s particular situation. The 
institutions will define the specific measures needed to achieve 
them and report to the ETH Board. 

• The institutions will raise awareness and sensitivity to stereo-
types and unconscious bias among all their employees (faculty 
and staff) (cf. Recommendation #15). 

#20: Measuring Impact 
 
The recommendations of the Ex-
pert Committee related to Term 
of Reference B.1 mention the 
most important success factors; 
for better assessment of impact in 
the future, the Domain should 
consider the further development 
of indicators of success. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
There is a need for meaningful impact indicators that go beyond 
the mere measurement of output, in order to better represent the 
impact of the ETH Domain on the economy and society.  
 
Statements on expected impact, based on qualitative and quantita-
tive indicators, will be used to communicate the ETH Domain’s ex-
cellence in science and its contributions to the Swiss economy and 
society. 
 
Measures 
• The ETH Board will explore different approaches and learn 

from other organisations in order to define, where possible, 
suitable indicators of impact. Such indicators should be devised 
with great care in order not to create false incentives. 

• The ETH Board – with the support of the institutions – will de-
scribe the expected impact on the quest for excellence at inter-
national level, and on the Swiss economy and society. These 
statements will be complemented by relevant indicators, 
where possible, or by other means of providing evidence of 
success and societal value (cf. Recommendation #5). 
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#21: Strategic Focus Areas 
 
The Expert Committee strongly 
supports the choice of these stra-
tegic focus areas. Beyond that, the 
institutions of the ETH Domain 
should develop the mechanisms 
to anticipate research needs and 
to respond quickly to major chal-
lenges. 

The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The ETH Board welcomes the Expert Committee’s support for the 
choice of the strategic focus areas 2017–2020 (SAR Chapter C.1) 
and agrees with the need for procedures to anticipate research 
needs and to respond quickly to new challenges.  
 
The current bottom-up process used in the Strategic Planning of 
the ETH Board for the ETH Domain fulfils an important foresight 
role (SAR Chapter A.3.3). The implementation of foresight pro-
cesses is gaining in importance in conjunction with the new budget 
allocation within the ETH Domain, starting with the period 2021–
2024 (cf. Recommendation #11). 
 
Measures 
• The thorough review of the ETH Domain’s organisational struc-

ture (cf. Recommendation #10) aims at enabling the ETH 
Domain to respond faster to new challenges. 

• The ETH Domain institutions will review and further develop 
their strategic processes. 

#22: Digitalisation 
 
The ETH Domain should develop a 
digitalisation strategy that maxim-
izes translational impact, and or-
ganize research and teaching to 
support diffusion of computa-
tional thinking into science and 
engineering. 

The ETH Board partially agrees with the recommendation. 
 
The diffusion of digitalisation in the ETH Domain is a priority of the 
Strategic Planning of the ETH Board for the ETH Domain 2021–
2024, and the institutions play a leading and driving role in the digi-
tal transformation of Switzerland (SAR Chapter C.2). 
 
The ETH Board agrees with the recommendation to maximise the 
translational impact of digitalisation and to leverage the power of 
digital technologies in all fields of science and engineering. As digi-
talisation is a cross-cutting theme which falls under the responsibil-
ity of the institutions, the ETH Board sees no need for an overall 
strategy. 
 
The SFAs incorporate central aspects of digitalisation in their re-
spective fields and contribute to the diffusion of digitalisation 
throughout the ETH Domain and beyond.  
 
Efforts to promote digitalisation in all fields, as well as to exploit its 
potential for teaching and learning, are well underway in the insti-
tutions. 
 
Measures 
• The institutions strengthen their efforts to promote digitalisa-

tion in all fields of research and to exploit its potential for 
teaching and learning. 

• The SFAs continue to promote the diffusion of digitalisation 
throughout the ETH Domain and beyond in the period 2021–
2024. 
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• ETH Zurich and EPFL include computational thinking as one of 
the future skills for the digital transformation in all study 
programmes (cf. Recommendation #3). 
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