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Education, research and innovation are 
very important for Switzerland. They 
form the basis for employment and 
prosperity and drive personal, social 
and economic development. Conse-
quently, the Federal Council includes 
this policy sector among its top priori-
ties.

The Federal Council Dispatch on the 
Promotion of Education, Research and 
Innovation is presented to Parliament 
every four years, in keeping with legis-
lature planning intervals. The ERI Dis-
patch takes stock of achievements from 
the previous budgetary period and pre-
sents the objectives for the upcoming 
one. It includes budget proposals aimed 
at securing basic federal funding of the 
ERI sector as well as legislative amend-
ment proposals to optimise the legal 
framework.

SERI NEWS 2/16 l INTRODUCTION

Federal Council’s education, research and 
innovation policy for 2017–2020

At the end of February the Federal 
Council adopted the ERI Dispatch for 
2017–2020. It has requested a total 
budget of around CHF 26 billion. At the 
same time, it has submitted legislative 
amendment proposals relating to the 
ERI sector. 

The National Council will be the first 
chamber to debate the ERI Dispatch in 
the summer session. Parliament is ex-
pected to reach its final decision in De-
cember 2016.

This edition of SERI News will present 
and explain the main aspects of the ERI 
Dispatch for 2017–2020. More compre-
hensive and detailed information can 
be found in the ERI Dispatch as well as 
on the corresponding webpages on the 
SERI website.

Contact
Patrick Vock, SERI
Head of Strategy and Planning Section
 +41 58 462 96 63
 patrick.vock@sbfi.admin.ch

Martin Fischer, SERI
Head of Communication
 +41 58 462 96 90
 martin.fischer@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
Download ERI Dispatch for 2017–2020: 
   www.sbfi.admin.ch/bfi-17-20_d

This year, the Paul Scherrer Institute will begin operating, in stages, its newest large research facility: the 
SwissFEL X-ray laser. Pilot experiments are scheduled to begin in 2017. When in operation, SwissFEL will emit 
very short X-ray flashes with laser properties. Scientists will use SwissFEL to study ultrafast processes such as 
the conversion of molecules in chemical reactions, or to determine the exact structure of vital proteins or the 
precise composition of different materials. Image: PSI
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Thematic challenges

Performance in education, research and innovation as a 
contribution to Swiss competitiveness and future outlook

What factors are likely to have an impact on Switzerland in the coming years? What opportunities are in store for 
society and business? In the ERI Dispatch for 2017–2020, the Federal Council describes the various challenges and 
shows what can be achieved through education, research and innovation. 

In the Federal Administration report en-
titled 'Outlook 2030', various challenges 
have been identified in specific areas. A 
cross-sectoral approach should be used 
to face these challenges in the period 
2017–2020 and measures taken in the 
ERI sector.

Demographic change and shortages 
of skilled workers
The average life expectancy is increasing 
and Switzerland is experiencing a more 
rapid aging of society. At the same time, 
the working age population is falling. It 
is already difficult to find skilled workers 
for both traineeship and job vacancies 
and the trend is likely to continue. In this 
context, the Skilled Workers Initiative 
was launched by the Federal Council in 
conjunction with representatives from 
the cantons, social partners, the research 
and academic community, professional 
organisations and entrepreneurs. This 
initiative is aimed at enabling the Swiss 
population to undergo catch-up training 
and pursue higher-level qualifications. 
At the same time, the aim is to tap into 
the as yet unused potential of the Swiss 
working population. In the ERI sector, 
emphasis will be placed on vocation-
al qualifications for adults, health and 
medical professions (incl. shortage of 
doctors), support for young researchers 
at universities and encouraging young 
people to pursue studies and careers in 
mathematics, IT, science and engineer-
ing.

Innovation-driven economy and 
regional innovation systems
Switzerland offers companies generally 
good conditions to enable them to hold 
their own in a globalised world market: 
enterprise-friendly regulations, politi-
cal stability and legal certainty, strong 
and technologically advanced economic 

branches, highly developed awareness 
of quality, an outstanding research and 
education system as well as very effec-
tive partnership dynamics between the 
private sector and the research commu-
nity. The various stakeholders enjoy con-
siderable autonomy. These factors and 
the skills mix create a fertile ground for 
innovation. 

Switzerland is already facing contenders 
for its top position in innovation rank-
ings; other countries are closing the gap. 
More and more countries are aligning a 
greater portion of their value chains to 
innovation-driven economic branches, 
which has the effect of intensifying com-
petition between innovative countries. 

