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In July the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER) informed the Federal Council of the completion of two
successful national research programmes (NRPs), one of which was NRP 66 ‘Resource Wood’. In thirty interdisciplinary projects conducted with
industrial partners, researchers developed innovative technologies and services for an extended use of wood. They also laid the foundation for
subsequent research and development activities. The research findings show that there is considerable potential for additional and broader
use of wood (see page 16–17). Photo: Christophe Stolz, SERI
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SERI News survey
SERI News, the magazine of the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation, has been published ten times a year since 2013. SERI is currently evaluating
this magazine.
We would very much like to hear your feedback on this publication! Help us to
optimise SERI News by filling out the questionnaire by 31 August.
The questionnaire is available online here: www.sbfi.admin.ch/survey
Thank you very much for taking part!
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Dear reader
Whether for students, PhD candidates, lecturers or researchers, Switzerland’s centre
for education, research and innovation has an extremely international character. But
there are diverging views on the high proportion of foreign nationals active in the ERI
sector, which is of such great importance to Switzerland. Some welcome this international dimension and see it as an expression and proof of the high quality of public
institutions and private companies that invest in education, research and innovation in
Switzerland. Others take a more critical view wishing to see Swiss nationals privileged
or even given priority in the ERI sector.
While one naturally has to agree with the first argument (quality attracts quality, quality encourages quality), both views seem to lean strongly on the national level and as
such are somewhat short sighted. For there have always been and there are still plenty of Swiss experts, professors, researchers and engineers active in other countries: a
study conducted a few years ago revealed surprisingly that there were more Swiss
professors at German universities than German professors at Swiss universities. Of the
over half a million Swiss nationals living abroad, an extremely high proportion of those
work in highly specialised professions.
It is highly likely that there is a causal link, as valid yesterday as it is today, between the
high quality of education and research in Switzerland and the successful careers pursued by Swiss nationals in other countries. It is a quality that is marked by expertise
and not by any inflation of academic titles. And these ties between countries far and
wide – from Cape Town to California and from Paris to Beijing – are particularly effective today. Those returning to Switzerland after studying, teaching or working abroad,
or foreign nationals who move on to another country, often decision-makers, are
ambassadors for Switzerland as a small but refined centre of learning and business
location. A comparison with countries which allow their elites to develop much more
self-sufficiently shows the advantages of openness when quality is the uncompromising factor. It is the population as a whole that ultimately benefits.
There is a tradition of internationalisation in Switzerland’s ERI sector. International
cooperation and participation in international competition, especially when it is a case
of attracting and retaining the most talented people, has been a long-practised recipe
for success over the last two hundred years. And it is vital for our prosperity that that
remains the case in future.

Mauro Dell’Ambrogio
State Secretary for Education, Research and Innovation
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Evaluation of competent individual tutoring

Various forms of implementation throughout Switzerland
Competent individual tutoring (CiT) is a compensatory measure taken within the context of two-year Federal VET
Certificate programmes. The aim is to help young people with learning difficulties or social problems to complete their
initial training. Which approaches to CiT have proven effective? How satisfied are vocational school teachers, coaches
and host companies, and what can be achieved through CiT? To answer these questions, the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) commissioned two firms to conduct an evaluation of CiT. Susanne Stern from
INFRAS and Ralph Thomas from RalphThomas Santé Social Formation share their views on the evaluation.
cases, it can be said that all vocational
school teachers simultaneously act as CiT
coaches. The model in which vocational
schools offer CiT in the form of additional
lessons is also widespread. In most cases, coaching is mandatory for all learners, often taking place in class groups.
Many schools also offer CiT as individual
support, for example in the context of
mandatory discussions on-site or during
consultation hours as needed. Very often,
different implementation forms are also
combined.

Susanne Stern, Partner and board member of
INFRAS

Ralph Thomas, Owner of RalphThomas Santé Social
Formation

What were the aims of the evaluation?
Susanne Stern, INFRAS: Well, the first aim
was to determine how the cantons and
vocational schools actually implement
this measure. Secondly, there was a need
to gather information about the level of
satisfaction of the actors involved and
analyse the effectiveness and cost-benefit ratio of CiT. Our evaluation is based
on a broad survey of all cantons and
vocational schools that have learners enrolled in two-year Federal VET Certificate
programmes. In addition, we conducted in-depth qualitative interviews with
around 60 actors (in particular with those
responsible for providing CiT at vocational schools) as well as with cantonal
or external CiT coaches and workplace
trainers.

school implementation. In the case of cantonal implementation, vocational schools
will generally notify a contact person at
the local cantonal office. This person will
then manage the individual learner and
refer him/her to suitable coaches or specialised offices.

What are the main factors in
successful CiT?
Susanne Stern: From an evaluation standpoint, it makes sense for both the canton
and individual vocational schools to offer
CiT. We see the combination of these two
forms as ideal. Another important success
factor is that the vocational school has a
binding framework enabling careful clarification of the specific support needs of
individual learners.

For their part, vocational schools have a
very broad spectrum of implementation
forms. Some vocational schools fully integrate CiT in their regular classes. In such

CiT is the most effective when it is applied as early as possible. When CiT is
to be delegated to persons outside the
vocational school, it is particularly impor-

How many different approaches to
CíT are there?
Ralph Thomas: A very large number, in
fact. In order to do justice to the large
spectrum of implementation forms in
Switzerland, we created a typology chart
that draws a distinction between cantonal implementation and various forms of
4

