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Dear reader

The complex issue of the lack of skilled workers educated and trained in Switzerland 
is a concern to us. Data is indeed available which gives cause for thought. There is a 
shortage of medical staff for example, yet there are at least 2000 trained women 
doctors not working in their chosen profession. This shortfall can be compensated by 
importing qualified staff from across the border and from increasingly further afield. 
This recourse to foreign workers also occurs in other sectors such as agriculture and 
construction.

Obliging people to work in a particular area is not a feasible way of tackling such a 
problem. But why do well-trained people like the women doctors mentioned above 
not stay in the healthcare system? Maybe because of the difficulties of juggling work 
and family life? Or perhaps the career path is simply too long (in 2014 the average of 
medical graduates was almost 27, and almost 38 for those obtaining a federally rec-
ognised CET qualification)? Or is it due to the tax system, which penalises dual earn-
ers?

There is probably room for improvement in all these areas. But if we shift away from 
this example and look at the problem in more general terms, it is not something that 
can be solved through the education system alone. Action needs to be taken across a 
wide range of fields. A further factor is that it is not possible to predict what the right 
courses are to be fit for tomorrow’s job market. Some sectors enjoy boom periods 
followed by shorter or longer slumps. The financial sector is a prime example. It is easy 
to recommend retraining, but not quite so easy in practice. While it is good to have a 
generous social security system in place, but it doesn’t always provide the right incen-
tives. In the case of non state regulated occupations it is perhaps worth asking what 
added value certificates and diplomas actually provide for people in terms of employ-
ability.

Policy on migration and immigration, health, social affairs, family and gender; taxa-
tion, professional licensing, the interests of the cantons and professional organisations 
and education policy: the latter often comes under greater pressure than the others 
because seemingly there are no conflicting interests. But the impression is deceptive 
because the impact of making changes to priorities in a federal education budget 
based on the principle of subsidiarity only becomes evident further down the line.

Mauro Dell’Ambrogio
State Secretariat for Education,Research and Innovation SERI

SERI NEWS 10/15 l EDITORIAL
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Interview with State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio

“Cooperation is becoming increasingly important”

In the current four-year period for the promotion of education, research and innovation (ERI), the Confederation is 
spending around CHF 6.5 billion every year. How is implementation of the ERI Dispatch for 2013-2016 progressing? 
What has been achieved? What challenges have to be overcome? State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio, Director of 
SERI, talks to us.  

The 2013-2016 funding period still has 
another year to go. What, in your view, is 
notable about this period? 
State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio: 
Education, research and innovation are 
generally considered a top priority. This 
has enabled us to make progress in a 
number of strategic projects. For ex-
ample, the strengthening of professional 
education and training is making good 
progress. Those who attend preparatory 
courses for federal PET examinations 
should in future receive financial sup-
port. An important milestone is also the 
introduction of the Federal Act on the 
Funding and Coordination of the High-
er Education Sector (HEdA). It provides 
the Confederation and the cantons with 
a reliable framework for cooperation in 
the Swiss higher education area.  In re-
search, too, we have further improved the 
framework conditions. I’m thinking, for 
example, of the revised Federal Act on the 
Promotion of Research and Innovation, 
the Swiss Innovation Park getting back on 
track and the reform of the Commission 
for Technology and Innovation, which is 
set to be transformed into the effective 

Swiss Agency for Innovation Promotion, 
Innosuisse. 

The current period can be considered in 
particular from a cooperation perspective. 
The Confederation and cantons have re-
newed their joint education policy goals, 
thereby confirming their resolve to work 
together to shape the Swiss education 
system. Cooperation is already very much 
in evidence beyond Switzerland’s nation-
al borders. The co-presidency of ESA, 
the chair of EuREKA and participation 
in research organisations such as XFEL 
are tangible evidence that Switzerland is 
very interested in international knowledge 
sharing and plays an active role in this 
area. This is why we also set great store 
by our participation in the Eu’s research 
and education programmes. I hope that 
we can make substantial progress on the 
latter two projects in 2016.

The Federal Act on the Funding and Co-
ordination of the Higher Education Sec-
tor entered into force at the beginning of 
2015. How is SERI managing in the new 
environment? 

The HEdA is heavily influenced by the no-
tion of cooperation. This was already in 
evidence before the new law came into 
force as the Confederation, cantons, rec-
tors’ conferences and other players had 
already started working together more 
closely. And this year, the HEdA entering 
into force formally marked the beginning 
of a new era in higher education. While 
at first it was a question of the players 
getting to grips with their roles, now the 
focus is more on taking advantage of 
scope for action. One of the first chal-
lenges is our goal of increasing the num-
ber of holders of qualifications in human 
medicine.  

How would you rate the instruments in 
the promotion of research and innova-
tion?
We are in the fortunate position of having 
a very good general set-up. Our research 
promotion draws on a small number of 
established principles and a streamlined, 
coordinated set of instruments. The  
CHF 2 billion or so we invest in research 
promotion every year is money well 
spent, as shown by international com-
parisons, although there is of course no 
strict causality between input and out-
put, and research is a risky and lengthy 
business. 

Freedom of research, the autonomy of 
universities, the bottom-up principle and 
the focus on excellence are set to remain 
guiding notions going forward. It is im-
portant that we cultivate these areas. We 
are also keen to adapt our instruments if 
necessary. I’m thinking of the CTI reform, 
the closer collaboration between the 
Swiss National Science Foundation and 
the CTI, the Swiss Innovation Park and the 
flexible management of our swissnex of-
fices abroad. To me it’s important that we 
continue to grant this private initiative the 
requisite flexibility. The Wyss Translational 
Center, set up by ETH and the university 
of Zurich and inaugurated at the begin-

State Secretary Mauro Dell'Ambrogio: "Education, research and innovation are generally considered 
a top priority. This has enabled us to make progress in a number of strategic projects." 
Photo: Christophe Stolz
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ning of December, is a good example of 
an innovative bridge between the public 
and private sectors.  

