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Dear reader

One of the requirements of Switzerland’s constitution is that great careers should also 
be possible through vocational and professional education and training: the Confed-
eration and the cantons ‘shall ensure in the fulfilment of their duties that general and 
vocational courses of study achieve equal recognition in society’ (Cst. Art. 61a para. 3)! 
In Switzerland, holders of vocational and professional qualifications have access to 
interesting careers and top senior management positions.

The high esteem enjoyed by the Swiss vocational and professional education and 
training system (VPET system) attracts international attention, even admiration. At the 
same time, however, holders of Swiss vocational and professional qualifications find it 
difficult to find the acceptance they deserve in foreign labour markets. Measures to 
improve the international recognition of Swiss vocational and professional qualifica-
tions are therefore among the main objectives of our ‘international’ education policy.

On the other hand, many federally funded international development cooperation 
projects in the area of education are indeed aimed at persons and population groups 
with low levels of education. Of course it is certainly a laudable outcome when people 
in affected regions (e.g. in the southern hemisphere) are able to earn a better living 
thanks to apprenticeship-style programmes. However, the closer a partner country is 
geographically to our own, the more Switzerland needs to emphasise the fact that 
vocational and professional education is not merely an inferior alternative to higher 
education. That is why educational projects carried out with and in developed coun-
tries must be run with a view to establishing systemic prerequisites for equivalence of 
educational pathways. Only under those conditions should it be possible to allow the 
projects to make any explicit reference to cooperation with Switzerland. To do other-
wise would run counter to Switzerland’s important objective of giving its own voca-
tional and professional qualifications the weight that they deserve internationally.

Mauro Dell’Ambrogio
State Secretary for Education, Research and Innovation

SERI NEWS 8/17 l EDITORIAL
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Second National Stakeholders Conference on International Cooperation in  
Vocational and Professional Education and Training (IC-VPET)

IC-VPET Opportunities – Priorities, Paths and Perspectives
In mid-September, over 100 representatives from the fields of education, foreign trade, development cooperation, for-
eign relations and migration met in Biel for the second National Stakeholder Conference on International Cooperation 
in Vocational and Professional Education and Training (IC-VPET). Conference highlights included an animated film on 
IC-VPET, numerous presentations and workshop discussions from the various areas as well as a club discussion.

In his opening speech, SERI Deputy Direc-
tor Josef Widmer stated the following: 
‘IC-VPET activities pursued by the Confed-
eration are intended to promote vocation-
al and professional education and training 
in an international context. These activi-
ties focus on strengthening skills forma-
tion systems, fostering economic growth 
and/or reducing income disparities. The 
measures may therefore differ from one 
context to another, as may the definition 
of labour market-oriented skills forma-
tion. However, the objective always re-
mains the same: skills formation systems 
should support the economy and society 
in certain contexts.’

The priorities of the federal agencies in-
volved – namely the State Secretariat for 
Education, Research and Innovation 
(SERI), the State Secretariat for Economic 
Affairs (SECO) and the State Secretariat 
for Migration (SEM), the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation (SDC), the 
Directorate of Political Affairs of the Fed-
eral Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA) 
and the Swiss Federal Institute for Voca-
tional Education and Training (SFIVET) – 
have each adopted different, but comple-
mentary, approaches and instruments to 
promote IC-VPET activities. The recently 
produced animated film on federal IC-
VPET activities provides an illustrative 

overview (see ‘Additional information’ be-
low).

Considerable interest was shown in the 
presentation given by Dr Ute Clement, 
Vice President of the University of Kassel 
(D) and Professor of Vocational and Busi-
ness Education at the Institute for Voca-
tional Education and Training at the Uni-
versity of Kassel. In response to the 
question of how IC-VPET can make a dif-
ference, she concluded that it is a worth-
while endeavour that pays long-term divi-
dends in all cases. IC-VPET has the 
potential to broaden our horizons on a 
professional, linguistic, social, cultural and 
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business policy level. Ultimately, the posi-
tive effects of these efforts on society 
should not be underestimated.

IC-VPET activities are worthwhile from 
both a private- and public-sector perspec-
tive. Marilena Della Casa, head of Human 
Resources at Reichle & de Massari (R&M), 
explained why her company chose to par-
ticipate in the Domino vocational educa-

tion and training project. R&M is one of 
62 companies that support Bulgaria’s re-
form of the vocational education and 
training system, which Switzerland sup-
ports as part of its EU enlargement contri-
bution.
The Source Healthcare College in Laus-
anne, which is part of the University of 
Applied Sciences and Arts of Western 
Switzerland (HES-SO), is pursuing a differ-

ent focus. Madeleine Baumann, Dean of 
the International Relations Department, 
stressed the importance of promoting ex-
change and mobility for students in the 
health sector. More and more students 
want to expand their intercultural and 
professional competences so that they 
can practice their profession in a net-
worked world.

The event ended with a plenary panel dis-
cussion. Various actors involved in Swiss 
development cooperation activities in 
partner countries discussed IC-VPET op-
portunities and challenges. The motiva-
tions for the various activities and ap-
proaches pursued may differ, but there is 
always a common denominator: through 
conscious modesty and intercultural un-
derstanding, IC-VPET is able to build 

bridges, promote flexibility and create 
prospects for everyone concerned. 

In the afternoon, various workshops and 
a networking café facilitated in-depth dis-
cussion of the following topics: ‘Inter-in-
stitutional cooperation’, ‘imparting exper-
tise in the area of skill formation’, 
’exchange and mobility’ and ‘various IC-
VPET projects’.

Contact
Claudia Lippuner, SERI
Project Manager, International Coopera-
tion in Education
and Professional Qualifications Section
  Tel. +41 58 463 79 84
  claudia.lippuner@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
  www.ibbz.admin.ch 

https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/internationale-bildungszusammenarbeit/ibbz.html
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Vocational education and training is a 
form of education that is designed with 
young people in mind: clearly structured, 
full-time training programmes, provisions 
on the protection of minors as well as a 
range of support and counselling services 
intended specifically for young people. 

However, adults in Switzerland can also 
obtain a first or second vocational qualifi-
cation - and demand from adults for such 
qualifications is rising. This is because het-
erogeneous educational pathways with 
interruptions and reorientations, changes 
and re-entry have now become the norm. 
However, adult needs and conditions are 
different from those of young people. 
Adults have different expectations when 
it comes to education programmes and 
qualification procedures. They have ex-
perience that is both work-related and 

non work-related. At the same time, 
their technical or general education back-
ground must also be taken into account. 
The Vocational and Professional Education 
and Training Act (VPETA) makes all of this 
possible.

Adult needs 
The first study conducted by Across con-
cept and the University of Applied Scienc-
es and Arts of Northwestern Switzerland 
provides information on the needs and 
experiences of adults seeking vocational 
qualifications. The study focused on two 
main categories of adults: first, those 
who had taken one of the four possible 
pathways to a vocational qualification for 
adults, in whole or in part; and second, 
those interested in obtaining a vocational 
qualification, but who have not yet en-
rolled in a training programme. The study 

Vocational qualifications for adults: results of two studies now available

The most successful outcomes are when both employees 
and employers are convinced of the benefits

With the ‘Vocational Qualifications and Occupational Reorientation for Adults’ project, the proportion of adults lacking 
relevant vocational qualifications should decrease. At a conference held at the end of September, the State Secretariat 
for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) presented the results of two studies. The first study examined employer 
demand for adults holding vocational qualifications. The second study focused on the needs and experiences of adults 
who completed their vocational education and training. Overall the studies show that vocational qualifications for adults 
are seen as important as long as there is a perceived benefit, whether for individuals, companies or society in general.