Evaluation as the basis for optimisation
SERI has noted that the various actors interviewed during the evaluation are satisfied
with CiT. Moreover, the results clearly show that CiT makes a significant contribution to successful education and training outcomes and reduces the number of
discontinued apprenticeships. The cost-benefit ratio also confirms the success of
these measures. In addition to the positive results, the evaluation report formulates
a number of recommendations for even more effective implementation.
SERI has prepared a brochure containing the main results of the evaluation. The
brochure, available in German, French and Italian, serves as an implementation tool
for the cantons, vocational schools and other relevant stakeholders. The brochure
allows them to take a critical look at the services they offer and make improvements
based on experiences made elsewhere. The success factors identified and the evaluators’ recommendations will guide service providers in their efforts to continuously
improve the quality of their services.
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Competent individual tutoring (CiT) – special support services for learners
enrolled in two-year Federal VET Certificate programmes
Two-year Federal VET Certificate programmes are designed to have an accessible
training profile and are aimed at more practically minded young people with a view
to helping them enter the labour market. They allow these young people to acquire
uniform professional competences regardless of where they undergo education and
training in Switzerland and provide them with a federally recognised vocational
qualification. Those who successfully complete the two-year programme may then
enrol in a three- or four-year Federal VET Diploma programme.
In addition to ensuring standardised training content and qualification procedures,
each two-year Federal VET Certificate programme must also be structured in accordance with Art. 17 para. 2 of the Vocational and Professional Education and Training
Act (VPETA), meaning that two-year VET programmes must take special account
of the different requirements of learners. Art. 18 para. 2 VPETA stipulates that
the Federal Council shall enact special provisions on CiT for learners with learning
difficulties so as to ensure that their individual needs are taken into account. CiT
is a support service that guides the development process of young people whose
learning progress is at risk.

Contakt
Co-authors
Susanne Stern, Partner and board
member of INFRAS:
susanne.stern@infras.ch
Ralph Thomas, Owner of RalphThomas
Santé Social Formation:
ralphthomas@bluewin.ch
Michel Fior, SERI
Deputy Head, Vocational Education and
Training Section
+41 58 464 91 90
michel.fior@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Evaluation:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/evaluationen

The cantonal authorities are responsible for implementing CiT, which not only includes classroom instruction, but all relevant areas of training that the learner requires (Vocational and Professional Education and Training Ordinance, VPETO, Art.
10 para. 4 and 5).
Only a few cantons have evaluated their implementation of CiT. So far, there has
been no comprehensive overview of implementation in the individual cantons and
no findings on CiT effectiveness. It was for this reason that SERI commissioned the
evaluation on implementation of CiT.
tant that persons who are in regular contact with learners (e.g. vocational school
teachers or workplace trainers) apply for
external support at an early stage. It is just
as crucial for vocational school teachers
to undergo training as CiT coaches and
that they set aside or are given enough
time to handle this demanding task.
The evaluation shows that the resources
for CiT are scarce in many places.
CiT coaches at vocational schools often
make a large additional voluntary commitment.
Is CiT worth the money invested in
it?
Susanne Stern: In our evaluation, we were
only able to consider this point on a superficial level. We came to the conclusion
that the resources allocated to CiT can
indeed be recovered relatively quickly. This
is because the CiT costs are low compared
to the overall social cost of a lack of training, which manifests itself, for instance, in
higher social welfare expenditure.
According to our rough estimates, CiT
would only need to prevent less than one
percent of all learners from discontinuing

their apprenticeships without a sensible
follow-up solution in order to make the
costs worthwhile. In the interviews we
conducted with host companies and vocational school teachers, it was clear that
CiT makes an important contribution to
preventing the apprenticeship dropout
phenomenon.
Do you have any recommendations
on how CiT could be further expanded?
Ralph Thomas: I do, indeed. The aim
should be for all participants - i.e. learners, vocational school teachers, workplace
trainers, branch course instructors and
other educators – to be more familiar with
CiT and how it is structured and funded
in their canton. Especially in cantons that
have completely delegated CiT to vocational schools and lack a general concept
or other CiT framework, there is room for
optimisation. We also recommend that
the cantons allocate sufficient resources
for CiT. Finally, we think it would be important for the cantons to improve their
monitoring of implementation and maintain an exchange of experiences on the
various CiT models.
5
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Communication campaign on vocational qualifications for adults

Companies have a key role to play
This summer, SERI will launch a communication campaign to raise awareness of vocational qualifications for adults.
This campaign is not only intended for adults, but also to make employers and counselling centres more aware of the
topic and encourage them to take action. The testimonial campaign highlights the added value that vocational qualifications bring to adults in three target groups and shares real success stories.

MORE OPPORTUNITIES

«MY VOCATIONAL
QUALI FICATION OPENED
UP CAREER PROSPECTS
FOR ME.»
Bea Nietlispach, 55
Federal VET Diploma
in Commerce, Team Manager

Those concerned talk about their personal (educational) history in the context of the campaign or share their experiences in relation to vocational qualifications for
adults. Photo: zVg

In Switzerland, various economic branches find it difficult to recruit skilled workers.
At the same time, many jobseekers lack
a vocational qualification needed on the
labour market.
The adult acquisition of vocational qualifications helps economic branches in which
there is demand for more skilled workers.
At the same time, it offers employment
prospects to adults who are willing to
seek such qualifications. Although there
is a well-coordinated range of vocational education and training programmes
for adults in Switzerland, not enough
companies and adults are aware that
such programmes exist and that it is still
possible for adults to obtain a vocational
qualification.

6

Inform, raise awareness and encourage action
To address this situation, SERI will launch
an awareness campaign. The aim is to
inform stakeholders about vocational
qualifications for adults, raise awareness and encourage them to take action:
more adults should obtain a vocational
qualification; companies should support
their employees; and counselling centres
should use campaign instruments for their
own activities.
SERI has commissioned Prime Communications to run the campaign. This Zurich-based agency was awarded the contract on the basis of its strategy as well as
its comprehensive and integrated package
of measures.