Where do you see VPET going? 
Vocational and professional education 
and training is firmly established in Switz-
erland. It is a part of the education system, 
is closely coordinated with the needs of 
the labour market and offers excellent 
development and career prospects. For 
us, the Confederation, it is important 
to develop vocational and professional 
education and training together with the 
cantons and professional organisations. 
At this year’s high-level meeting of VPET 
stakeholders and VPET partner confer-
ence, we worked together to set out the 
future priority areas: strengthening PET 
programmes, developing the vocation-
al baccalaureate, enhancing vocational 
qualifications for adults and improving 
information are the main lines of develop-
ment. The important thing, it seems to 
me, is that we utilise the scope for action 
set forth in the Vocational and Profes-
sional Education and Training Act.  As an 
open framework law, it offers scope for 
new developments. We have the neces-
sary funds available for innovations and 
reforms via innovation and project fund-
ing. If VPET can keep pace with changing 
framework conditions, we will be well on 
track. We should also pay special atten-

tion to international positioning. In this 
area, we are in the process of ensuring 
our Swiss VET and PET qualifications can 
be understood internationally using the 
National Qualifications Framework. More-
over, with the new English qualification 
titles, we are driving home the fact that 
PET is an established part of the higher 
education system.

Education, research and innovation have 
been consolidated at federal level for al-
most three years now. What has changed? 
The merger in early 2013 has definitely 
paid off. Since we moved in to the prem-
ises on Einsteinstrasse a year ago, SERI is 
now literally under one roof. I’ve noticed 
that common understanding is grow-
ing. At first glance you might think that 
Federal VET Certificate programmes and 
European space programmes have little 
in common, but as elements of the over-
all education, research and innovation 
system, they both contribute to Switz-
erland’s overall competitiveness. We are 
currently in the process of reorganising 
our task portfolio and eradicating the 
last few cases of duplication. In this way, 
we aim to strengthen VET and PET pro-
grammes. We are also looking at ways 
of streamlining our administration and 
reviewing which are our core tasks and 
which ones could be better fulfilled by 
others.   

What are set to be the hot topics in the 
field of ERI in the next few years? 
In the area of ERI, we do best when we 
take a long-term approach. Kneejerk re-
actions seldom bring long-term results. 
We are therefore committed to ensuring 
that we can continue to pursue the paths 
we have chosen. In the upcoming ERI 
period, the key topics, such as ensuring 
an attractive apprenticeship market, the 
qualification of skilled workers, promoting 
junior researchers at higher education in-
stitutions, optimising the framework con-
ditions for research and innovation and 
international positioning will continue 
to be central. A key question will revolve 
around how we use the available funds 
as efficiently as possible. The preparatory 
work for the new ERI Dispatch 2017-2020 
is on track. The plan is for the Federal 
Council to submit the dispatch to parlia-
ment in spring 2016.

Contact
Dani Duttweiler, SERI
Deputy Head, Communications
  +41 58 462 45 60
  dani.duttweiler@sbfi.admin.ch 

Further information
  www.sbfi.admin.ch

Case Management for vocational education and training (VET)

A proven process for integrating young people in VET

VET Case Management, which was launched in 2007, is designed to integrate young people with various problems in 
VET and to support them throughout their training. The aim is for young people to successfully obtain an upper secon-
dary level qualification. Financial support from the Confederation for this integration measure, which is implemented 
by the cantons, is set to expire at the end of 2015. An evaluation published in December 2015 indicates that VET Case 
Management has proven its worth and is successfully implemented on the ground. 

Integrating young people in vocation-
al education and training is one of the 
Federal Council’s central concerns. In-
creasing the graduation rate at upper 
secondary level has been one of the joint 
education policy targets of the Confed-
eration and cantons since 2011. It aims 

to ensure that 95 per cent of all 25-year-
olds hold a post-compulsory qualification 
by 2020. 

Closing the gaps
The Vocational and Professional Educa-
tion and Training Act provides for a range 

of measures to ensure that young people 
obtain a post-compulsory qualification.  
These include mentoring, individual sup-
port and the two-year VET programmes 
leading to the awarding of a Federal VET 
Certificate. In 2006, the Confederation, 
cantons and employment organisations 
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VET Case Management enjoys a high level of acceptance among the young people affected. Source: Egger, 
Dreher & Partner AG, 2015 (in German or French only)

also agreed to introduce VET Case Man-
agement (VETCM). This aims to help 
young people with academic and social 
difficulties get onto a VET programme 
and provides them with support through-
out their training. It is a structured pro-
cess that coordinates existing offerings 
and all the individuals and institutions 
involved. It therefore increases the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of the measures 
deployed. 

Developed by alliance partners
VET Case Management was introduced 
by the cantons. During the implemen-
tation phase from 2008 to 2011, the 
Confederation provided start-up funding 
amounting to CHF 20 million. As the de-
velopment and establishment phase took 
longer than expected, the Confederation 
provided additional funding totalling CHF 
15.5 million for a consolidation phase 
lasting until 2015.  Moreover, the Con-
ference of Swiss VET/PET Agencies and 
the Confederation have supported the 
implementation with various sub-pro-
jects, in particular training case manag-
ers, providing software and promoting 
the exchange of experience. 

Incorporated in cantonal instru-
ments
From the outset, the Confederation 
planned to evaluate the development 
and effectiveness of VETCM. In 2010-
2011, an external evaluation started 
by reviewing implementation in the 
cantons. The results of this evaluation 
showed that VETCM is well established 
at cantonal level. Many cantons used 
the launch of VETCM to review and op-

ticipating in VETCM for 25% of young 
people and slightly improved for a fur-
ther 51%. 

• Around 90% of the VETCM partic-
ipants surveyed were very or at least 
somewhat satisfied with VETCM. Of 
the VETCM’s partner institutions sur-
veyed, 45% were very satisfied with 
the VETCM service and a further 47% 
were somewhat satisfied. 

More young people obtain an upper 
secondary qualification 
Case Management was able to guide 
some 48% of all participants to a VET 
programme within two years and a fur-
ther 18% to an interim solution. Accord-
ing to evaluators, we can assume that 
VETCM led to a significant reduction in 
the number of individuals not embark-
ing on a VET programme, particularly 
among the at-risk groups “school leav-
ers not in employment or training” and 
“young people leaving interim solutions 
not in employment or training”, who the 
programme is generally able to reach ef-
fectively.

Action areas
Despite these good results, the evalua-
tion report highlights a number of areas 
where there is room for improvement: 
• The overall strategy objective at tran-

sition I is to ensure that 95% of all 
young people obtain an upper sec-
ondary level qualification. To achieve 
this, guiding all young people who 
fail to make the transition from school 
to post-compulsory education (tran-
sition I) towards suitable training  
or employment is a key success factor.  
Some cantons recommend developing 
an overall concept and admission man-
agement system for this purpose.  