In Switzerland, adults may also pursue vocational education and training. They may obtain a vocational quali-
fication either through a regular apprenticeship or by non-formal means. Photo: Iris Krebs

identified supportive or undermining fac-
tors that led to a successful or unsuccess-
ful outcome. Four different target groups 
were contacted: 1) adults who complet-
ed the qualification or validation proce-
dure, 2) adults seeking to reorient their 
training (e.g. changing from a two-year 
VET programme to a three- or four-year 
VET programme; or pursuing a VET pro-
gramme in a different occupational field), 
3) adults who had previously attended a 
VET programme but dropped out prior to 
completion 4) adults who are interested 
in obtaining a vocational qualification but 
who have not yet enrolled in any form of 
vocational education and training.

Adults are highly motivated to obtain 
a vocational qualification
The study shows that the number of 
adults who have completed one of the 
four training pathways has risen by almost 
30 per cent since 2012. Adults who have 
obtained a vocational qualification have 
a high level of intrinsic motivation. They 
hope to take on more interesting tasks or 
assume more responsibility in their field 
and they also want to be able to develop 
themselves personally. In addition, they 
show great interest in training content. 
Finally, the prospect of higher wages or 
better career advancement and training 
opportunities are another factor influenc-
ing adult decision-making processes.

Possible undermining factors
The challenges faced by adults when pur-
suing a vocational qualification are dif-
ferent to those faced by young people. 
The study clearly shows that both child-
care obligations and the need to finan-
cially support a family have a particularly 
stressful effect on adults during vocational 
education and training. Reconciling ed-
ucation, work a family life is a major 
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challenge. Examination anxiety, reported 
by many people who obtained their vo-
cational qualification, is an expression of 
the high level of pressure that adults feel 
during their training.

People who were interested in vocational 
education and training but who did not 
take action expressed a wide variety of 
reasons for this, including anticipated in-
come loss, perception of limited benefits, 
fear of mental and/or physical overload, 
age or importance of leisure time. At 
the systemic level, respondents pointed 
to a lack of financial support, limited 
willingness on the part of employers to 
cooperate, and inadequate support and 
guidance services.

Vocational qualifications open up 
new prospects
According to the study, respondents con-
sider that their completed vocational ed-
ucation and training has brought them 
considerable benefits. Above all, their per-
sonal situation at the workplace and their 
attitude towards work have changed: 
they feel more competent, have gained 
greater self-confidence, take on more re-
sponsibility and receive higher wages. In 
terms of career planning, the vocational 
qualification has opened up new pros-
pects: 39% of the respondents plan to 
pursue further training or intend to obtain 
a tertiary-level professional qualification.

Employer needs
The second study was conducted by the 
Swiss Federal Institute for Vocational Ed-
ucation and Training (SFIVET). It focuses 
on the experiences and needs of employ-
ers as well as professional organisations, 
which play a very important role in devel-
oping VET programmes for adults. For the 
further development and coordination of 
VET programmes for adults, it is therefore 
essential to know and take into account 
the needs and experiences of employers’ 
organisations and businesses. 

For this survey, companies and profes-
sional organisations were selected on the 
basis of whether the VET programmes in 
question helped to address clear labour 
market shortages or helped to significant-
ly reduce the proportion of adults lacking 
post-compulsory qualifications. The com-
panies surveyed see the main benefit of 
trained adults as being that companies 

will have a sufficiently qualified workforce 
in the near future. They also stated that 
they train adults for social reasons or be-
cause qualified employees enhance their 
reputation. The willingness of compa-
nies to provide vocational education and 
training to adults depends on the bene-
fits they see in a vocational qualification 
for adults: companies that emphasise the 
net economic gains from the productive 
output of apprentices are less willing to 
train adults. On the other hand, compa-
nies that consider the benefits of adult 
qualifications beyond a purely microe-
conomic standpoint (i.e. companies that 
also consider the individual, the sector, 
the occupation, the economy and society 
as a whole) are particularly open-minded 
towards adult qualifications.
 

Knowledge encourages willingness
Nevertheless, the study shows that there 
is only a limited need for adult qualifica-
tions at the company level. There are sev-
eral possible reasons for this: companies 
may have already systematically retrained 
their unqualified employees, or they lack 
sufficient training capacity, or the com-
panies have a minimum requirement in 
terms of unqualified employees. 
According to the study, good prerequisites 
for company willingness to support adults 
in obtaining a vocational qualification in-
clude the following: sufficient familiarity 

with the four pathways that adults may 
take to obtain a vocational qualification 
(see infobox); existing training structures 
within the company; and recognition of 
benefits - whether they be for the com-
pany, the person concerned or for society. 
The study considers that the main obsta-
cles include: insufficient or faulty knowl-
edge, structural factors such as the size 
of the company and a lack of prospective 
applicants for a vocational qualification.

New handbook presented
The results of the two studies are intend-
ed to enable the collaborative partners 
of the Swiss VPET system (i.e. the Con-
federation, the cantons and profession-
al organisations) to further develop the 
concept of vocational qualifications for 
adults. At the conference organised by 
SERI at the end of September, SERI pre-
sented a new handbook on vocational 
education and training for adults. This 
clarifies the existing possibilities for the 
promotion of vocational qualifications for 
adults and shows the guidelines that need 
to be taken into account when designing 
new VET programmes. 

SERI intends to take steps to ensure that 
the existing scope of the Vocational and 
Professional Education and Training Act 
(VPETA) is used to create advantageous 
education and training opportunities for 
adults. As always, emphasis will be placed 

Vocational qualifications for adults: four pathways
In 2015, around 12% of the working population in Switzerland between 
the ages of 25 and 64 lacked an upper-secondary level qualification, wheth-
er general education or vocational. At the same time, it is estimated that 
an equal number of employed persons with outdated qualifications work in 
fields of activity different from the one that they were trained for. The SERI-
led ‘Vocational Qualifications and Occupational Reorientation for Adults’ 
project is intended to improve the general conditions whereby adults may 
obtain vocational qualifications. A further aim is to increase the number of 
adults completing vocational education and training.

 Adults have four ways to obtain a Federal VET Diploma (normally awarded 
after three- or four-years of training) or a Federal VET Certificate (normal-
ly awarded after two years of training). Two of these pathways involve at-
tendance of formal classroom instruction combined with workplace training 
under an apprenticeship contract: 1) shortened dual-track VET programme 
or 2) regular dual-track VET programme. The other two pathways relate to 
non-formal learning, without an apprenticeship contract: 3) direct admission 
to the final examination or 4) a procedure to validate non-formal and infor-
mal learning (VNIL).

SERI NEWS 8/17 l VPET
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on maintaining the close correlation with 
the labour market and responding to the 
needs of employers.

Contact
Sabina Giger, SERI
Deputy Head of Baccalaureates and 
 Projects Section
  +41 58 463 14 06
  sabina.giger@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
Information about the ‘Vocational Quali-
fications and Occupational Reorientation 
for Adults’ project project can be found 
here:
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/berufsab-
schluss-erwachsene

At a conference organised by SERI at the end of September, current information was provided on the subject of 
vocational qualifications for adults. At the same time, relevant opportunities and challenges were explained and 
encouragement was given for the development of strategies, measures and projects. Photo: Simone Keller, SERI

https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/berufsbildungssteuerung-und--politik/projekte-und-initiativen/berufsabschluss-und-berufswechsel-fuer-erwachsene.html
https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/berufsbildungssteuerung-und--politik/projekte-und-initiativen/berufsabschluss-und-berufswechsel-fuer-erwachsene.html
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Promoting the Federal Vocational Bac-
calaureate (FVB) was one of the three 
areas of action identified at the nation-
al high-level meeting held in 2014 to 
enhance the overall appeal of VET pro-
grammes. A SERI-led steering committee 
comprised of representatives of the three 
main partners within the Swiss VPET sys-
tem (i.e. the Confederation, the cantons 
and professional organisations) was later 
established to manage the ‘Strengthen-
ing the Federal Vocational Baccalaureate’ 
project:
• Sub-project 1 focuses on finding ways 

to make teacher-guided preparation for 
the FVB examination more flexible.