Heterogeneity of target groups the
greatest challenge
The heterogeneity of target groups was
the greatest challenge in developing the
strategy. Adults, companies and counselling centres have different levels of
familiarity with the topic, feel motivated
by different arguments and are reached
via different channels. This means that
different communication instruments
must be used for each of the three target
groups. Nevertheless, there should be a
common denominator that addresses all
target three groups equally and that can
be applied across all instruments.
Procedure for reaching the target
groups
The strategic approach is based on two
insights: first of all, support from employers is a very important consideration for
adults seeking a vocational qualification;
secondly, companies are aware of the fact
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that their employees lack relevant vocational qualifications; they are able to assess their employees’ potential and have
access to them. This led to the realisation that companies are a decisive target
group for the success of this communication campaign.
Top-down strategy
Due to the heterogeneity of target groups
and need to avoid dispersion, SERI decided not to launch a broad-based umbrella
campaign. Instead, a top-down and a
supplementary bottom-up strategy will
be implemented.
The top-down strategy will work by canvassing various professional organisations
to convince them to work with the agency. Branch-specific communication involving professional organisations will result
in increased awareness among two of the
target groups (i.e. companies and counselling centres). These two target groups
will be encouraged to actively participate
in the promotion of vocational qualifications for adults. They will be provided with
various brochures, trade fair pamphlets
or presentation materials, which can be
used to can inform employees or interested adults who lack a desired vocational
qualification.

Bottom-up strategy
In addition to the top-down strategy, the
agency will also implement a bottom-up
strategy that specifically targets adults.
This target group is very heterogeneous
and uses very different media. However,
most adults are likely to be active in social media, which is why a social media
campaign will be implemented to bring
targeted advertising to adults. In addition,
adults and those around them will be able
to read real success stories in public media. This will further underscore the opportunities for adults seeking vocational
qualifications.
Added value as a common denominator
Various instruments will be used to implement the combined top-down and
bottom-up strategy in 2018 and 2019.
However, all instruments will convey the
same core messages. A common denominator for all three target groups is the
added value that a vocational qualification
brings to adults and companies.

for adults. The selection of testimonials
covers representatives of all three target
groups from different economic branches.
The campaign will gain credibility through
these testimonials and will include just the
right amount of diversity to inspire the
various target groups. The stories and
opinions expressed in the testimonials
will also be used to generate content for
all communication channels - from the
microsite at www.berufsbildungplus.ch
to advertising and other media activities.
Contact
Sabina Giger, SERI
Project Manager
+41 58 463 14 06
sabina.giger@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Vocational qualifications for adults
www.berufsbildungplus.ch

This added value will be conveyed by real
testimonials. Those giving their testimonials will describe their personal (educational) background or share their experiences in relation to vocational qualification

MORE PERFORMANCE

«WE WORK MORE
EFFICIENTLY WHEN
OUR EMPLOYEES
HAVE A SOLID
QUALIFICATION.»
Pepe Russo, 42
CEO
Giovanni Russo AG
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Accelerated creation, review and revision of VET programmes

‘A solid system, branch-specific expertise and good cooperation are decisive factors’
The development of the new two-year Federal VET Certificate programme for chemical and pharmaceutical assistants
took only nine months to complete. Normally such a process takes an average of three to four years. Working with
two professional organisations and the cantons, SERI project manager Monika Zaugg-Jsler was involved in developing
the new VET programme.

Monika Zaugg-Jsler, SBFI, SERI, Project manager,
Vocational Education and Training Section

The new VET programme was created almost four times faster than
usual. How was that possible?
Monika Zaugg-Jsler: Many favourable
factors contributed to this outcome. For
one thing, the new VET programme was
implemented by sponsoring professional
organisations that were already established. This greatly simplified consultation and coordination throughout the
country. The professional organisations
set the process in motion by contacting
SERI to express the need for a new twoyear VET programme. The criteria for the
new VET programme as well as the
desire and motivation required to implement it were present. In other words,
the Confederation, the cantons and the
professional organisations in question did
not have to start from scratch. Also, there
used to be a two-year VET programme
for chemical assistants that had been
phased out due to a lack of demand. The
corresponding documents and experience proved very useful in developing the
new Federal VET Certificate programme
for chemical and pharmaceutical assistants.
8

The existing formal requirements such
as those set out in the handbook on
the creation, cyclical review and revision of VET programmes ensured good
cooperation and a structured approach.
Another crucial factor was that all three
VPET partners (i.e. the Confederation, the
cantons and the two professional organisations involved) formally committed to
the project before work actually began.
All the parties involved in the project also
agreed in advance to a specific timetable with associated procedural steps
and milestones, and they stuck to that
timetable. The steering group was also
well prepared and motivated. Finally, the
project manager on the professional organisation side was very familiar with the
Swiss VPET system in general, which was
really helpful.
How was cooperation within the
CODQ?
There was an outstanding level of cooperation within the committee for occupation development and quality (CODQ)
that the professional organisations had
tasked with development of the new
VET programme. Since the members of
the CODQ already knew each other from
a previous review and revision project,
they were already familiar with the relevant procedures and conditions. This not
only made the approach more efficient,
it also simplified communication. The
comprehensive planning that took place
at the very early stages was also essential in creating optimal conditions. As a
result, everyone was pulling in the same
direction.
It is also worth noting that not only the
CODQ, but also the organisational structures of the parties involved, as well as
the cantonal authorities, all helped to
ensure that the VET programme developed smoothly. During the implementa-