• The activities of the cantonal VETCM 
offices should be geared towards the 
needs of the relevant target group – 
and not vice versa. The target group of 
VETCM includes all young people who 
fail to make the transition from com-
pulsory to post-compulsory education 
(transition I). 

• Most cantonal VETCM systems still fail 
to maintain an intensive relationship 
network with partners from the social 
security system and from integration 
promotion. 

• An important target group that is 
mostly not reached by VETCM bodies 

timise the structure and effectiveness of 
their existing support systems. VETCM 
is thereby incorporated in the relevant 
overall strategies aimed at integrating 
young people in vocational education 
and training. 

Analysing the impact of VET Case 
Management 
In 2014-2015, a second evaluation was 
carried out to examine the impact of 
VETCM. Egger, Dreher & Partner AG in 
Bern was commissioned to conduct the 
evaluation. The evaluation’s main aim 
was to examine the impact of VETCM 
since its launch. In particular, the study 
aimed to highlight to what extent VETCM 
contributes to increasing the graduation 
rate at upper secondary level to the tar-
get of 95%. 

The evaluation published in December 
2015 indicates that VET Case Manage-
ment is well received by those directly 
concerned: 
• The institutions surveyed that had al-

ready referred young people to VETCM 
think that the programme  significantly 
increased the opportunities of success-
fully embarking on a VET programme 
for 32% of these young people, and 
somewhat increased them for a further 
48%. The survey of participants them-
selves reveals a similar picture, with 
45% of respondents seeing an overall 
improvement in their training situation 
as a result of participating in VETCM, 
while 36% saw a slight improvement. 

• In addition, the referring bodies think 
that young people’s life situations sig-
nificantly improved as a result of par-
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in all cantons surveyed are those who 
drop out of a VET programme and do 
not embark on another one. 

• For many cantons, providing infor-
mation on the number of individuals 
experiencing major difficulties at tran-
sition I is not currently straightforward.  
Efforts should be made to achieve 
greater transparency regarding edu-
cational pathways at transition I. Such 
data will ensure that target individu-
als can be persuaded to participate in 

VETCM, and will allow a system to be 
developed to monitor how effectively 
the VETCM offices are able to reach 
the various target individuals. 

Contact
Christian Eicher, SERI
Project Manager, Subsidies and Project 
Funding unit, Education Fundamentals 
Division
  +41 58 465 51 27
 christian.eicher@sbfi.admin.ch 

Further information
The latest evaluation (in German, French) 
can be found in
 www.sbfi.admin.ch/evaluationen

International Standard Classification of Education 

Number of levels rises from six to eight
The International Standard Classification of Education developed by UNESCO facilitates comparisons of education 
statistics and indicators across countries on the basis of uniform definitions. The transition of the previously used 
definition (ISCED 1997) to the new ISCED 2011 took place this year and was reflected for the first time in the OECD’s 
publication “Education at a glance” which was published at the end of November. 

The ISCED was developed in the 1970s 
and revised in 1997 and 2011. The 2011 
revision took into account important 
changes in the education systems across 
the world. The classification now has 
eight levels instead of six as before. From 

Post-compulsory educational programmes according to 
ISCED-2011

ISCED 3: Upper secondary education
• Baccalaureate, federal vocational baccalaureate or specialised baccalaureate 

programmes and programmes at upper secondary specialised schools  
• VET programmes with Federal VET Certificate or Federal VET Diploma 

ISCED 4: Post-secondary, non-tertiary education
• Bridge vocational baccalaureate – university
• Bridge baccalaureate – university of applied sciences

ISCED 5: Short-cycle tertiary education
• Short PET programmes that are not regulated by the Confederation

ISCED 6: Bachelor’s or equivalent level
• Federal PET Diploma Examination/Federal PET Diploma
• Degree from a professional college
• university Bachelor’s degree from a university, university of applied sciences or  
 university of teacher education  

ISCED 7: Master’s or equivalent level
• Advanced Federal PET Diploma Examination/ Advanced Federal PET Diploma
• university Master’s degree from a university, university of applied sciences or  
 university of teacher education

ISCED 8: Doctoral or equivalent level

higher education. ISCED-1997 levels 5A 
(higher education up to master’s level), 5B 
(professional education and training) and 
6 (doctoral level) have therefore been re-
placed by ISCED-2011 levels 5 (short-cycle 
tertiary education), 6 (bachelor’s or equiv-
alent level), 7 (master’s or equivalent level) 
and 8 (doctoral or equivalent level). 

In national reporting, the Federal Statisti-
cal Office will continue to draw a distinc-
tion between PET and higher education. 
At international level, however, this will 
be renounced as there are no uniform 
definitions available.

Contact
Emanuel von Erlach, Federal Statistical 
Office (FSO)
Head of Division, Further Education and 
Indicator System 
  +41 58 463 62 23
 educIndicators@bfs.admin.ch

Further information
Nomenclature (ISCED 2011): 
 www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/

index/infothek/nomenklaturen/blank/
blank/isced/01.html

Education and science topic area: 
  www.education-stat.admin.ch

Switzerland’s perspective, these changes 
particularly affect the presentation of re-
sults at tertiary level. 

At tertiary level, a distinction is no longer 
drawn internationally between PET and 
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Two Swiss Study Foundation alumni talk about the promotion of talented young 
researchers, the interdisciplinary approach and the international element  

Benefiting from a diverse support programme

Dina Pomeranz, assistant professor at Harvard Business School, and Sebastian Hiller, associate professor at the Univer-
sity of Basel’s Biozentrum, received support from the Swiss Study Foundation during their degrees. Both have positive 
memories of the support they received. 

Your research focuses on development 
economics. What exactly does that in-
volve? 
Prof. Dina Pomeranz: Development 
economics is the study of developing 
countries. For example, we research the 
measures that governments, companies 
and NGOs can implement to improve 
people’s economic and social situations. 
What I find particularly motivating is 
that global poverty has massively dimin-
ished in recent years. The incomes of the 
world’s poorest people, their food secu-
rity, life expectancy and access to school-
ing have all seen a rapid improvement. 
This spurs me on to work with govern-
ments in Latin America and Africa to in-

vestigate how these positive trends can 
be further encouraged. 