• Sub-project 2 aims to optimise informa-
tion and communication about the FVB.

‘Strengthening the Federal Vocational Baccalaureate’ project: Interim results and outlook

More flexible options and better communication

The Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (FVB) is an important means of enhancing the appeal of Swiss VET programmes. 
More academically inclined learners pursuing an upper-secondary level vocational qualification have the option of also 
preparing for the FVB examination (either in parallel to or after completion of their training). The FVB is an upper-sec-
ondary level general education qualification enabling the holder to enrol in a Swiss university of applied sciences 
(UAS). Learners who obtain both the Federal VET Diploma (i.e. vocational qualification awarded after completion of 
a three- or four-year VET programme) and the optional Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (general education qualifica-
tion awarded to those who pass the FVB examination) may also attend a preparatory course for the University Apti-
tude Test (UAT). If they pass the UAT, they may also enrol at any cantonal university or federal institute of technology 
(FIT). The Confederation, the cantons and professional organisations are now working together on ways to further 
enhance the appeal of the FVB. In the future, greater flexibility will be offered to learners wishing to attend teach-
er-guided preparation for the FVB examination. In addition, from 2018 onwards, targeted improvements will be made 
to information and communication about the FVB.

An appealing Federal Vocational Baccalaureate is an important prerequisite in encouraging young people to 
enrol in VET programmes. Photo: Iris Krebs 

for the FVB examination after they have 
completed their VET programme (FVB 
Option 2) as opposed to doing so on a 
part-time basis during their training (FVB 
Option 1). Sub-project 1 is intended to 
encourage young people to choose FVB 
Option 1. The project steering committee 
has proposed that vocational schools be 
offered greater freedom of action in terms 
of the duration in which learners may at-
tend the preparatory course for the FVB 
examination. A total of six benchmarks 
were created for this purpose (see chart). 

In the future, it should be possible to mod-
erately decouple issuance of the FVB from 
the duration of VET programmes for the 
Federal VET Diploma. For example, learn-
ers should be given the option of attend-
ing a portion of the preparatory course for 
the FVB examination during their training 
and another portion after completion of 
their VET programme. Young people find 
this flexibility appealing because it would 
relieve some of the burden of their train-
ing. At the same time, host companies 
would benefit because young people will 
be able to spend more time at the com-
pany during their VET programme, thus 
reinforcing practical training and increas-
ing productivity.

Positive response to benchmarks
These six benchmarks were submitted to 
VPET partners for consultation between 
October 2016 and January 2017. The re-
sults were positive: the idea of making 
FVB lessons more flexible is generally 
welcomed. Most respondents feel that 
the benchmarks will make FVB Option 1 
(i.e. attending the preparatory course for 

Both sub-projects are based on a study 
conducted by the consultancy firm econ-
cept in 2015, in which available data on 
the FVB were analysed. Cantonal author-
ities and professional organisations were 
surveyed about various aspects of the FVB 
(e.g. the range of available courses and 
host company practices). The econcept 
study shows that the number of FVB hold-
ers has increased in recent years. How-
ever, there are large differences between 
cantons, e.g. in terms of the proportion of 
young people holding an FVB or the range 
of FVB specialisms on offer.

Flexible implementation of FVB Op-
tion 1 at vocational schools
Based on observations, young people 
tend to enrol in the preparatory course 
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Benchmarks for more flexible teacher-guided preparation for the FVB 
 examination

Benchmark 1
Possibility for learners to take up to half of FVB lesson content at the 
earliest one year before the start of the VET programme.

Benchmark 2
Possibility for learners to take up to one-third of FVB lesson content up to 
one year after completion of their apprenticeship and awarding of their 
Federal VET Diploma

Benchmark 3
No teaching of content in subjects relating to the main specialism prior 
to commencement of the VET programme.

Benchmark 4
The FVB examination may be taken at the earliest one year before the 
end of the VET programme.

Benchmark 5
Possibility for learners to begin the preparatory course for the FVB ex-
amination in the 2nd year of the VET programme, even with three-year 
VET programmes.

Benchmark 6
Possibility for learners to obtain module certificates in natural science 
and sociology.

the FVB examination during the VET pro-
gramme) more appealing both for learn-
ers and host companies. Only Benchmark 
1 (i.e. proposal to start FVB Option 1 
lessons prior to commencement of the 
VET programme) was rejected (see chart; 
more details concerning the outcome of 
the consultation process can be found 
under ‘Additional information’).

Based on the results of the consultation, 
the project steering committee decided in 
March that the cantons could offer FVB 
preparatory courses based on Benchmarks 
2, 4, 5 and 6. Under Art. 32 of the Fed-
eral Vocational Baccalaureate Ordinance 
(FVBO), the cantons may submit corre-
sponding applications for recognition to 
SERI. In order to ensure a coordinated ap-

proach, SERI is also gathering information 
from the cantons to determine their level 
of interest in implementation of individual 
benchmarks.

Implementation of Benchmark 1 (and by 
extension Benchmark 3) is still undecided, 
which leaves open the possibility of up to 
half of FVB lesson content to be imparted 
at the earliest one year before the start of 
the VET programme. The Swiss Confer-
ence of Cantonal Ministers of Education 
(EDK) and the State Secretariat for Edu-
cation, Research and Innovation (SERI) are 
currently discussing the details. The aim is 
to determine whether interested cantons 
should be given the opportunity to test 
Benchmark 1 in a pilot trial under certain 
framework conditions.

Information and communication 
about the FVB
Information and communication will also 
be optimised. There is still inadequate pub-
lic awareness of the FVB and the career 
prospects that it offers. In order to pre-
pare for Sub-project 2, the consulting firm 
econcept therefore conducted a survey in 
2016 to find out more about FVB infor-
mation and communication needs. Econ-
cept contacted cantonal representatives, 
professional organisations, associations 
and schools, learners enrolled in the pre-
paratory course for the FVB examination, 
their parents and host companies. Current 
examples of best practices from the can-
tons and professional organisations were 
also explored. 

SERI has developed a communication 
concept on this basis, which entails the 
creation of information and promotion-
al tools (e.g. an information platform, a 
toolbox for the three main partners with-
in the VPET system as well as hardcopy 
and audio-visual products). These tools 
are intended for specific target groups, 
namely VPET partners and multipliers (i.e. 
vocational guidance counsellors, schools, 
professional organisations operating at 
cantonal and regional levels, members of 
the press, etc.). SERI has set up a working 
group comprised of representatives of the 
three main VPET partners to develop the 
various tools. The first information and 
promotional tools will be presented at the 
autumn VPET conference to be held at the 
end of November.