tion phase, vocational schools and branch
training centres worked together, created
synergies and coordinated their activities
across cantonal borders.
Is there any risk that the fast pace of
implementation will have a negative
impact on the quality of education
and training?
Not at all. We do not expect any negative effects on the quality of education
and training, especially considering the
amount of care that was put into the
work. However, as with any review and
revision project, there are risks associated
with implementation. If a new VET programme is developed in less than a year
and within the same year of scheduled
commencement, then follow-up work
must be considered at a very early stage.
The challenge was therefore to work
in parallel on implementation and enforcement issues. However, if the professional organisations (in this case, an
employers’ association and an employees’ association) are well-positioned, have
considerable resources at their disposal
and if implementation takes place on
time, then rapid introduction of a new
VET programme should not pose a problem.
It is also important to notify vocational
counselling centres and local cantonal
VET offices at an early stage. The latter
must be able to assist vocational schools.
Branch training centres also have to be
designated. Furthermore, implementation
documents and teaching materials have
to be prepared within a reasonable period
of time. In other words, we have to think
about many different things at the same
time during the implementation phase. In
the case of the new Federal VET Certificate programme for chemical and pharmaceutical assistants, everything should
run smoothly.
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and the cantons have always managed to
meet the deadlines requested by professional organisations. The only requirement
has been that all three partners guarantee the quality required in their area of
responsibility and allocate the necessary
resources. This was most definitely the
case for all three VPET partners involved
in the development of the Federal VET
Certificate programme for chemical and
pharmaceutical assistants.

Photo: @aprentas

Activities of chemical and pharmaceutical assistants
Chemical and pharmaceutical assistants work in production facilities in the chemical and pharmaceutical industry as well as in biotechnology, agrochemicals and
cosmetics.
In their company, they work on large apparatuses and plants in which chemical, biological and pharmaceutical products such as medicines are produced. For example,
they remove process materials from containers and pour these into apparatuses and
equipment. They also set up apparatuses and equipment according to specifications
and perform simple maintenance work. Chemical and pharmaceutical assistants
usually work in a team and in a limited area of responsibility.
Upon completion of the two-year programme, holders of this Federal VET Certificate may continue their training to obtain a Federal VET Diploma.
More information about the occupation can be found here: www.berufsberatung.ch

Can other VET programmes be developed as quickly as this?
Generally speaking, if the procedure is as
efficient as this one, it can be replicated
each and every time a VET ordinance and
training plan need to be reviewed and
revised. Essentially it is up to the professional organisation(s) involved to set the
desired pace. If there is unity, a strong
resource base, the ability to coordinate
activities throughout the country, and
if clear objectives have been set, then
other VET programmes can certainly
be reviewed and revised just as quickly.
Further success factors include strong
networking among all project participants and the early involvement of all relevant stakeholders. Furthermore, a solid
system and branch-specific expertise
are decisive factors. Values such as reliability and attention to detail are also

We should also bear in mind that each review/revision of a VET programme brings
with it different requirements (size and
breadth of the occupation, necessary
coordination within a given economic
branch). Fixed schedules are not what
ensure rapid review/revision, but rather
a willingness on the part of all parties involved to adapt the duration of each review/revision project according to specific
requirements.
Contact
Monika Zaugg-Jsler, SERI
Project manager, Vocational Education
and Training Section
+41 58 462 11 08
monika.zaugg-jsler@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Handbook on the creation, cyclical review
and revision of VET programmes:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/berufsentwicklung

essential so that a tight schedule can be
adhered to.
Does SERI intend to strive for shorter review/revision times for VET
programmes in the future?
In order to ensure that SERI issues VET ordinances that reflect the required level of
quality, SERI has established guidelines on
how to prepare VET ordinances and training plans. It has also specified the general
conditions that must be met. However,
only a few of these procedural steps have
a fixed timeframe.
Each professional organisation exerts the
greatest influence over procedural steps
that have no fixed timeframe. Careful
planning of the various action steps is
what determines the duration of a given
review/revision project. Looking back, SERI
9
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Information and communication campaign launched to promote the Federal
Vocational Baccalaureate

«mehr drauf»
In June of this year VPET partners (i.e. the Confederation, the cantons and professional organisations) launched a
broad-based information and communication campaign ‘mehr drauf’ (more about it) to promote the Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (FVB). The website www.berufsmaturitaet.ch serves as the main campaign platform, providing VPET
partners with a wide range of information and promotional materials.
The Federal Vocational Baccalaureate
(FVB) is very important both as a means
of strengthening the Swiss VPET system
as a whole and in remedying shortages
of skilled workers. The FVB is an optional
supplementary qualification to the Federal Diploma of Vocational Education and
Training. Those wishing to prepare for the
FVB examination, either as part of their
VET programme or after graduation, attend a preparatory course covering general education subjects. Those who pass
the FVB examination have a broad range
of opportunities: as holders of both the
Federal Diploma of Vocational Education
and Training and the Federal Vocational
Baccalaureate, young people can either
enter the labour market directly or enrol
in a Bachelor’s degree programme at a
Swiss university of applied sciences (UAS).
In addition, FVB holders may attend another preparatory course for the University Aptitude Test (UAT). Those who pass
the UAT may enrol in a Swiss cantonal
university or federal institute of technology (ETHZ and EPFL). For their part, employers benefit by being able to recruit
skilled workers and managers, especially
in sectors that depend on graduates from
Swiss UAS.

The FVB information and communication campaign is an initiative of the Confederation, the cantons and
professional organisations. The three VPET partners are working together to raise awareness of the benefits
of dual-track VET programmes and to position the Swiss VET sector as an equal alternative to the Swiss
general education sector. Photo: zVg

Contact
Tommy Durrer, SERI
Project manager, VPET Policy Section
+41 58 462 93 79
tommy.durrer@sbfi.admin.ch
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Further information
www.berufsmaturitaet.ch

In order to inform young people and their
parents of the advantages of the FVB,
the new berufsmaturitaet.ch website
provides uniform, targeted information,
tools and messages. The presentations,
text blocks, factsheets, arguments, etc.
are designed to be used, disseminated
and further elaborated as needed by
teachers, career counsellors, professional
organisations and other interested parties. Images and short videos are intended to appeal to the emotions of interested people and serve to complement
information materials.
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What the FVB offers to companies
The ‘mehr drauf’ information and communication campaign to promote the
federal vocational baccalaureate is also intended to reach out to companies.
The information materials provided show the many benefits to be gained
from the FVB, and particularly the FVB1 option (i.e. preparation for the FVB
examination during the learner’s apprenticeship).
This campaign will draw the attention of companies to the following points:
• By supporting FVB preparatory courses, companies enhance their appeal as an
employer.
• Talented learners are drawn to FVB preparatory courses.
• By allowing learners to prepare for the FVB during their apprenticeships, companies
sow the seeds for tomorrow’s experts.
• Entrepreneurial thinking is encouraged in FVB preparatory courses