How is teaching at the Harvard Business 
School different from the lecture style 
here in Switzerland? 
At the Harvard Business School, teaching 
is based on what we call the case method. 
This involves discussing a case study about 
a company or organisation. The students 
prepare the case in advance, so rather 
than a lecture the class consists of 90% 
discussion. My role as a professor is to 
guide the discussion to ensure that all the 
key points are discussed and that the pro-
cess still seems organic. Instead of giving 
the students the answers directly, I guide 

Swiss Study Foundation

A platform for ambitious students and postgraduates

The Swiss Study Foundation promotes academic excellence, motivation and responsibility among young people stud-
ying at Swiss higher education institutions. Some 650 students throughout Switzerland currently benefit from the 
foundation’s summer schools, study trips, scholarships and exchange and mentoring programmes. The Swiss Study 
Foundation is a private, non-profit organisation that was set up by three researchers in 1991. It is funded by contribu-
tions from the Confederation and cantons, charitable foundations, companies and private individuals. 

Cross-border scientific collaborations are 
a key priority for Switzerland as a location 
for education and research. This is why, 
within the framework of its Dispatch on 
the Promotion of Education, Research and 
Innovation, the Confederation supports 
organisations that establish and cultivate 
international links, promote interdiscipli-
nary exchange and encourage scientific 
networking. The guiding criterion when 
it comes to funding is academic excel-
lence. The Swiss Study Foundation is just 
one of the organisations funded by the 
Confederation. The federal government’s 
contribution relates to the financing of 
stays abroad. 

For almost 25 years, students and post-
graduates at universities, federal institutes 
of technology and universities of applied 
sciences have benefited from the Swiss 
Study Foundation’s diverse programmes in 
Switzerland and abroad. The foundation 
offers students accepted onto the pro-
gramme a broad range of complementary 
courses and seminars, financial support, 
individual guidance and mentoring and 
diverse networking opportunities. Thanks 
to a generous donation from the Wer-
ner Siemens Foundation, the Swiss Study 
Foundation will in future be able to sup-
port up to 1,000 young people. 

Contact
Benedikt Hauser, SERI
Deputy Head of Cooperation in  
Education Division
  +41 58 462 68 32
 benedikt.hauser@sbfi.admin.ch 

Further information
Swiss Study Foundation:
 www.studienstiftung.ch

SERI NEWS 10/15 l HIGHER EDuCATION

Dina Pomeranz, Assistant Professor at the Harvard 
Business School
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the class to draw their own conclusions. 
This requires a great deal of preparation 
as I can’t rely on Powerpoint presenta-
tions, but it is a lot of fun.

You were a scholar at the Swiss Study 
Foundation. How did the foundation 
support you and how did this experience 
help you?
The thing that motivated me the most 
at the Swiss Study Foundation was that 
they recognised my commitment. At the 
beginning I was somewhat sceptical and 
was worried that the Foundation would 
be a detached, elitist society. But later I 
got to know the members as very inter-
esting and committed people who like to 
get stuck in and go the extra mile. This 
led to many exciting discussions and ex-
periences. I was also able to benefit from 

the financial support, particularly during 
my research projects abroad. 

What role has the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (SNSF) and other Swiss fund-
ing institutions played in your career?
During my PhD at Harvard, the Jang-
gen-Poehn Foundation covered my living 
costs for a year, and I was subsequent-
ly able to embark on a post-doc at the 
Poverty Action Lab at Massachusetts In-
stitute of Technology (MIT) thanks to the 
SNSF. This allowed me to concentrate 
100% on my research, for which I am 
really grateful. 

Have you come across any practices in 
the U.S. which could be of interest to 
Swiss universities with a view to position-
ing themselves for the future?  

What I really love about Harvard is the 
international atmosphere. I have ben-
efited a great deal from my colleagues 
from India, Chile, Nigeria, any many 
other places, too. This diversity brings 
together know-how from all over the 
world, which gives rise to new and crea-
tive solutions and research ideas. This is 
why I’m very impressed to see how Swiss 
universities are becoming increasingly in-
ternational and diverse. This would make 
Switzerland more appealing to me if ever 
I were to consider coming back. 

Dina Pomeranz is an assistant professor at Harvard 
Business School. She grew up in Zurich and studied 
international relations in Geneva before completing 
a PhD in economics at Harvard. She received sup-
port from the Swiss Study Foundation during her 
studies.

Contact: dpomeranz@hbs.edu  
Twitter: @dinapomeranz

On its website the University of Basel's 
Biozentrum cites interdisciplinarity and 
internationalism as essential prerequisites 
for scientific success. Why?
Prof. Sebastian Hiller: To successfully ex-
plore and solve complex problems and 
interconnecting systems, you often need 
an approach based on diverse methods. 
The Biozentrum, with its interdisciplinary 
focus and intensive cooperation between 
individual groups, is itself a research net-
work. And the greater Basel area, in par-
ticular, with its numerous institutions, is a 
major network for world-class research. 
In addition, we maintain international 
contacts in order to offer our students 
the best opportunities in research and 
teaching. 

Is there any place for research that is not 
international and not interdisciplinary in 
today’s world?
There are certainly individual cases where 
cooperation is not essential, for example 
in monopolistic situations or in topics of 
national interest. But in most cases, par-
ticularly in life sciences, an interdiscipli-
nary approach offers essential benefits. 
In order to achieve optimum results, you 
therefore need to be open to all oppor-
tunities for collaboration.

You were a scholar at the Swiss Study 
Foundation. How did the foundation 
support you and how did this experience 
help you?                                                                  
The Study Foundation supported me by 
allowing me to attend many interest-
ing seminars, but also language courses 
abroad and summer schools. The person-
al contacts I made and the networking 
opportunities with others from the foun-
dation were really inspiring. Incidentally, 
it was actually one of the Study Founda-
tion’s summer schools that first introduced 
me to my research subject, and therefore 
helped get me where I am today. 

How do you think that the promotion 
of talented young researchers should be 
carried out? Which approaches do you 
consider the most effective? 
I see three main points. First, the pro-
motion should grant young researchers 

personal freedom and opportunities for 
development. This is achived by Financial 
Support. Second, it should help them to 
establish and strengthen personal con-
tacts. Third, it should create a sense of 
responsibility towards science and so-
ciety. Successful promotion of talented 
young researchers will produce the next 
generation of scientists and academics. 