Contact
Jean- Pascal Lüthi, SERI
Deputy Director, Head of Upper-Second-
ary Education Division
  +41 58 463 20 29
  jean-pascal.luethi@sbfi.admin.ch 

Further information
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/staerkung-bm

Chart: SERI
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https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/maturitaet/berufsmaturitaet/foerderung-der-berufsmaturitaet.html
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Direct federal subsidy for individuals taking preparatory courses for federal 
 professional examinations

Quick explanation of the new federal subject-based subsidy

Individuals who complete courses preparing for a federal professional examination will receive direct financial sup-
port from the Confederation as of 1 January 2018. Federal contributions to the cantons for the professional education 
sector will also be significantly increased. In this manner, the Confederation seeks to remedy the financial imbalance 
that currently exists between those pursuing higher education (heavily subsidised) and those pursuing professional 
education (mostly unsubsidised). At the same time, the same subsidy eligibility criteria will apply throughout Switzer-
land for those attending preparatory courses for federal professional examinations. All of these measures should help 
to satisfy demand for skilled workers. On 15 September, the Federal Council adopted the necessary amendment to the 
Vocational and Professional Education and Training Ordinance (VPETO) and decreed its enactment.  

Swiss tertiary education is divided into 
two complementary but different sec-
tors: the higher education sector and the 
professional education sector. The Swiss 
professional education sector is com-
prised of study programmes at profes-
sional education institutions (referred to 
in Switzerland as ‘colleges of higher edu-
cation’), on the one hand, and prepara-
tion for federal professional examina-
tions, on the other. The latter is the most 
prevalent means by which tertiary-level 
professional qualifications (referred to in 
Switzerland as ‘diplomas of higher edu-
cation’) are awarded. Source: FSO

Pathway leading to professional qualifications

Subsidies that used to be paid directly by the cantons to the providers of preparatory courses for federal professional examinations 
(i.e. supply-based funding) will now be paid by the Confederation directly to individuals attending preparatory courses (subject-based 
funding). However, the cantons still have the option of providing subsidies for certain courses as part of their own regional policy 
or for supply-based reasons.
FSV: Agreement signed with course providers. VPETA: Federal Vocational and Professional Education and Training Act

New: subject-based funding
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Simple processing via 
Website

A website has been set up to facil-
itate processing of subsidy applica-
tions. Persons preparing for a federal 
examination can apply for the federal 
subsidy online to recover half of the 
course fees incurred. Course provid-
ers can use the website to register 
their courses and manage their offer-
ings. At present, around 550 course 
providers and 2,500 courses are on 
the registration list.

Eligibility criteria for the 
federal subsidy

1. The course must prepare for a 
federal professional examination. 

2. The course must be listed among 
eligible preparatory courses.

3. Graduates must pay course fees 
to the course providers.

4. Graduates must take the federal 
professional examination.

5. Graduates must be legal resi-
dents of Switzerland.

The Confederation will 
pay up to half of eligible 
course fees

Individuals who complete the pre-
paratory course for a federal profes-
sional examination will receive a re-
fund of up to 50% of eligible course 
fees. For level-one federal profes-
sional examinations (leading to issu-
ance of a ‘Federal Diploma of Higher 
Education’), the maximum amount 
refunded is CHF 9,500, for level-two 
federal professional examinations 
(leading to issuance of an ‘Advanced 
Federal Diploma of Higher Educa-
tion’), the maximum amount re-
funded is CHF 10,500.
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As a rule, the federal subsidy is paid after the candidate has 
taken the federal professional examination

With the new subject-based funding system, federal subsidies are paid out direct-
ly to persons who have attended a preparatory course or several course modules 
for a federal professional examination, but only after they have taken the corre-
sponding federal professional examination.

For those who cannot afford to pay course fees in advance and cannot wait until 
the federal subsidy is paid out, an application for advance payment of part of the 
federal subsidy is possible, even before the federal professional examination has 
been taken, as long as certain conditions are met.

Jan. 2018-Dec. 2019
Preparatory course

Module 1 Module 2 Module 3 Fed. prof. exam. Payment

Contact
Rémy Hübschi, SBFI
Head of Professional Education and 
Training Division
  +41 58 462 21 27
  remy.huebschi@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/finanzierung 

First-time payment of the 
federal subsidy 2018 

Those who complete preparatory 
courses and take a federal profes-
sional examination after 1 January 
2018 can apply for the federal subsi-
dy. In order to qualify, the preparatory 
course must be listed among cours-
es that are eligible for the subsidy. 
In addition, the preparatory course 
has to have started after 1 January 
2017 and the provider must not have 
already received a cantonal subsidy 
for the same course.

Subsidy amount
50% of eligible 

course fees

Upper threshold
L1: CHF 19,000
L2: CHF 21,000

Lower threshold
L1/L2: CHF 1,000

https://www.sbfi.admin.ch/sbfi/de/home/bildung/hbb/finanzierung.html
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Studies in medicine at Swiss universities 
are very popular. In 2017, the number 
of applicants exceeded the number of 
available study places many times over. In 
order to cope with the surge in demand, 
the universities of Basel, Bern, Zurich and 
Fribourg have been applying a numerus 
clausus system for studies in human med-
icine, dentistry, veterinary medicine and 
chiropractic medicine since the 1990s. 
Students for these coveted study places 
are selected by means of an aptitude test 
for medical studies (TMS). 

In the summer of 2017, 3,930 prospec-
tive medical students registered to take 
the TMS. However, there are only 1264 
spaces available at universities applying 
numerus clausus. While existing medical 
faculties have increased the number of 
study places in recent years, the Confed-
eration has also stepped in, launching a 
special programme to create new study 
places in other locations (Bachelor’s de-
gree at ETH Zurich; Master’s degree at the 

universities of Lucerne and St. Gallen in 
cooperation with the University of Zurich; 
Master’s degree at the University of Lu-
gano (USI) in Ticino). However, demand 
will continue to greatly outstrip supply 
in the future.

Two approaches used to restrict ac-
cess to medical studies
In the early 1990s, the number of people 
interested in taking up medical studies rose 
sharply. At the same time, the financial dif-
ficulties of the public sector made it increas-
ingly difficult to maintain student-teacher 
ratios in medical studies. In an effort to 
preserve the high quality of training, the 
Swiss University Conference (SUC) at the 
time recommended that all of the cantons 
with universities on their territory should 
restrict access to medical studies. 

Under the SUC proposal, the selection of 
prospective students would be carried out 
by means of an aptitude test for medical 
studies (TMS). The universities of Basel, 

Aptitude test for studies in medicine 

Critical analysis of a twenty-year-old tool

Admission capacities for studies in medicine are determined on an annual basis for the whole of Switzerland. If surging 
demand for medical studies leads to capacity bottlenecks, as seen in previous years, admission to some universities may 
be restricted by way of an aptitude test. How did this mechanism come about? What does the future hold in store? Are 
there other ways to select future medical students? 

Bern, Fribourg and Zurich all decided to 
introduce quotas on this basis. The Uni-
versities of Geneva, Vaud and Neuchâtel, 
however, chose a different path: all in-
terested students would be admitted to 
these universities in the first semester of 
their medical studies. At the end of the first 
year of studies, students would then un-
dergo a rigorous selection process within 
the respective university to determine their 
aptitude to continue studying medicine.

Reallocation of legal responsibilities 
and criticism
In principle, this mechanism has proven 
effective for cantons that opted for the 
TMS option as a means of limiting ca-
pacity. The TMS has existed in its present 
form for 20 years now. The annual TMS 
has been conducted by the University of 
Fribourg’s Centre for Test Development 
and Diagnostics (CTD) since 1998. 

However, the education landscape has 
changed in the meantime. Institutional 
developments and changes in the legal 
situation have led to a reallocation of re-
sponsibilities among the different actors 
in higher education policy. In 2015, the 
Higher Education Act (HEdA) transferred 
coordination powers to a new joint fed-
eral and cantonal body called the Swiss 
Conference of Higher Education Institu-
tions (SCHEI), making it the most impor-
tant policymaking body within the Swiss 
higher education sector. 