Personalisation of mass-produced 
consumer goods ('Industry 4.0')
Thanks to the massive expansion of inter-
connected devices and the development 
of highly complex production systems, 
it has become possible to manufacture 
mass-produced consumer goods that 
can be customised to suit the individu-
al needs of customers. This has led to 
a tectonic shift in production and val-
ue chains. Among other things, the 
idea behind 'Industry 4.0' is to be able 
to perform efficient analysis of massive 
quantities of data. Research in this field is 
essential since it should also help to gain 
a better overview and devise ways to 
protect the enormous quantities of data 
(protection against hacking). In order for 
Switzerland to remain a world leader 
in high-quality production, its industry 
and research community need to have a 
clear mastery of the latest manufactur-
ing technologies. Here, machine manu-
facturing and IT should be better aligned 
with one another both in the develop-
ment and manufacture of new products. 
At the same time, test factories can help 

to lower the initial hurdles for research, 
development and testing of the 'Industry 
4.0' concepts.

Internationalisation of research and 
production activities
In the western research tradition, the in-
ternational exchange of knowledge and 
people as well as between different insti-
tutions is considered normal. Nowadays, 
such exchanges increasingly take place 
within the framework of supranational 
contracts and agreements. An impor-
tant reason for this is the growing need 
for access to R&D infrastructure (e.g. 
in the fields of astronomy, high-energy 
and particle physics or nuclear fusion) 
that would otherwise be too costly to 
build and maintain by any single coun-
try. At the same time, international ERI 
cooperation opens up new opportunities 
for health-, climate- and energy-related 
questions that are not just important for 
Switzerland to be addressed more ef-
fectively within the framework of inter-
national programmes and cooperation 
projects. 

The creation of ideal general conditions 
for bilateral or multilateral international 
cooperation between Swiss education 
and research actors is increasingly be-
coming a major challenge for federal 
ERI policies. Special importance is being 
given to Swiss participation in Horizon 
2020, i.e. the EU’s latest framework pro-
gramme for research and Innovation.

Implementation of stop mass immi-
gration initiative
In 2012, foreign nationals accounted for 
just under 40% of all R&D staff in the 
Swiss private sector. Swiss universities 
draw outstanding researchers and pro-
fessors. The ability to draw on world-
wide talent is a key success factor for 

SERI NEWS 2/16 l ERI 2017–2020
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the Swiss ERI landscape, and hence for 
the Swiss economy and society. Bear-
ing this in mind, the Federal Council is 
aware that implementation of the 'stop 
mass immigration' initiative adopted on 
9 February 2014 will also have a major 
impact on the ERI sector. The concrete 
material consequences for the ERI sec-
tor are currently difficult to assess. Apart 
from the problem of not being able to 
recruit a sufficient number of top-notch 
foreign workers, the initiative also pre-
vents Switzerland from fully taking part 
in EU research framework programmes. 
Uncertainties surrounding whether Swiss 
researchers are entitled to take part, may 
make it difficult for them to join Europe-
an consortia. The conditions for partic-
ipation may also undermine the appeal 
of Swiss research institutes as well as 
on prospects for employment on a very 
mobile and therefore highly internation-
alised labour market.

Development of energy system
In 2011, the Federal Council and Parlia-
ment reached a fundamental decision to 
gradually phase out all of Switzerland’s 
nuclear reactors. The Federal Council 
then launched the action plan on Coor-
dinated Energy Research. This essentially 
means that the Swiss energy system will 
be gradually overhauled between now 
and 2050, which seems to mirror inter-
national trends in the same direction. 
The Federal Council is aware that this 
challenge will require considerable R&D 
efforts from the private sector, and that 
these efforts need to be complemented 
and strengthened through public sup-
port (ETH Domain, SNSF, CTI).

ERI objectives for the budgetary period 2017–2020

The Federal Council has included the ERI sector among the guidelines 
and objectives set out in the legislature plan for 2015–2019: Switzerland 
should remain a leader in the field of education, research and innovation 
and should make greater use of its domestic labour force potential. The 
corresponding general and specific objectives for this are listed in the ERI 
Dispatch for 2017–2020.

A) Objectives for the ERI system ('system objectives') 
 � Swiss education, research and production should be both competitive and rec-
ognised at the international level.

 � The Confederation should protect and maintain the general conditions favour-
ing the long-term development of a forward-looking ERI system, i.e. one that is 
driven from the bottom-up by the service providers themselves.

 � Switzerland should develop its international ERI cooperation activities in strate-
gically important themes, areas area and regions.

 � Support measures should be oriented – where logical and possible – along the 
lines of a public-private partnership.

B) Objectives for vocational/professional training and general/higher  
 education

 � The performance capabilities and effectiveness of the permeable Swiss educa-
tion system should be strengthened through coherent coordination between 
the Confederation and the cantons.

 � International networking of Swiss vocational/professional education and Swiss 
general/higher education should be reinforced.