You studied at ETH Zurich and you now 
work at the University of Basel. Which is 
the better university?
It is an outstanding achievement that 
the two cantons of Basel-Stadt and Ba-
sel-Landschaft operate an institution in 
the university of Basel that in many re-
spects is on a par with the ETH Zurich. 
This particularly applies to life sciences. 
I enjoyed my time at the ETH Zurich and 
the course was excellent, but I am now 
very proud to be able to contribute to the 
success of the university of Basel through 
my work. 

Sebastian Hiller grew up in Bretten in the German 
state of Baden-Württemberg. He studied interdisci-
plinary natural sciences at the ETH Zurich, complet-
ing a dissertation in structural biology. He received 
support from the Swiss Study Foundation during his 
degree, and later joined the alumni organisation. 
From 2007 he completed a post-doc at Harvard 
Medical School and has been SNSF Professor at the 
university of Basel’s Biozentrum since 2010. He has 
been associate professor there since August 2015. 

Contact: sebastian.hiller@unibas.ch

Sebastian Hiller, Asscociate Professor at the univer-
sity of Basel's Biozentrum
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Confederation supports harmonisation of grants at tertiary level 

Training courses at tertiary level are to be promoted and grants harmonised across cantons. The Confederation aims to achieve 
this through the new Education Subsidies Act, which parliament had approved as an indirect counter-proposal to the ‘Student 
Grants Initiative’. At the beginning of December, the Federal Council decided that it would enter into force on 1 January 2016.  

under the new act, the Confederation will provide funding at current levels to cover the expenses of cantons for grants and 
student loans at tertiary level (higher education and professional education and training). It will, however, take account of the 
new regulations governing the conditions under which cantons receive federal funding. Cantons that fail to meet the awarding 
criteria of the intercantonal concordat on grants will lose their entitlement to federal subsidies in this area. 

Further information (in German, French and Italian):   www.sbfi.admin.ch/stipendien

Federal Council standardises requirements for healthcare 
staff 

Switzerland aims to promote the quality of training and practice 
of healthcare professions. The Federal Council plans to fulfil this 
pledge for the occupations taught at universities of applied scienc-
es through a new Healthcare Occupations Act (HOA). The draft 
bill, which was drawn up by the Federal Department of Home 
Affairs and the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education 
and Research, was submitted to Parliament in mid-November. 

The bill is an integral part of the Federal Council’s ‘Healthcare2020’ 
strategy. One of the aims of the strategy is to ensure quality of care 
in Switzerland through more, well-qualified healthcare staff. The 
bill sets out standard requirements that apply throughout Switzer-
land for bachelor’s degrees in nursing, physiotherapy, occupational 
therapy, optometry, midwifery and nutrition and dietetics, as well 
as for master’s degrees in osteopathy.  It also regulates practice 
of the relevant occupations under individuals’ own professional 
responsibility. In addition, the draft bill provides for a national 
healthcare occupation register. This will guarantee implementation 
of the HOA across cantonal borders, enhance transparency for 
the public and make it easier for cantons to supervise healthcare 
professionals.

Further information (in German, French and Italian): 
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/gesbg

Factsheet: relationship between state and private schools in Switzerland

Education in Switzerland is predominantly run by the state. There are, however, a significant number of private schools. A new 
factsheet published by SERI provides an insight into the relationship between state and private schools in Switzerland. It con-
tains background information on the regulations governing the accreditation of schools in Switzerland and the qualifications 
they award. This will provide reliable information to those living abroad who are interested in embarking on an education in 
Switzerland. 

Further information:   www.sbfi.admin.ch/factsheets-e 
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Dispatch on Innosuisse Act referred to Parliament

CTI set to become the Swiss Innovation Promotion Agency 
(Innosuisse) 

The Federal Council referred the Dispatch on the Federal Act on the Swiss Innovation Promotion Agency (Innosuisse 
Act) to Parliament at the end of November. The bill is intended to put in place the legal basis to transform the Commis-
sion for Technology and Innovation (CTI) into a public-law entity. The future Innosuisse agency will therefore be better 
equipped to meet the future challenges of innovation promotion in the interests of the Swiss economy.  

The capacity of business to innovate 
plays a crucial role in ensuring compet-
itiveness and in turn jobs in Switzerland. 
The Confederation, through the CTI, is 
successful in supporting the transfer of 
knowledge from universities to business, 
and thus its capacity to innovate. The im-
portance of the CTI, which has existed for 
over 60 years, and the resources it has at 
its disposal, has grown in recent years. 
The reform of the CTI, which is currently 
an extra-parliamentary commission, will 
provide the new entity with more appro-
priate structures and greater scope for 
flexibility, thereby allowing it to better 
fulfil its tasks. 

The aims of the reform
The draft Innosuisse Act sets out the 
structure of the new entity, which is to 
be known as the Swiss Innovation Pro-
motion Agency (Innosuisse), and assigns 
to it the tasks previously performed by 
the CTI. The bill ensures a clear separa-
tion between the agency’s strategic and 
operational tasks. The planned organi-
sational structure also allows Innosuisse 
to be coherently integrated as a funding 
body into Switzerland’s system of research 
and innovation funding. This affects co-
operation with the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (SNSF), as it will be easier to 
implement joint programmes and initia-
tives due to the similar framework. Mean-
while, the interface with SERI will also be 
simplified, which will strengthen the CTI 
in implementing innovation promotion in 
particular. The running costs of the future 
Innosuisse are comparable with those of 
the current CTI. 

The bill introduces a single new task, 
namely support for young talent in the 
form of grants for university graduates. 
This will give talented young researchers 
the opportunity to acquire practical skills 

in a science-based company or to deep-
en their specialist knowledge by carrying 
out applied research in a research facility. 
This will run alongside the Swiss National 
Science Foundation scheme to promote 
young researchers and will contribute to 
tackling the shortage of skilled workers 
as part of the skilled workers initiative. 