In addition, the TMS as such has repeat-
edly been critisized and called into ques-
tion. There have been calls for a complete 
overhaul of the TMS. For example, selec-
tion should not be limited solely to one’s 
ability to study, but should also test the 
ability of prospective physicians to work 
in the medical field. Other selection pro-
cedures have also been discussed, such 
as selection on the basis of interviews, 
motivation letters, internships or grades 
obtained in baccalaureate school.

Practice stations for students in dentistry at the University of Zurich’s phantom laboratory. Photo: © University 
of Zurich; Ursula Meisser
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TMS still an effective tool
The newly created Swiss Conference of 
Higher Education Institutions considered 
the heightened criticism and new govern-
ance structure of the nearly twenty-year-
old TMS as an opportunity to subject the 
TMS to a thorough review. In order to 
create a solid basis for further action, the 
SCHEI commissioned the Swiss Science and 
Innovation Council (SSIC) in mid-2016 to 
review the current TMS in light of higher 
education and health policy discussions. 

The results: the quality of the TMS is good! 
It is indeed effective in testing the cognitive 
skills of future medical students. Students 
who pass the TMS and are admitted on the 
basis of their test scores generally go on to 
complete their medical studies. The SSIC 
also felt that alternative approaches to to-
day’s TMS (e.g. introduction of situation 
assessment tests, interviews, consideration 
of grades obtained in baccalaureate school 
or the introduction of a one-month intern-
ship prior to commencement of studies) 
were not conclusive enough to justify re-
placement of the TMS. Moreover, assessing 
a person’s ‘ability to work in the medical 
field’ is difficult since there are so many 
different occupations and professions to 
choose from.

Nevertheless, the SSIC suggested various 
ways in which improvements could be 
made. For example, the TMS should be 
evaluated on a regular basis. Equal op-
portunities for speakers of the three main 
linguistic regions of Switzerland should 
also be improved by double-checking the 
quality of translation of the TMS. The re-
port has been sent to organisations and 
specialist bodies in the field of (university) 
medicine for comments. So far, feedback 
has been mostly positive.

Optimisation under way
In the spring of this year, the SCHEI decid-
ed that the TMS should remain in place 
as the main instrument for managing  
access to studies in medicine. Organisa-
tional aspects will be handled through 
a newly adopted governance structure. 
Political responsibility for the TMS now 
lies with the SCHEI. Also, the Swiss Con-
ference of Rectors of Higher Education 
Institutions (swissuniversities) now has 
operational responsibility for the TMS, 
which includes coordinated registration 
as well as full organisation and execution 
of the TMS. Swissuniversities is also to 
be the direct client of the University of 
Fribourg’s Centre for Test Development 
and Diagnostics (CTD), whose work has 
proven effective. 
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Currently, the TMS is partly financed 
by the cantons and partly by test fees 
charged to students wishing to take the 
test. This funding model also needs to be 
adapted. A new contract between the 
newly defined actors is currently being 
drawn up. Prospective medical students 
will be able to rely on the high quality of 
an even better TMS in the future.

Contact
Sonja Henrich-Barrat, SERI
Scientific Advisor, Higher Education 
Division
  Tel. +41 58 462 95 20
  sonja.henrich@sbfi.admin.ch; 

Sabine Felder, swissuniversities
Head of Teaching Division
  Tel. +41 31 335 07 39
  sabine.felder@swissuniversities.ch

Further information
Information about studying medicine in 
Switzerland: 
  www.swissuniversities.ch/en/services/
applying-to-medical-school/ 

University of Fribourg’s Centre for Test 
Development and Diagnostics (CTD): 
  www.unifr.ch/ztd 

Higher education 

 institution

Human medicine Dentistry Veterinary medicine Chiropractic medicine

Student 
demand

Study places Student 
demand

Study places Student 
demand

Study places Student 
demand

Study places

ETH Zurich 287 100 – – – – – –

University of Basel 827 170 76 32 – – – –

University of Basel –
Università della Svizzera 
italiana

10 15 – – – – – –

University of Bern 926 220 70 35 330 70 – –

University of Freiburg 323 120 – – – – – –

University of Geneva 595 400* 71 50 – – – –

University of Lausanne 629 440* – – – – – –

University of Neuchâtel 145 70* – – – – – –

University of Zurich 1517 272 146 50 236 80 81 20

University of Zurich – 
Track Luzern

52 40 – – – – – –

University of Zurich –  
Track St. Gallen

86 40 – – – – – –

Total 5397 1887 363 167 566 150 81 20

Comparison of student demand and available study places in the academic year 2017/2018

* Since the Universities of Geneva, Lausanne and Neuchatel chose not to apply quotas to restrict access to studies in medicine, they accept all students who wish to 

enrol. Last update: Februar 2017, provisional figures. Source: Swiss Conference of Higher Education Institutions

https://www.swissuniversities.ch/en/services/applying-to-medical-school/
https://www.swissuniversities.ch/en/services/applying-to-medical-school/
https://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/services/anmeldung-zum-medizinstudium/
http://www.unifr.ch/ztd/
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Thomas Stocker, a professor at the University of Bern, has been awarded this year’s Swiss Science Prize Marcel Benoist. 
By means of climate modelling and ice core analysis, Prof. Stocker has been able to demonstrate the reality of climate 
change and its resulting consequences. In keeping with the objectives of the Marcel Benoist Foundation, his research 
findings are considered to be of great importance to human life. They also address a major challenges facing today’s 
society. The award ceremony will be held in Bern on 1 November.

Swiss Science Prize Marcel Benoist

Climate researcher Thomas Stocker receives this year’s award

Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann, President of the Marcel Benoist Foundation, congratulates 
Prof. Thomas Stocker on the Swiss Science Prize Marcel Benoist. The award ceremony will take place in Bern 
on 1 November. Photo: Lukas Lehmann

Professor Stocker’s research makes a 
significant contribution to better under-
standing the complexity the global climate 
system and emerging climate change. 

Climate history over the past  
800,000 years
Professor Thomas Stocker and his team 
are working to develop models of past 
and future climate change and analyse 
greenhouse gas concentrations in ice 
cores from Antarctica and Greenland. In 
many years of work, supported by the 
Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) 
and (between 2001–2012) by the Nation-
al Centre of Competence in Research ‘Cli-
mate Variability, Predictability and Climate 
Risks’ (NCCR Climate), a detailed climate 
history of the last 800,000 years has been 
drawn up. At the same time, a calcula-
tion has been made of how the climate 
could develop in the coming decades or 
centuries. 

Recipient of both national and  
international awards
Mr Stocker, a Swiss citizen born in 1959, 
obtained his PhD from the ETH Zurich in 
1987, and then did research in London, 
Montreal and New York. Since 1993, he 
has been the head of the Climate and En-
vironmental Physics Division of the Physics 
Institute at the University of Bern.

Thomas Stocker is one of the most cited 
scientists in Switzerland in his field of ex-
pertise and has authored and co-authored 
over 200 scientific articles. He has already 
received several national and international 
awards for his work. For example, he re-
ceived the National Latsis Prize in 1993, 
the Hans Oeschger Medal of the Europe-
an Geosciences Union (EGU) in 2009 and 
honorary doctorates from the University 
of Versailles and the ETH Zurich. In 2016, 
he received another great honour. The 
climate physicist from Bern was elected 

as a ‘Foreign Honorary Member’ of the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences 
(AAAS). Founded in 1780, the AAAS is 
one of the oldest and most prestigious 
honorary societies in the USA. In addition 
to the approximately 4,900 US members, 
about 600 ‘Foreign Honorary Members’ 
also belong to this group.