11
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Evaluation of sub-programme ‘Equal Opportunities for Women and Men at
Universities’ conducted by the Centre for Labour and Social Policy Studies (BASS)

Action plans lead to a variety of measures
An evaluation of the sub-programme ‘Equal Opportunities for Women and Men at Universities’ for the funding period
2013–2016 shows that although progress has been made towards achievement of equal opportunities, there is still
a need for action (e.g. the proportion of female professors). Prof. Doris Wastl-Walter, former Vice Rector of the University of Bern and Professor at the Institute of Geography of the University of Bern, supervised management of the
sub-programme. In her view, there is a need for both an explicit commitment to support women and compensatory
measures until real equal opportunities for men and women have been achieved.
cooperation with committees responsible
for assessing young researchers. A good
example is the crediting of additional time
for supervision duties in tenure track promotion.
On average, the proportion of
female professors at universities
in 2016 was 21.3%. Why was the
target of 25% missed?
There are different explanations for this.
The evaluation report hints that more
pressure on universities or stronger penalties and less ‘dissipation’ in six different
fields of action might have made a difference.

Prof. Dr. Doris Wastl-Walter, Universität Bern, Photo: Daniel Rihs

What is your general assessment of
the results of the final report?
Prof. Doris Wastl-Walter: In essence, the
evaluation presents the results of the
programme in a suitable fashion. The
evaluation is designed to supplement
the interim report published in 2015 and
is based on a documentary analysis of
the 2015 and 2016/17 reports as well
as on interviews with experts. Since the
interviews with experts were conducted
for the purpose of qualitative analysis,
it was only natural for the full spectrum
of opinions to be expressed without any
weight being given to any one opinion
in particular.
In your view, how have equal
opportunity officers contributed to
successful implementation of the
various action plans?
Equal opportunity officers certainly rendered outstanding service in the preparation and implementation of action plans:
they have contributed their expertise and
12

given the faculties considerable support
in developing their own action plans or
projects. However, it is up to the faculties
themselves to demonstrate a willingness
to take action.
Are there any good examples of
projects and initiatives?
Yes, quite a few actually. The programme
has made it possible for the faculties and
universities to develop measures suited to
their respective contexts and needs. These
include targeted programmes to promote
young researchers in postdoctoral programmes, support for ‘dual-career couples’ and activities to make STEM subjects
(science, technology, engineering and
mathematics) appealing to young women. Many measures have already been
included in existing structures to support
next-generation researchers. Steps have
also been taken to include gender criteria in decision-making on who is allowed
to progress through various qualification
levels. These steps were possible thanks to

However, there is no reason why the
proportion of female professors cannot
increase in the future. Analysis of individual fields and disciplines has revealed
shortcomings that could not have been
resolved even with penalties. There simply are not enough women appointed as
professors in fields such as human and
veterinary medicine (with the additional
burden of clinics), law, economics and
STEM-related fields. Targeted support and
creative activities in the area of appointment procedures, as provided for in the
action plans, can make a difference here.
Then a share of 25% is quite attainable
in the foreseeable future.
What possibilities are there for more
female professors to be appointed?
One possibility I always see is a quota.
This is politically difficult to achieve, but
would certainly be efficient. At the same
time, we must continue to support the
next generation of women and, where
necessary, tackle problems in a targeted
manner so that female candidates who
are really qualified enough can apply. Another important factor is raising awareness among established professors, who
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are also members of appointment committees, and ensuring that equal opportunity officers play a strong role.
You are approaching retirement:
What would you say were the milestones on the road to equal opportunities?
For me, measures to promote young
researchers and premiums for the appointment of female professors were a
clear political sign that equal opportunities were desired. The establishment of
equal opportunity officers and offices
were further signs that the issue was being taken seriously. Today, open discrimination against women is no longer so
easy. What I still see, however, is a certain
helplessness among people who want to
promote or appoint talented women and
then do not know exactly how they can
support them. So we will still need the
expertise of equal opportunity offices for
a while yet along with favourable general
conditions.

What action needs to be taken in
the future?
On the one hand, we still need an explicit commitment to promote women until
truly equal opportunities for men and
women have been achieved. In addition,
university structures must become ‘more
people friendly’: we are also losing talented and promising young men who do not
wish to expose themselves to stringent
selection pressures during the family formation phase and the uncertainty associated with an academic career. A certain
flexibility and consideration of individual
living conditions would encourage some
to try. Excellence and equal opportunities
in all their aspects should not be played
off against each other, but should be part
of a good higher education strategy. This
not only prevents inequalities, but also
reinforces variety in finding solutions in
research and excellent teaching (diversity
over uniformity).