Management structure of the new 
organisational form and allocation 
of responsibilities
Like the SNSF, Innosuisse is to have four 
bodies, each of which is allocated its own, 
specific functions and authorities:
• The Board, which consists of between 

five and seven members, is the organi-
sation’s highest body. It is responsible in 
particular for implementing the Federal 
Council’s strategic goals and supervises 
the Innovation Council and Secretariat. 
The members of the Board will perform 

their roles on a part-time basis and will 
be appointed by the Federal Council. 

• The Secretariat is an operational body 
that is responsible for the administra-
tion of Innosuisse and is therefore also 
the point of contact for all funding ap-
plications. It puts together the decision 
documents and passes them on to the 
Innovation Council for evaluation and 
decision-making.

• The Innovation Council, which con-
sists of a maximum of 25 members, is 
the central specialist body for decisions 
about innovation funding at Innosuisse. 
As such, it performs Innosuisse’s core 
activities. Like the Board, members of 
the Innovation Council perform their 
roles based on the militia system. The 
small number of members compared 
to the current CTI, coupled with the 
possibility of involving experts from a 
pool, all of whom are also employed on 
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CTI boosts the innovative capacity of Swiss companies  

Doodle Ltd. – the online scheduling tool that has been used millions of 
times around the world 
Doodle Ltd. was founded in March 2007 and is based in Zurich. It operates the 
online scheduling tool, doodle.com, which has been used millions of times across 
the world. Doodle Ltd. submitted a development project to the CTI entitled Sche-
duling tool for the Doodle platform in collaboration with the university of Applied 
Sciences and Arts North Western Switzerland. 

regenHU SA – 3D printers for cells
Thanks to a CTI-funded interdisciplinary project between the Zurich university 
of Applied Sciences (ZHAW) and the biomed firm regenHu Ltd., Switzerland is 
one of the world leaders in bio-printing. Following two CTI projects, regenHu 
SA successfully managed to layer printed cells three dimensionally. A bio-ink was 
also developed in the process, which has resulted in an optimum business model. 

AOT AG – Contact-free and precise bone surgery
AOT AG spun out of the university Hospital and the university of Basel. It has 
developed a system that allows robots to carry out contact-free and precise bone 
surgery using lasers. AOT AG won the CTI SwissMedtech Award in 2015.  As part 
of a further CTI project, an initial surgical procedure is planned for 2016. 
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a part-time basis, means the necessary 
science and business expertise can be 
guaranteed in a flexible manner.

• The Auditor checks Innosuisse’s ac-
counts on an annual basis.  

Parliamentary initiatives on the CTI’s 
organisational structure
The CTI is currently governed as an ex-
tra-parliamentary commission in the Fed-
eral Research and Innovation Promotion 
Act (RIPA). Since 2011, it has had deci-
sion-making powers. Experience in recent 
years has shown, however, that the form 
of an extra-parliamentary commission is 
not ideal for CTI’s funding activities.

The CTI’s organisational structure has 
been addressed in various parliamenta-
ry initiatives in recent years. The Federal 

Council used a motion submitted by Fe-
lix Gutzwiller (11.4136), member of the 
Council of States, as an occasion to exam-
ine the potential for making organisation-
al improvements. The analysis conducted 
by the State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation showed there 
was a need to make significant improve-
ment to governance structures. These can 
only be achieved by means of a thorough 
reform. 

Based on the analysis and the resulting 
report to act on the Gutzwiller motion, 
the Federal Council commissioned the 
EAER in November 2014 with the task of 
drawing up a proposal to transform the 
CTI into a public-law entity. The draft of 
the Innosuisse Act met with broad sup-
port during the consultation phase.

Contact
Magda Spycher, SERI
Head of Legal Affairs Research and 
Innovation 
  +41 58 464 25 31
 magda.spycher@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
Draft bill and Dispatch (in German, 
French and Italian only): 
 www.sbfi.admin.ch/institutions-e

Commission for Technology and  
Innovation: 
  www.kti.admin.ch

Building bridges between research and the market

The CTI is the Confederation’s funding agency for science-based innovation. The CTI’s mission is complementa-
ry to that of the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF), which promotes scientific research. The CTI is the 
Confederation’s established innovation promotion instrument.

In 2014, the CTI awarded funding totalling CHF 151 million:  
• Some 79 per cent of funds were spent on supporting R&D acti-

vities (CHF 118.5 million, including funding as part of the energy 
funding programme totalling CHF 15.8 million). These are projects 
that are submitted to the CTI by university research facilities or 
non-commercial research centres outside of the university envi-
ronment together with companies, in line with the bottom-up 
principle.  Partners from business and society do not therefore 
receive any direct funding from the CTI, but they benefit from 
the expertise obtained at university research facilities and non-
commercial research centres. The awarding of CTI funding is 
guided by the excellence of projects submitted. 

• Additional CTI funds of around 7 per cent were awarded to fund 
science-based start-ups and entrepreneurship (CHF 9.8 million). 

• The CTI allocates around 2 per cent of its funds to promote know-
ledge and technology transfer (KTT) between higher education 
institutions and companies (CHF 3.7 million). 

• As part of the energy funding programme, around 12 per cent 
of funds were also awarded to increase research capacities at  
the Swiss Competence Centers for Energy Research (SCCER)  
(CHF 18.8 million). 

Innovation projects
118,5

SCCER
18,8

KTT Support
3,7

Start-up and
Entrepreneurship

9,8

CTI funding 2014: The CTI allocates the majority of funding for R&D 
activities. This particularly benefits small and medium-sized enterpri-
ses. Source: Federal Council Dispatch on the Innosuisse Act
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Positive interim assessment

A roadmap for the further development of the swissnex 
network
At the swissnexDay’15 in Fribourg (see article p. X), State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio presented the report “A 
roadmap for the further development of the swissnex network”. Fifteen years after the first swissnex office opened in 
Boston, the report gives a positive assessment and presents opportunities for lean and flexible development.  

The starting point for the evaluation was 
the postulate “A roadmap to doubling 
the swissnex network” (PO 12.3431) 
submitted by Fathi Derder, a member of 
the National Council, and the preparatory 
work for the dispatch on the promotion of 
education, research and innovation (ERI) 
for the 2017-2020 period. The evaluation 
also considered the role of the science and 
technology counsellors based at Swiss 
embassies. 