UN climate report
As a world-class researcher, Thomas 
Stocker is able to explain the findings of 
highly complex research work in simple 
terms and thus not only reach a broad 
audience, but also convince governments 
worldwide of the scientific validity of 
man-made climate change. He has been 
a member of the United Nations Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) since 1998 and was elected Chair 
of Working Group I in 2008. Together with 
the Chinese Qin Dahe, he led the team 
of more than 250 authors who compiled 
the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report (WGI 
AR5), entitled ‘Climate Change 2013: The 
Physical Science Basis’. The results of this 
report provided the scientific basis for the 
Paris Agreement, which was adopted at 
the 21st Conference of the Parties of the 
UNFCCC in December 2015. This organi-
sation seeks to keep global warming well 
below 2°C.

Contact
Dani Duttweiler, SERI
Secretary of the Marcel Benoist 
 Foundation 
  +41 58 462 45 60
  dani.duttweiler@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information 
  www.climate.unibe.ch/stocker 
  www.marcel-benoist.ch

http://climatehomes.unibe.ch/~stocker/
https://marcel-benoist.ch/en
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Advanced research in Switzerland 

The Marcel Benoist Prize has been awarded every year since 1920 to scientists based in Switzerland for their work 
and their impact on human life. The prize is awarded to researchers from all disciplines who are Swiss or domi-
ciled in Switzerland. In the course of its nearly one-hundred-year history, ten Marcel Benoist Prize winners have 
subsequently been awarded the Nobel Prize. The winner of the 2017 Marcel Benoist Prize will receive CHF 250,000.

2016
Prof. Johan Auwerx
Nutrition science
EPFL

2015 
Prof. Laurent Keller
Microbiology
University of Lausanne

2014
Prof. Nicolas Gisin 
Quantum physics
University of Geneva

2013
Prof. Michael Grätzel 
Chemistry
EPFL

2012 
Prof. Michael N. Hall 
Molecular biology
University of Basel

2011 
Prof. Michele Parrinello 
Physics  
University of Lugano (USI)

2010 
Prof. Daniel Loss 
Physics
University of Basel

2009 
Prof. Françoise Gisou van der Goot 
Microbiology
EPFL

2008 
Prof. Ernst Fehr 
Economy 
University of Zurich

The list of all the prize winners from 1920–2017 can be found at www.marcel-benoist.ch. 

Prize winners of the last nine years

https://marcel-benoist.ch/en/current-laureate/past-laureates/
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The European XFEL, a new outstanding research infrastructure, was officially opened in Hamburg on 1 September. This 
machine produces extremely intense x-ray laser flashes in underground tunnels 3.4 kilometres in length. These pulses 
make it possible to detect the atomic details of viruses, film chemical reactions or investigate processes such as those 
occurring inside planets. Switzerland is also a member state of the European XFEL.

European XFEL X-ray laser opened in Hamburg

A new beacon of international research cooperation

View inside the tunnel of the superconducting European XFEL particle accelerator. Photo: DESY / D. Nölle

The construction and commissioning of 
European XFEL, the world’s most pow-
erful free-electron laser, started at the 
beginning of 2009. In the summer of 
2017, it reached the point where the 
first outside users could begin conduct-
ing their experiments. Although four out 
of six experimental stations and some fa-
cilities (e.g. cafeteria or guesthouses) are 
still under construction, it was decided at 
the end of June that the European XFEL 
would enter the operation phase. 

Shared success story of eleven 
countries
This milestone was marked by a com-
memoration ceremony held at the Euro-
pean XFEL site on 1 September.

Ministers, state secretaries and other 
high-ranking officials from the eleven 
member states involved in the Europe-
an XFEL project (i.e. Germany, Russia, 

Denmark, France, Hungary, Italy, Poland, 
Sweden, the Slovak Republic, Spain and 
Switzerland) all gathered to attend this 
event. In his welcoming address, State 
Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio stated 
that there are only five facilities of this 
kind in the world and only two of them 
(i.e. the European XFEL and the Paul 
Scherrer Institute’s SwissFEL) are in Eu-
rope. These two facilities complement 
each other and offer scientists worldwide 
the best conditions for their research ac-
tivities. This will further consolidate the 
leading position of European research.

Fourteen groups of researchers were se-
lected from among over 60 applicants 
to conduct their experiments at the two 
experimental stations now available be-
tween mid-September and early Decem-
ber. The remaining four stations are ex-
pected to be operational in the second 
half of 2018. At least two of the groups 

selected for the first experiments include 
researchers based in Switzerland (see in-
terview).

Swiss participation
Switzerland contributed EUR 18.7 mil -
lion to the European XFEL’s construction 
costs of EUR 1.23 billion (2005 prices). 
Roughly 70% of Switzerland’s contribu-
tions were delivered in kind in the form of 
sys tems developed by the Paul Scherrer 
Institute (PSI) and installed on the Euro-
pean XFEL. The construction of the Euro-
pean XFEL generated a total of approxi-
mately EUR 44 million in expenditure in 
Switzerland. The European XFEL’s annual 
budget during the operation phase will 
amount to around EUR 120 million from 
2018 onwards and should remain stable 
for the first few years. Switzerland will 
contribute 1.5% or EUR 1.8 million per 
year to this budget.

Contact
Doris Wohlfender, SERI
Scientific Advisor, EU Framework 
 Programmes Section
  doris.wohlfender@sbfi.admin.ch
  +41 58 465 12 26

Further information
  www.xfel.eu 

https://www.xfel.eu/


19

SERI NEWS 8/17 l RESEARCH

First user of the European XFEL

“We should be delighted with the opening of 
any new XFEL type machine: they are rare.“

Majed Chergui is one of the first researchers to be permitted to conduct 
experiments with the European XFEL. He has been professor of physics 
and chemistry at the EPFL since 2003 and runs the Laboratory of Ultrafast 
Spectroscopy. The European XFEL offers him new, previously unavailable 
technical possibilities for his research.

Could you tell us a bit more about 
the experiment that you intend to 
conduct at the European XFEL? 
Prof. Majed Chergui: the purpose of my 
experiment is to study part of the breath-
ing process, namely the attachment and 
detachment of oxygen, carbon monox-
ide or other molecules, from the bioac-
tive centre of haemoglobin and myoglo-
bin, which are the proteins involved in 
breathing. These processes are impor-
tant in the body because oxygen must 
not only be transported from the lungs 
to our muscles, but also released from 
the lungs in order to free up space for 
the next intake of oxygen. 

The x-rays produced by the European 
XFEL allow us to observe in ‘real time’ 
what happens to protein after an initial 
laser pulse causes oxygen or carbon 
monoxide molecules (called ligands) to 
become detached from the iron atom 
that binds these ligands to proteins in-
volved in breathing. Photodetachment 
of the ligand by means of an optical la-
ser pulse simulates the natural phenom-
enon, but also makes it possible to fix 
the initial moment in order to time the 
return of the ligand to the iron atom. 

Would you be able to verify your 
scientific hypothesis by any oth-
er means than using the European 
XFEL?
There have been numerous studies con-
ducted by other means using pulsed 
light sources (e.g. visible or infrared). 
While their conclusions are certainly ac-
curate, they are incomplete. This is be-
cause none of these methods have 
been able to selectively observe what is 
actually happening at the bioactive 
centre, i.e. the iron atom.