 � The Swiss professional education sector should be strengthened.
 � Suitable general conditions and instruments should be used to cover labour 
force needs.

 � The general conditions for continuing education and training should be im-
proved.

C) Objective for universities
 � An adequate number of skilled workers should be available for research, busi-
ness and society.

 � Higher education institutions should maintain and sharpen the specific profiles 
that set one type of higher education institution apart from another so as to 
better satisfy the needs of individuals, society, research and the economy.

 � The Confederation should fund higher education institutions on a competitive 
basis in keeping with its commitments set out in the Federal Institutes of Tech-
nology Act and the Higher Education Act.

D) Objectives for research and innovation
 � Cooperation between the research community and the private sector should be 
strengthened. Institutions responsible for supporting research and innovation 
should enjoy a high level of autonomy when carrying out their remit and should 
focus on specific needs and work efficiently. 

 � Federal support should enable fundamental research, applied research and sci-
ence-based innovation at the highest possible level of quality.

 � Switzerland should consolidate its participation in international programmes 
and organisations in research and innovation in areas that are of strategic im-
portance.

In order to ensure that these objectives can be reached, the Federal Council has 
established four priorities in its dispatch (see page 6–9). The aim is to work with 
stakeholders to fill gaps so as to improve the overall performance capabilities of 
the system.

SERI NEWS 2/16 l ERI 2017–2020
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Developments in the ERI system

Federal Council puts focus on four main areas 

The slogan for the 2017–2020 ERI funding period is 'Continuity with focused development'. Based on this, in the 
2017–2020 ERI Dispatch the Federal Council has proposed four main focus areas: professional education, young scien-
tists, human medicine and innovation.

In the view of the federal government, 
the ERI system, organisations and instru-
ments function well. There has been bal-
anced development so far, and this is to 
be continued. However, the ERI system 
suffers from certain weaknesses and fac-
es new challenges. In order to deal with 
these, the Federal Council has defined 
four main focus areas in the 2017–2020 
ERI Dispatch, the aim being to work 
along with other stakeholders to stop 
the gaps identified and so improve the 
overall performance of the system. 

Professional education 

Thanks to its system of profession-
al education, Switzerland has a 
well-established model for awarding 
non-academic tertiary-level qualifi-
cations. Following a reorganisation 
and an expansion of funding for 
preparatory courses for federal ex-
aminations, it is hoped to strengthen 
this system further.

Each year over 25,000 people obtain 
professional education qualifications, 
providing the labour market with 
well-qualified specialists and thereby im-
proving the competitiveness of the Swiss 
economy on the world stage. 

In view of the restructuring in the pro-
fessional education sector (creation of 
universities of applied sciences and inte-
gration of health, social and art profes-
sions), the clear differentiation between 
the professional education system and 
courses offered by universities of ap-
plied sciences and in continuing edu-
cation and training, and the process of 
internationalisation, a clearer, systematic 
positioning in this area is required. Fund-
ing the professional education system 
also poses a key challenge: while jointly 

funded by the Confederation, the can-
tons and the private sector, currently it 
is the private sector and the students 
themselves who meet the costs. As a 
result, students in the professional ed-
ucation sector are in many cases faced 
with considerably higher student fees 
than those attending university. In par-
ticular, the issue of federal professional 
examinations needs to be addressed, as 
these are financed by the public purse to 
a lesser extent than examinations taken 
at a cantonal university or university of 
applied sciences.

A strategy project launched along with 
the VPET partners in 2013 is seeking 
ways of providing greater funding and 
positioning professional education more 
effectively nationally and international-
ly. A range of measures is being imple-
mented to this effect. Key concerns are 
to improve the flexibility of the system 
and make it easier for people with pro-
fessional qualifications to switch to an 
academic pathway, and to introduce 
professional qualification titles which are 
internationally recognisable.

In the search for ways to bring the fi-
nancial burden on those taking federal 

examinations in professional education 
comparable to that borne by the rest 
of the tertiary sector, a new system has 
been drawn up with the VPET partners 
to finance preparatory courses for these 
federal examinations, under which stu-
dents receive direct support from the 
Confederation.

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

Additional information
  www.hbb.admin.ch

Grants to selected course 
providers under IUASA

Grants to participants of courses 
o�ered by listed providers

Fixed contribution
(Art. 53 VPETA)

Additional funding 
as necessary

Fixed contribution 
(Art. 53 VPETA)

Cantons Confederation

CantonsConfederation

Preparatory course 
participants

Providers Providers Providers Providers Providers Providers

Previous system New system

The Confederation, cantons and professional organisations have launched a range of measures to im-
prove the system of professional education. Under the 2017–2020 ERI Dispatch, students preparing for 
federal examinations will receive direct federal grants to meet the cost of the examinations. Image: SERI

SERI NEWS 2/16 l ERI 2017–2020
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Young scientists

A succession of highly qualified young 
scientists is vital if Switzerland is to re-
main competitive in the international 
higher education and research milieu. 
Higher education institutions therefore 
need to receive support in adapting 
their career structures for young aca-
demics and scientists.