The swissnex network currently compris-
es five locations in Boston, San Francisco, 
Shanghai, Bangalore and Rio de Janeiro, 
with three satellites in New York, Sao 
Paulo and Guangzhou. Together with the 
twenty science and technology counsel-
lors, they form the Confederation’s for-
eign network for education, research 
and innovation (ERI Network). In its ERI 
strategy drawn up in 2010, the Federal 
Council described the ERI Network as an 
instrument that allows Switzerland to 
raise its profile abroad in an area that is 
fundamental to its development.

High level of satisfaction
In early 2015, SERI carried out an internal 
performance and effectiveness review of 
the swissnex network. The review was 
based on an electronic survey in which 
just under a thousand people took part, 
nineteen stakeholder interviews, perfor-
mance indicators defined by SERI and a 
document analysis.  

The electronic survey confirmed the high 
level of satisfaction among partners. 
84% of those surveyed said they were 
satisfied or very satisfied with the coop-
eration with swissnex, and 87% would 
recommend it to others. The results of 
the survey suggest that swissnex is living 
up to its reputation as a bridge-builder. 
Depending on the type of networking, 
between 82% and 86% of those sur-
veyed considered the new contacts they 
had obtained as valuable or very valua-
ble. This was especially the view among 
representatives of universities of applied 
sciences.   

Effective funding instrument 
In answer to the question of how effective 
swissnex is as a funding instrument in the 
internationalisation of ERI players, refer-
ence was made to two indicators. On the 
one hand, as swissnex is an organisation 
based on partnership, the target is for at 
least two thirds of activities to be financed 
by second- or third-party funds (in-kind or 
cash). In concrete terms, this means that 
the project volume has to be at least three 
times higher than the project budget of 
the swissnex location in question provid-
ed by the federal government. This tar-
get was not only met but exceeded. In 
2014, all locations together financed just  
under a quarter of the total project 
volume (CHF 0.87 million of a total of  
CHF 3.65 million). 

Another impact indicator is the feedback 
from partners regarding the influence 
of swissnex on the achievement of their 
project objectives. Some 77% of the just 
over 300 people who had worked with 
swissnex according to the electronic sur-
vey claimed that they would not have 
achieved the same results if they had not 
worked with swissnex (with the same re-
sources).  Compared with this 77%, just 
8% believe that swissnex had no direct 
impact on their projects. 

Optimisation potential identified
The review also identified a number of 
areas where there is optimisation and 
development potential. For example, 
communication of the ERI Network as a 
whole, in particular the support oppor-
tunities offered by the science and tech-
nology counsellors, could be improved. 
Furthermore, as swissnex is an open plat-
form that is largely managed bottom-up, 
it does not yet have a properly formulated 
strategic focus. In this context, a mean-
ingful and constructive quantitative as-
sessment of output also remains a com-
plex challenge. 

On swissnexDay'15 in Fribourg, Prof. urs Hochstrasser, Switzerland's first science attaché (1958–1961: 
uSA and Kanada), was recognised by State Secretary Mauro Dell'Ambrogio for his service.
Photo: Christophe Stolz, SERI
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Opportunities and challenges
In the development of swissnex – and in 
some cases the entire ERI Network – a 
whole host of developments and chal-
lenges should be considered that are likely 
to become increasingly important in the 
coming years. So, for example, we can 
expect that activities in the field of innova-
tion are set to be given even given greater 
weighting. As a result, swissnex must also 
develop its services in an innovative way 
as the needs of its partners are changing 
constantly and rapidly. Emerging coun-
tries in particular, such as Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa have a high 
level of cooperation potential. However, 
due to cultural and social differences, this 
is difficult to tap. Swissnex must therefore 
adapt its profile and support offering ac-
cordingly and re-invent itself. 

In addition, ERI topics, such as vocational 
education and training and Swiss ener-
gy research, should continue to be the 
focus of Switzerland’s communication 
abroad and should help ensure a positive 
image for Switzerland. For this purpose, 
constructive and efficient cooperation 
between the various Swiss actors abroad 
(diplomatic missions, Swiss Business Hubs, 
Pro Helvetia, etc.) will be essential. Finally, 
the Confederation’s international strate-
gy regarding the non-European priority 
countries is set to move away from bilat-
eral activities to increasingly regional pro-
motion activities. This regional approach 
is likely to further consolidate coopera-

tion between swissnex, the science and 
technology counsellors and the diplomatic 
missions, and will give rise to new coop-
eration instruments. 

Roadmap: guidelines and measures – 
implementation from 2016
In light of this dynamic environment and 
the resulting changes in partners’ needs, 
the roadmap does not aim to stipulate the 
path for further development of the ERI 
Network based on quantitative standards. 
Instead, it sets out three guidelines in line 
with the bottom-up principle, which set 
forth the strategy for the coming years 
primarily based on qualitative criteria. The 
aim is to further consolidate the frame-
work conditions for flexible, dynamic and 
coherent development of the ERI Network.   

The roadmap guidelines are as follows:
1. It is important to build on the strengths 

of the swissnex model. These include 
the substantial autonomy of the loca-
tions and decentralised governance, as 
well as a dynamic organisational culture 
with teams that are entrepreneurial and 
think creatively.  

2. The further development of the entire 
ERI Network must be flexible, lean, 
prioritised and structured according 
to partners’ needs. This means on the 
one hand, experimenting with novel 
swissnex presences and partnerships 
(for example strategic partnership with 
Presence Switzerland for new, mobile 
swissnex satellites). On the other, new 

locations in strategically important 
countries should be considered (e.g. in 
Japan, South Korea and South Africa). 
In line with priorities set, swissnex Sin-
gapore was already closed in Septem-
ber 2015 and replaced by an education 
and science office at the Swiss embassy.  

3. The science and technology counsel-
lors largely pursue the same mission 
as swissnex and some of the services 
they already offer are similar to those 
of swissnex. This is not widely known, 
however. They should therefore be 
more heavily involved, particularly in 
communications and regional cooper-
ation. 

Implementation of the roadmap will be 
carried out from 2016 onwards by SERI 
in collaboration with the Federal Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs. In preparation 
for the 2021-2024 ERI Dispatch, a review 
should be carried out to gauge the status 
of implementation work.