What specific features of the Euro-
pean XFEL prompted you to submit 
a research proposal?
The X-ray flux of the European XFEL is 
powerful enough to make X-ray spec-
troscopy experiments possible. This 
method enables clear detection of the 
electronic reorganisation of an iron at-
om. Although these signals are weak, 
generating them from a source as in-
tense as the European XFEL can in-
crease contrast. Before the European 
XFEL, these technical options were una-
vailable.
  
Your project was selected because 
of its excellence. What do you think 
made your project stand out? 
I am not overly familiar with the exact 
selection criteria used by the European 
XFEL. However, I found it interesting 
that among the various projects select-
ed for the first series of experiments, 
mine was the only one to address a sci-
entific issue relating to biology. 

What benefits does the European 
XFEL bring to Swiss researchers that 
they do not already enjoy with the 
SwissFEL?
We should be delighted with the open-
ing of any new XFEL-type machine: 
they are rare, there were only two in 
operation until now: the LCLS in the 
USA and SACLA in Japan. The demand 
for measuring time on these machines 
was enormous and therefore very few 
experimental projects were retained. 
The increased availability of XFEL, re-
sulting from the opening of the Europe-
an XFEL and SwissFEL at the Paul Scher-
rer Institute (PSI) in Europe as well as 
the PAL-XFEL in South Korea, is very 
positive.

Moreover, the specifications of the Eu-
ropean XFEL and SwissFEL are not iden-
tical, which means that these two ma-
chines are largely complementary. 
Therefore, experiments that cannot be 
considered on one machine can be 
considered on the other and vice versa. 

How do you think the international 
dimension of the European XFEL will 
affect the science that will be pro-
duced there? Do you have specific 
expectations of research carried out 
in some member states (e.g. Russia)?
Research at the level of large installa-
tions of this type, even national ones, is 
already very international. The Swiss 
Light Source at the PSI is a good exam-
ple. The two XFEL machines already in 
operation, LCLS and SACLA, have 
shown that this international character 
is even more pronounced for the XFEL 
machines. This is probably because they 
call on such highly specialised and var-
ied skills, that no single country alone 
possesses, no matter how large that 
country may be. This is especially true in 
the current phase of XFELs, as 
everything is new from a technical and 
scientific standpoint.

It is also clear that once the internation-
al scientific community becomes more 
familiar with XFELs, the number of us-
ers will steadily increase, as has been 
the case for synchrotron light sources. 
This demand will come from every-
where and it is hoped that Russia will 
be a stakeholder in it.

Contact
https://lsu.epfl.ch/

https://lsu.epfl.ch/
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The swissnex network is being restructured in 2017. Faithful to its mission to provide dynamic and innovative sup-
port for the international activities of Swiss and foreign players in education, research and innovation, the swissnex 
network is changing its name, its face and its form. The network of science and technology counsellors and swissnex 
consular annexes, previously known as the ‘ERI network’ (education, research, innovation) will now be known as the 
‘swissnex network’. New managers have been appointed at several locations in the network. At the same time, new 
forms of cooperation are being tested, e.g. the creation of a swissnex lab in the Swiss pavilion at the World Expo in 
Astana, Kazakhstan.

A very eventful year for the swissnex network

New name, new projects and new faces

Present in some twenty countries, the net-
work of swissnex consular offices and em-
bassy-based science and technology coun-
sellors has changed considerably in recent 
years.

A new name
The growing interest in international coop-
eration initiatives and the changing needs 
of Swiss ERI players abroad have prompted 
swissnex and many Science and Technolo-
gy Offices (S&T Offices) to expand their 
service offering and strengthen regional 
cooperation projects. This is the case in 
Asia, for example, where the S&T Offices in 
Seoul and Tokyo regularly work with swiss-
nex China to organise joint programmes 
for delegations interested in exploring the 
region’s potential. This organic cooperation 
between the various components of the 
network on behalf of the Swiss research 
community is also perceived as such by its 
beneficiaries: it therefore made sense to 

change the name to ‘swissnex network’, in 
order to reflect the reality perceived and 
experienced on the ground. 

A new project
The world of research and innovation is 
mobile and rapidly evolving, unlike formal 
structures established in specific locations 
over the long term. Therefore, more flexi-
ble forms of support must also be found. 
For this reason, the State Secretariat for 
Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) 
partnered with Presence Switzerland to 
test a new concept at the World Expo in 
Astana, Kazakhstan, which was dedicated 
to energy of the future. The new concept 
was called the swissnex lab and was pre-
sented at the Swiss pavilion.
The basic idea of the swissnex lab was to 
mirror the function of swissnex locations, 
i.e. to offer Swiss ERI players an open plat-
form for international networking. The aim 
was to strengthen Switzerland’s profile as a 

leading and open location for innovation 
and science. The lab will be linked to a cer-
tain event and will therefore be limited in 
duration. Thanks to the high degree of 
mobility and flexibility ERI actors will be 
able to receive targeted support beyond 
the existing locations in the swissnex net-
work.

A cooperation platform emerges from 
a vague idea
Expo 2017 closed its doors at the begin-
ning of September. Philippe Roesle, project 
manager of the swissnex Lab, states: “In 
addition to the attractive exhibition in the 
Swiss pavilion, the swissnex Lab was able 
to stand out with depth of content and 
convey various perspectives on the subject 
of energy.” The lab also aroused the inter-
est of Swiss universities of applied sciences, 
which were represented by a 17-member 
delegation to Astana at the beginning of 
the Expo. At various events, they ex-

State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio took advantage of the Expo in Astana to visit Kazakhstan in September, accompanied by Walter Steinlin, President of the 
Commission for Technology and Innovation. At the Swiss Pavilion they met the Kazakh Minister of Education and Science, Yerlan Sagadiyev, among others.
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The swissnex Lab at the Expo in Astana offered Swiss ERI players an open platform for international net-
working in an appealing environment. Photos: zVg

changed information with Kazakhstan and 
Russian researchers. The swissnex Lab sup-
ported a total of over thirty scientists from 
eleven Swiss universities, collaborated with 
major Swiss companies and the interna-
tional start-up platform Seedstars.
Although the pilot project will only be eval-
uated in the next few weeks, Philippe 
Roesle draws a positive conclusion: “While 
the swissnex Lab was initially still a rather 
vague idea, the last few months have seen 
many concrete and interesting encounters, 
which hopefully will lead to further ideas 
and cooperation.”

Ambassador Nicolas Bideau, head of Pres-
ence Switzerland (PRS), also felt that coop-
eration with swissnex was very positive. In 
recent years, PRS projects have increasingly 
focused on topics that are directly related 
to education, research and innovation. 
Therefore, close alignment with the activi-
ties of the swissnex network was both nat-
ural and particularly productive. The theme 
of the Astana Expo, which focused on the 
future of energy, lent itself perfectly to a 
pilot project that would make it possible to 
exploit synergies and encourage scientific 
cooperation. Moreover, it enabled discus-

The swissnex network is the Swiss Confederation’s external network for education, research and inno-
vation. The five swissnex locations and their outposts are located in the world’s most innovative hubs. 
Together with the around twenty Science and Technology Offices (STOs and Science and Technology Coun-
sellors STCs) at Swiss embassies, they help to strengthen Switzerland’s image as a leading global innovation 
hotspot. Chart: SERI

sion with the public and the media and 
helped to strengthen the image of an inno-
vative Switzerland worldwide.