Contact
Prof. Dr. Doris Wastl-Walter
University of Bern
Head of Cultural Geography Group
+41 31 631 80 16
wastl@giub.unibe.ch
Irene Rehmann, SERI
Scientific Advisor, Higher Education
Division
+41 58 462 96 62
irene.rehmann@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Evaluation report:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/suk_p4
swissuniversities:
www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/
nachwuchsfoerderung/chancengleichheit

Equal opportunities programme: change of system complete
The Confederation supports university cooperation projects of national importance
through project-related contributions. This includes the promotion of equal opportunities.
Whereas previous phases of the equal opportunities programme mainly funded
projects to implement thematic priorities and paid out premiums to encourage the
appointment of female professors, the fourth programme phase (2013–2016) saw
a fundamental change of system. Since 2013, the allocation of federal funds has
been made contingent on presentation of specific action plans to promote gender equality. This has created greater room for the formulation of equality policies
adapted to suit local needs. The evaluation assessed the programme in terms of
both management and impact.
Prof. Yves Flückiger, University of Geneva, headed the Equal Opportunities P-4
sub-programme for the first two years. In 2015, Prof. Doris Wastl-Walter, University
of Bern, took over the management of this sub-programme alongside her duties
as P-4 programme head, which she has performed since 2013. The management
committee is comprised of professors and equal opportunity officers.
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Survey of former scholarship holders

Positive effects of Swiss Government Excellence Scholarships
Researchers from around 100 countries who received Swiss Government Excellence Scholarships for Foreign Scholars
and Artists in the past 20 years were asked to take part in a survey to determine their career trajectories, geographical
mobility and ties to Switzerland. The study comes to a positive conclusion: the ‘Swiss Government Excellence Scholarships’ promote scientific exchange and contribute to long-term relationships. The survey was conducted on behalf of
SERI by the Bern research office w hoch 2 GmbH.
Level of agreement with statement that the FCS scholarship boosted their
personal career development

3%
3% 6%

0%

32%

20%

Strongly disagree

57%

40%
Disagree

60%
Undecided

Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

The results of the survey suggest that FCS scholarships have a major positive impact on career development.
n=1194. Source: w hoch 2 GmbH, Bern

Each year, the Federal Commission for
Scholarships for Foreign Students (FCS)
awards Excellence Fellowships to talented
researchers. This gives foreign academics the opportunity to continue their research work at post-doctoral or PhD level
(or master’s degree level for artists) at a
Swiss higher education institution.
The scholarships were introduced back in
the 1960s to support young scientists and
strengthen research cooperation between
Switzerland and over 180 countries. The
scholarship programme is an important
part of Swiss science policy, but also
of foreign, cultural and development
policy; about half of the scholarships
are awarded to people from developing
countries.
High response rate reflects commitment
The research office w hoch 2 contacted
1,983 former FCS scholarship holders who
received scholarships between 1996 and
2015. A total of 1,194 people from 105
countries completed the questionnaire, a
response rate of 60%. The results offer a
first glimpse at the mediumterm impact
of the scholarship programme. Although
not explicitly asked, many former scholar14

ship holders expressed their gratitude for
having been awarded the FCS scholarship.
This was certainly one of the reasons for
the high response rate and illustrates the
strong level of commitment that is generally reflected in the responses.
Switzerland as a sought-after place
for teaching and research
The findings show that the main reason
for applying for an FCS scholarship is to
gain access to Switzerland as an educational location. An FCS scholarship is regarded in particular as an opportunity to
work in one’s own research field under
the supervision of renowned professors.
The people interviewed are very ambitious and talented researchers who want
to advance their careers through a stay in
Switzerland. Accordingly, the results show
that the majority of FCS beneficiaries continue to pursue an academic career. As
intended, the FCS scholarship serves as
an instrument for the targeted support
of young academics.
Transfer of know-how
The results on geographical mobility show
that around three-fifths of respondents
were back in their country of origin at the
time of the survey. Most people who were

in their country of origin at the time of the
survey had returned to their country of
origin immediately after their stay in Switzerland. This means that we can speak of
‘brain circulation’: Academic talents do
not seem to migrate to third countries
in the long term. A repetition of the survey at a later date could clarify this even
more. In line with the FCS development
approach, researchers gain know-how in
Switzerland and can use it later in their
countries of origin. The mobile scholarship holders – i.e. those who were not
working in their country of origin at the
time of the survey – tend to come from
countries with a medium or low human
development index rating and are now in
a higher-positioned country.
Expansion of networks
The FCS scholarship leads to a long-term
relationship between the scholarship
holders and Switzerland or Swiss institutions: at the time of the survey, around
two-thirds of all respondents were still in
contact with institutions (usually universities, federal institutes of technology or
universities of applied sciences) in Switzerland. Furthermore, the respondents
stated that they maintained professional
or personal contact with an average of 15
people whom they had met during their
scholarship period. This shows that an FCS
scholarship creates lasting networks and
long-term ties with Switzerland. These
networks are ultimately of triple benefit:
firstly for the individual FCS scholarship
holders, secondly for the foreign universities and institutes (i.e. their current employers), and lastly for Swiss universities
and mentoring professors of scholarship
recipients.
Personal career step
When asked about what the scholarship
brought in terms of benefits, the former
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Focus: Postgraduate scholarships since 2013
Field of activity of scholarship holders
1996–2012 (n= 705)

Field of activity of scholarship holders
2013–2015 (n= 300)
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Until 2012, FCS scholarships were exclusively awarded to Master’s degree students
from around 70 countries. Starting in 2013, the focus was shifted to postgraduate researchers. At the same time, the scholarship programme was expanded to cover over
180 countries. Since then FCS scholarships have been referred to more specifically
to as ‘Swiss Government Ex-cellence Scholarships for Foreign Scholars and Artists’
The survey results provide a first assessment of the medium-term impact of the
changes made since the new orientation of the scholarship programme.
The results of the survey show clear differences between Master’s degree students
awarded scholarships until 2012 and postgraduate researchers awarded scholarships from 2013 on-wards. The latter are more likely to pursue long-term academic
activities. As intended, FCS scholarships support young academic talent even more
specifically since the new orientation (see chart).
Source of chart: w hoch 2 GmbH, Bern

FCS scholarship holders stated that they
had received sound methodological advice
from the supervising professors and had
managed to establish valuable national
and international contacts with their help.
The vast majority (89%) indicated that the
FCS scholarship boosted their career development and led to personal development. Overall, the survey concludes that
an FCS scholarship is a positive life-changing experience for scholarship recipients.