Contact
Sebastien Hug, SERI
Deputy Head of International Relations 
Division
  +41 58 465 79 06
  sebastien.hug@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
Download the roadmap and the Con-
federation’s international ERI strategy: 
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/aussennetz-e

Netzwerk swissnex: 
  www.swissnex.org

Swissnex’s four core missions

• Networking: 
 swissnex networks researchers, entrepreneurs, innovators, pioneers and creative 

minds in a transdisciplinary manner in Switzerland and its host countries. 
• Visibility: 
 swissnex enhances Switzerland’s international profile as a leading and accessible 

location for innovation and science. It offers its partner institutions a physical 
and virtual platform through which they can strengthen their presence abroad 
(for example, participation of universities in network events). 

• Information and advice: 
 swissnex informs its stakeholders about global trends in education, science, 

technology and innovation. It also advises universities, innovative start-ups and 
R&D intensive companies on international expansion.

• Inspiration and knowledge sharing: 
 swissnex promotes learning and innovation processes through the sharing of 

knowledge and experience with experts and peers. It inspires Swiss ERI actors 
and provides them with insights into different types of innovation systems, 
educational landscapes and research institutions. 
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Big Data around the world 

Digitalisation opens up completely new prospects
In 2015, the Global Statement blog, written by the scientific counsellors and swissnex, focused on the effects of Big 
Data. The blog entries make it clear that Big Data is profoundly changing society and the economy. It affects processes, 
production and relations – and raises questions of data privacy and how to manage massive amounts of data. Addi-
tionally, the blog presents a selection of highly interesting national strategies.

One of the central aims of the scientif-
ic counsellors and swissnex is to inform 
Swiss players in the field of ERI of relevant 
trends and policy developments. One of 
the outlets they use to achieve this aim is 
the external network’s Global Statement 
blog.

Big Data – practical application
The blog mentions many different ways 
in which Big Data can be used, thereby 
helping to put its potential benefits into 
concrete terms.

National disaster response is one exam-
ple: in the aftermath of the earthquake 
in Japan in 2011, GPS information gath-
ered from vehicles in the area was used by 
Japanese authorities to identify passable 
roads. What is more, power outage in-
formation was communicated via several 
different websites, which encouraged 
people to save energy.

Smart cities use applications that process 
Big Data to make cities ‘smarter’. In Sin-
gapore, for example, public transporta-
tion users carry cards that they validate 
by holding them against a post when 
entering and exiting the subway or bus. 
This information is collected and can be 
used to generate a highly accurate map 
of all routes travellers take. Thanks to this 
precision data, resources can be allocated 
in a very targeted way. In other words, 
Big Data is transformed into Smart Data. 
Models can be generated using the col-
lected data to make predictions at various 
scales – for instance to measure the pre-
cise impact establishing a new bus line 
would have, including its effect on other 
areas such as traffic congestion or travel 
behaviour.

using Big Data is also a promising pros-
pect in the medical field. South Korea 
has implemented many health initiatives,  
including a system that allows hospitals 
to easily share patient records. In the  
uK, one start-up has analysed an im-
mense data set of prescriptions for every 
GP in England from 2011-2012 – no less 
than 37 million data rows in total. Fo-
cusing on drugs to reduce cholesterol, 
the analysis showed significant regional  
differences in medications prescribed. 
However, the fact that confidential, 
health-related data is particularly sensi-
tive does raise concerns regarding data 
protection.

Open Data initiatives
The Open Data Institute in London defines 
Open Data as information that anyone 
can access, use and share for commercial 
or non-commercial purposes. Currently 
it is mostly government or other local 
authorities who are launching this move-
ment by making some of their data ac-
cessible, though the number of business-
es and non-governmental organisations 
sharing data is also on the rise.

The blog presents some highly interest-
ing national strategies at this level. For 
instance, the Indian government has 
launched initiatives that aim to provide 
identification documents to citizens who 
could not easily access them otherwise. 
Furthermore, India is making e-govern-
ance platforms available to simplify con-
tact between citizens and government 
agencies. In France, a governmental 
Open Data strategy aims to make the 
public administration’s data completely 
transparent.

Lastly, the blog shows that many countries 
share common concerns. For instance, in 
addition to questions related to Open 
Data directly, several countries are imple-
menting initiatives to train scientists so 
that they are capable of processing and 
analysing this data. Efforts are also being 
made to develop infrastructure – such as 
super computers – that is capable of man-
aging these enormous data sets. Finally, 
the legal issues regarding the protection 
of personal data and data security are 
central concerns that are currently being 
debated.

Further information 
https://globalstatement2015.wordpress.
com/

'Big Data' refers to the development and use of 
technologies, which make it possible to provide the 
right user at the right time with the right informa-
tion from the data sets which been growing expo-
nentially for some time. Source: 'Big Data' study: 
Chancen,Risiken und Handlungsbedarf des Bun-
des» von Prof. T. Jarchow and B. Estermann, Bern 
university of Applied Sciences, 2015
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Sentinel-1 makes temporal changes visible 

The European Space Agency’s Earth monitoring satellite Sentinel-1 is allowing us to see the Earth from a different perspective. 
The name Sentinel is fitting as the radar instruments located on board the satellite allow land and sea surfaces to be monitored 
irrespective of daylight and cloud cover.  

The image above shows the process of snow melting in the Alpine region in spring 2015. The geometric and radiometric distortions 
that are otherwise typical in radar images due to topographical effects have been significantly reduced by processing and piecing 
together several shots. For this image, three data sets per day from 16 recording days are shown simultaneously in order to create 
a coloured image. In this way, changes on the surface during this period are visible as colours. For example, because melting wet 
snow appears darker on the radar image than dry snow, yellow areas denote high-altitude regions. In these areas, the melting 
process started later. This process will allow the depiction of temporal processes in nature, such as changes in vegetation.

SERI promotes and coordinates Switzerland’s space policy at national and international level. It represents Switzerland in the ESA 
and is the point of contact for institutions and companies operating in the field of space. 

Image and source: radar data processing: David Small and Christoph Rohner, Remote Sensing Laboratories, Department of Geography, university of Zurich. Con-
tains modified Copernicus Sentinel data (2015). To find out more, see: www.geo.uzh.ch/de/units/rsl/ 
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The number of researchers in Switzerland has increased in recent years. In particular, the number of research-
ers from abroad has risen (+44% between 2008 and 2012). In 2012, foreign researchers made up almost 
half of all researchers in Switzerland (49%). Source: Federal Statistical Office, 2015 
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