Deepening research cooperation with 
Kazakhstan
Research cooperation projects between 
Switzerland and Kazakhstan are still rela-
tively underdeveloped. However, according 
to Philippe Roesle, the country “has great 
ambitions and above all has well-trained 
individuals in the engineering sector, and 
thus offers the potential for cooperation.” 
State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio took 
advantage of Expo Astana to visit Kazakh-
stan in September 2017, accompanied by 
Walter Steinlin, President of the Commis-
sion for Technology and Innovation. During 
a meeting with Kazakhstan’s Minister of 
Education and Science, Yerlan Sagadiyev, a 
joint declaration was signed to further fa-
cilitate and encourage direct contacts and 
relations between the research communi-
ties of both countries. The delegation met 
with major players in the Kazakh ERI land-
scape and also visited various academic in-
stitutions in Astana, including Nazarbayev 
University and the Eurasian National Uni-
versity, where they met with rectors. 
For the period 2017-2020, the University 
of Geneva has been designated Leading 
House for Russia and Central Asia, and will 
launch cooperation instruments to foster 
scientific relations with Kazakhstan and 
other countries in the region.

Contact
Beatrice Ferrari, SBFI
Deputy Head of International Relations 
Division
  +41 58 462 48 58
  beatrice.ferrari@sbfi.admin.ch 

Further information 
  www.swissnex.org
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swissnex Boston
New CEO is Christan Simm, who pre-
viously managed swissnex San Fran-
cisco.

Changes in personnel within the swissnex network

New managers and new faces 

swissnex San Francisco
New CEO is Gioia Deucher, who previ-
ously managed swissnex Brazil.

swissnex China
New CEO is Felix Moesner, who previ-
ously managed swissnex Boston.

S&T Office in Seoul
Alessandra Apicella arrived at the S&T 
Office in Seoul in August. Holding a 
PhD in materials engineering, she is in-
terested in relations between academia 
and industry.
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What opportunities do you see for 
Swiss ERI actors in South Korea?
Alessandra Apicella: In South Korea, 
research is very closely oriented to-
wards developing marketable prod-
ucts and services and benefits from 
highly efficient technology transfer. 
Research infrastructures, like research-
ers, are of a very high standard. Inter-
actions between universities and com-
panies are frequent and training 
courses tend to integrate interdiscipli-
nary approaches. In recent years, nu-
merous cooperation initiatives have 
been developed with Switzerland, 
particularly in precision medicine, dig-
ital health and robotics. There are 
now several instruments available to 
support collaboration and I encourage 
Swiss students, researchers and start-
ups to make the most of them and 
contact us.

And what challenges do you see?
The Swiss and Korean ERI communi-
ties still know each other too little. 
Our challenge is not only to improve 
communication, but also to identify 
promising areas, enable stakeholders 
to find the right partners and trans-
form one-off projects into sustainable 
cooperation initiatives. My predeces-
sor’s experience has shown that this is 

possible, but sometimes it is necessary to 
find a compromise between the Swiss 
bottom-up and the Korean top-down 
approach.

What would you like to achieve over 
the next four years?
My goal is to strengthen the bilateral co-
operation initiatives established through 
the S&T Office’s efforts in recent years, 
including the Life Science Symposium 
and Medtech Innovation Days. I would 
also like to explore new areas such as ro-
botics and intelligent materials, where 
our two countries excel. There is really a 
lot of potential. I am not sure that I will 
be able to achieve everything that I 
would like to achieve. However, there is 
one project that is particularly dear to 
me: namely, promoting the place of 
women in science and engaging in dia-
logue and exchanges in this area.
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swissnex Brazil
Maria Conti took over the leadership 
of swissnex Brazil in August. She was 
previously Lecturer for Brazilian Lan-
guage and Culture at the University of 
St. Gallen.

swissnex India
Sebastien Hug will be the new CEO of 
swissnex India from 1 November. After 
working at the Swiss Embassy in Ot-
tawa and at swissnex Boston, he was 
previously in charge of managing the 
swissnex network within SERI.

What opportunities to you see for 
Swiss ERI actors in Brazil?
Maria Conti: Brazil’s interest in interna-
tionalisation continues unabated. Brazil 
has first-class research institutions, for 
example in the fields of space travel or 
tropical medicine, which are open to 
exchange. There are business opportu-
nities in agriculture, medicine and the 
environment. Promising future themat-
ic areas include biodiversity – especially 
in relation to the Amazon – and the fi-
nancial sector. It should not be forgot-
ten that Brazil is very strong in social 
innovation. swissnex Brazil is currently 
focusing on existing and potential areas 
of cooperation in the Brazilian innova-
tion ecosystem.

And what challenges do you see?
I have known Brazil for many years and 
a historical perspective has always 
convinced me that Brazil is a true cham-
pion in crisis management. But the cur-
rent political and economic uncertain-
ties are undoubtedly a major challenge 
for the country - and from there swiss-
nex as well. For us, this means that we 

must act strategically and purposefully 
outside the cities of São Paulo and Rio 
de Janeiro. It may seem that way from 
afar, but Brazil does not stand still. On 
the contrary: swissnex Brazil uses this to 
develop and strengthen the connection 
network and cultural mediation activi-
ties.

What would you like to achieve over 
the next four years? 
In retrospect, I want to be able to say 
without hesitation that we, as a team 
from swissnex Brazil, have seized op-
portunities, recognised niches, consoli-
dated existing partnerships and imple-
mented new, even unconventional 
ideas.

What opportunities to you see for 
Swiss ERI actors in India?
Sebastien Hug: I intend to explore this 
question at length with the swissnex 
team and our partners over the next 
few months. Under my predecessor, 
Balz Strasser, swissnex India launched 
many new initiatives, relating to medi-
cal and financial technology, aero-
space. There have been cooperation 
initiatives with universities of applied 
sciences and projects to improve scien-
tific communication. I would certainly 
like to build on that. I also see further 
potential in innovation, specifically in 
cooperation with innovative compa-
nies and start-ups.
 
And what challenges do you see?
Although Swiss ERI stakeholders gen-
erally recognise India as an important 
partner country, Bangalore, Mumbai 
and Delhi are not among the first des-
tinations on the radar of Swiss ERI 
stakeholders. India often seems overly 

bureaucratic and vast. An important 
role of swissnex India is therefore to fo-
cus attention in Switzerland on the nu-
merous opportunities available in this 
large country.
 
What would you like to achieve over 
the next four years? 
Over the next four years, I would like to 
continue working with my team to es-
tablish swissnex India as an important 
player in bilateral cooperation between 
the two countries. I would like us to 
become an actor that continually 
breaks new ground, launches new ini-
tiatives and tests innovative forms of 
cooperation. I would also like our net-
work to bring together numerous play-
ers from a wide range of fields, thereby 
establishing a community and creating 
many unexpected encounters.
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THE NUMBER

47% In 2015, companies with the highest level of R&D expenditure 
were based in the northwestern region of Switzerland, which in-
cludes the cantons of Aargau, Basel-Stadt and Basel-Landschaft. 
Their R&D expenditure accounted for 47% of total private sector 
R&D expenditure in Switzerland.

In 2015, total Swiss company in-house R&D expenditure (i.e. con-
ducted directly on their own premises) stood at CHF 15.66 billion. 

Source: FSO, R&D statistics. Chart: FSO 2016

In-house R&D expenditure, by region, 2015

Switzerland’s first School of Contemporary and Urban Dance was founded in Zurich in the summer of 2013. Interdisciplinary studies 
at tertiary level have earned this school its status as a professional education institution. The programme is aimed at talented indi-
viduals wishing to become stage dancers. A key feature of these studies is the combination of theory and practice. The first group 
of students successfully completed their studies in August and were awarded a federally recognised professional qualification in 
stage dancing. With this tertiary-level qualification, they can now work wherever their dreams take them. Photo: zVg

ERI I PHOTO OF THE MONTH
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