Contact
Walter Grossenbacher, SERI
Head of International Scholarships for
Higher Education Section
+41 58 463 26 75
walter.grossenbacher@sbfi.admin.ch
w hoch 2 GmbH, Bern
David Weibel
+41 31 558 58 63
d.weibel@w-hoch2.ch
Further information
Download study (from August 2018):
www.sbfi.admin.ch/scholarships_eng
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Two national research programmes reach completion with good results

New findings and promising knowledge and technology
transfer on nanomaterials and wood
In July the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER) informed the Federal Council of the
completion of two successful national research programmes (NRPs). In response to a recommendation made in relation
to NRP 64 ‘Opportunities and Risks of Nanomaterials’, a contact point was set up to provide SMEs, start-up companies
and industry with expertise on innovative applications for nanomaterials. NRP 66 ‘Resource Wood’ also achieved positive results: in addition to important research findings, NRP 66 gave rise to several industrial partnerships, the launch
of over a dozen Innosuisse projects and the establishment of four start-up companies to date.

In a project sponsored by the National Research Programme 66 ‘Resource Wood’, an eight-metre-long wood
and wood-cement composite panel was tested at the School of Engineering and Architecture of Fribourg.
Although it weighs only one-third of an equally strong, standard concrete slab, this new type of composite
material could be used in residential and office buildings. Photo: NRP 66, zVG

All things considered, NRP 64 and NRP
66 were successful undertakings. Both
NRPs are very important both in terms
of their scientific value and their applicability to the various user groups: the scientific community, society, private sector,
policymakers and government agencies.
From the perspective of the ‘client’, i.e.
the Confederation, these two NRPs fully
reached their objectives and may serve as
good examples for future NRPs.
Nanomaterials on track
Launched in 2007, NRP 64 ‘Opportunities
and Risks of Nanomaterials’ was intended to identify existing gaps in knowledge
about nanomaterials and to understand
the opportunities and risks for human
health and the environment associated
with the production, use and disposal of
artificial nanomaterials.
16

Synthetic nanoparticles have very different properties and, due to their extremely
small size - less than one ten thousandth
of a millimetre - can be used in a wide
variety of applications: in the health sector
(for the targeted transport of active medical substances or nanofiber-reinforced
bone substitutes), in the food sector (to
improve the shelf life of foodstuffs), in the
energy sector (for more efficient heating
and cooling systems) or in the construction sector (to repair roads or coat surfaces). The various research projects were
also able to provide concrete findings for
these areas of application. It was also
shown that the instruments established
to protect against the harmful effects of
synthetic nanomaterials are currently sufficient, but that each new nanomaterial
and each new application requires its own
risk assessment.

New contact point established
At total of twenty-three research projects
were carried out under NFP 64 over the
established five-year period (2010 until
end of 2015) for a total budget of CHF
12 million. Knowledge and technology
transfer (KTT) begins in the final phase of
each NRP, with the aim being to disseminate the acquired research findings and
identify possible ways to tap into application potential. In response to a recommendation made in relation to NRP 64,
a new contact point was created during
the ‘Swiss NanoConvention 2018’ in June.
This event is held to present new materials
for SMEs, start-up companies and industry. The new contact point will serve as a
bridge between research findings and innovative application and enable NRP findings to be transferred to other projects.
Wood offers a wide range of uses
Launched in 2010, NRP 66 ‘Resource
Wood’ was carried out in close cooperation between the Swiss National Science
Foundation (SNSF) and the Swiss Innovation Agency (Innosuisse).
In thirty interdisciplinary projects with industrial partners, researchers developed
innovative technologies and services for
the extended use of wood. Their findings
may also serve as the basis for further research and development activities. This
NRP also lasted for a period of five years
(2012-2016) and had a total budget of
CHF 18 million.
The research findings show that there is
considerable potential for additional and
broader use of wood. Many of these findings can be directly used to produce new
materials (e.g. nanocellulose and woodbased hybrid materials) and further devel-
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Consideration being given to additional NRPs
The Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) regularly reviews the impact of completed NRPs and the efficacy of NRPs as a research funding mechanism. A recent
evaluation was commissioned to examine the scientific and social impact of three
selected NRPs: ‘Benefits and Risks of the Deliberate Release of Genetically Modified
Plants’ (NRP 59); ‘Gender Equality’ (NRP 60) and ‘Sustainable Water Management‘
(NRP 61).
To sum up, as a funding mechanism, NRPs offer a compelling argument that research
can be used to develop solutions to pressing social issues. Praise was also given to
the research output of these three NRPs. In terms of broader impact, however, the
stakeholders involved felt that the NRPs did not fully meet expectations - albeit for
different reasons. They nevertheless recognised that the long-term impact of these
three NRPs cannot be ascertained. The evaluators therefore recommended, among
other things, that indicators to assess results and impact be decided at an early stage
and that relevant interest groups be involved in the research process.

Contact
Nicole Schaad, SERI,
Head of National Research Section
+41 58 463 59 85
nicole.schaad@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
NFP 64
www.nfp64.ch
NFP 66
www.nfp66.ch

Further information: www.snf.ch

oped using new technologies. Although
individual technologies are still at very different levels of developmental maturity,
the potential is recognised.
NRP 66 drew new researchers to investigate the properties of wood and enabled important dialogue to be established
with the Swiss Wood Innovation Network
(S-WIN). The recommendations made in
relation to this NRP included structural adjustments for more efficient forestry management, the increased use of wood as
a resource within a comprehensive Swiss

bio-economic strategy and the creation of
a bio-refinery competence centre, which
would also be supported by industry. NRP
66 representatives will monitor implementation of these recommendations in the
coming months.
All in all, NRP 66 ‘Resource Wood’
achieved positive results: in addition to
important research findings, this NRP gave
rise to various industrial partnerships, the
launch of over a dozen Innosuisse projects and the establishment of at least four
start-up companies to date.

A total of seventy-six NRPs
launched to date
Through its national research programmes (NRPs), the Confederation
supports research projects that can
be used to inform policymaking decisions and actions, thereby helping
to find solutions to current issues of
national importance. NRPs are implemented by the Swiss National Science
Foundation (SNSF) and are established
for a duration of five years each. Since
the inception of this research funding
mechanism in 1974, the Federal Council has launched a total of seventy-six
NRPs to date.

The National Research Programme ‘Opportunities and Risks of Nanomaterials’ (NRP 64) identified and supported areas in need of research to better understand the main opportunities and potential risks of the use
of artificial nanoparticles in biomedicine but also in materials science and the energy sector. These included,
for example, the question of how liposomes can be used to deliver drugs into cancer cells in a more targeted
fashion. Photo: Caroline Maake
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Surviving in space

ESA develops life-support system for long-duration space
missions
How can biological waste be recycled on long-duration space missions and how can water, oxygen and food be
produced? These questions are being addressed by the European Space Agency (ESA) in a project called MELiSSA. In
mid-June, SERI organised a workshop on the MELiSSA project. The main aim of this first workshop was to bring together Swiss actors who were either interested in or already actively involved in the project. Oliver Botta (SERI) and
Christophe Lasseur, head of the MELiSSA project at ESA, presented the project, explained the context and described
the latest developments to a group of 30 participants. The workshop was also an opportunity for all participants to
share experiences, interests and progress in their own fields.
MELiSSA stands for Micro-Ecological Life
Support System Alternative. It is a European Project aimed at developing technologies for a closed-loop life support system
based on biological pathways.
Closed-loop life support system
The driving element of MELiSSA is the
recovery of food, clean (drinking) water
and oxygen from carbon dioxide, wastewater and organic wastes, using light as
the ultimate source of energy to drive microbiological processes through photosynthesis. In a way, MELiSSA simulates the
natural processes taking place on Earth,
which is a closed system in its own right.
However, MELiSSA reduces things down
to the absolute minimum needed to close
the various loops. In its technological implementation, it functions as an assembly
of individual processes (mechanical grinding, bioreactors, filtration, wet oxidation,
etc.) that have to work together without
interference and under changing conditions. The controlling of these processes,
and the feedback loops, are the main
challenges in achieving a fully functional
system.
The motivation for the application of such
closed-loop life support system in human
spaceflight is to minimise the amount of
food, water and oxygen that needs to be
brought along on long-term missions (for
example to Mars). The transportation of
these essential supplies has tremendous
costs and takes up significant space on
the spacecraft.
Multidisciplinary approach
The MELiSSA consortium is a partnership
of independent organisations. The project is managed by ESA. MELiSSA partners
are universities, research centres and
18

SMEs as well as larger industrial actors.
Over 40 different parties from more than
13 countries make up the diverse MELiSSA community.
A project as complex and extended as
MELiSSA requires a multidisciplinary approach. Scientists and engineers from different domains work together to reach
the target of a robust closed loop system,
including fundamental research, applied
research, engineering and terrestrial applications.
The objective of the project is to develop
the technology that could be used in future human exploration of the solar system. However, the scientific results and
technical studies, as well as the technologies developed within MELiSSA over the
years, offer solutions to global challenges
such as waste recycling and water pollution treatment.

Information and networking
The goal of the workshop was to bring
together members of the Swiss research
community involved in MELiSSA and related scientific research. In Switzerland, a
number of universities (University of Lausanne, ETH Zurich), schools operating within a university of applied sciences (e.g. the
ZHAW, which is part of the Zürcher Fachhochschule), research institutes (EAWAG)
and companies (RUAG, ESTEE) are already
working on topics related to MELiSSA.
While these topics are directly linked to
space, some also cover more terrestrial
applications.
The workshop allowed the participants
to become familiar with the programme
framework of MELiSSA within ESA, as

well as the upcoming decisions to be
taken for future ESA programmes and
missions. It also brought together the research community as a whole to exchange
ideas, provide updates on research topics
and discuss potential priorities for future
technologies and scientific areas. This
workshop was organised by SERI as a first
step to allow the community to enlarge
its network and work more effectively together in identifying topics of significance
for Switzerland, be it in space or here on
Earth.
Contact
Oliver Botta, SERI
Scientific Advisor, Space Office
+41 58 462 99 67
oliver.botta@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
www.esa.int/Our_Activities/Space_
Engineering_Technology/Melissa
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ERI I Photo of the month

Professional pride: Learners enrolled in VET programmes in agricultural machinery in eastern Switzerland have a tradition of driving
their tractors to the vocational school on the last day of their final examination. This year, around 40 learners from the cantons of
Thurgau, St. Gallen and the half-cantons of Appenzell Ausserrhoden and Appenzell Innerrhoden head to the LMB Technik+Bildung
training centre in Weinfelden (TG). Photo: René Schedler

Figure of the month

CHF
297
million

In 2017, the Confederation spent around CHF 297
million on federal policy research. Apart from very
large-scale projects (particularly in the policy areas
of Agriculture, Security and peace policy and Development and cooperation), which require considerable amounts of funding over very long periods, a
project generally takes less than two years and costs
around CHF 100,000.

The Federal Administration initiates and supports
scientific research to generate research findings required to fulfil its tasks. This research in the public interest is referred to as ‘policy area research’.
www.ressortforschung.admin.ch

Allocation of funding to the various areas of federal policy research
Other research 6,6%
Sustainable transport 3,2%
Sports and fitness 0,6%

Health system 3%
Social insurance system 0,6%

VPET system 1,1%

Environment 5,7%

Security and peace policy 7%

Agriculture 44,5%

Development and cooperation 15,3%
Sustainable spatial planning and
mobility 0,4%
Energy 12,2%
Source: SERI
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LERNE MAURER,
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PROFIS KOMMEN WEITER.
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