In 2012 the Council of States Science, 
Education and Culture Committee re-
quested the Federal Council to draw up 
a report on the measures taken to fund 
young scientists at Swiss higher educa-
tion institutions and to propose further 
measures in this area. The Federal Coun-
cil worked closely with the relevant insti-
tutions to produce this report. 

The report concluded that the higher 
education institutions should be sup-
ported in adapting their specific career 
structures for young academics in the 
2017–2020 period. As early as possible 
in their career, young, talented research-
ers should be able to apply for academic 
positions in which they are able to carry 
out independent scientific work and take 
on responsibility. They should also be giv-
en clear career options at an early stage. 
This would make an academic career 
more attractive to researchers in Swit-
zerland. However, due to current struc-
tures of responsibility, the Confederation 
is only able to play a supportive role in 
this matter. Responsibility ultimately lies 
with the higher education institutions 
and the bodies funding them, who can 
best judge the very different needs of 

the institutions which arise according to 
subject area, type of institution or the in-
stitution itself.

In view of the fact that the internation-
al competition in academia has grown 
much more intense in recent years, it has 
become all the more important to create 
appropriate conditions for young scien-
tists so that the best and most suitable 
can pursue a career in academia and 
develop to their full potential. The high 
quality of teaching and research at Swiss 
higher education institutions is due to 
the openness and international character 
of the system. Following the adoption of 
the mass immigration initiative in 2014, 
it has become all the more difficult to re-
cruit qualified young scientists.

Contact
Silvia Studinger, SERI
Vice Director,  
Head of Higher Education Division
 +41 58 463 26 80
 silvia.studinger@sbfi.admin.ch 

Additional information
Federal Council report on measures to 
fund young scientists in Switzerland: 
 www.sbfi.admin.ch/wiss_nachwuchs_
de

Human medicine

The demand for healthcare staff in 
Switzerland can no longer be met by 
domestically trained specialists. A spe-
cial programme has been set up under 
which universities receive additional 
project-oriented funding to offer more 
student places on medical degree 
courses.

The Federal Council has confirmed in a 
number of reports that the number of 
people obtaining qualifications in Swit-
zerland needs to be increased, in par-
ticular in the health professions. The 
cantons and Confederation have already 
responded to the lack of people in Swit-
zerland qualifying as medical doctors: in 
recent years the cantons have consider-
ably increased the number of student 
places at five medical faculties. Under 
the 2013–2016 ERI Dispatch the Confed-
eration increased its funding to the can-
tonal universities and supported projects 
at universities to consolidate teaching 
and research in primary healthcare and 
general practice.

The 2017–2020 ERI Dispatch envisages 
that 'besides the usual funding for uni-
versities, the Confederation will support 
the cantonal universities by providing ad-
ditional project-oriented special funding 
to expand the number of students quali-
fying in human medicine.'

How many doctors should be trained in 
Switzerland to provide an efficient and 
appropriate system of primary healthcare 
depends on a number of factors. There 
are issues relating to structure, efficiency 
and quality of the healthcare system. 

In order to be able to assess the overall im-
pact of the project-oriented special fund-
ing for the universities, in early 2016 the 
Federal Department of Economic Affairs, 
Education and Research and the Feder-
al Department of Home Affairs drew up 
a joint report on the various challenges 
and current measures involved, and on 
the role of the various actors in educa-
tion and health policy. For even if there 
is a considerable rise in the numbers of 
students qualifying in medicine, further 
changes are required in the complex field 
of public health if the growing need for 
health services is to be adequately met.

Lecture theatre at the ETH Zurich. Photo: ETH Zurich/Alessandro Della Bella

SERI NEWS 2/16 l ERI 2017–2020
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Contact
Silvia Studinger, SERI
Vice Director,  
Head of Higher Education Division
 +41 58 463 26 80
 silvia.studinger@sbfi.admin.ch 

Additional information
Report entitled 'Gesamtsicht Aus- und 
Weiterbildung Medizin im System der 
Gesundheitsversorgung'
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/global-medizin

Innovation

Maintaining the high level of inno-
vation in the Swiss economy is par-
ticularly important when times are 
tough. Private-sector innovation 
needs to receive support in the form 
of sustainable and structurally effec-
tive measures and continued solid 
investment in public research.

Switzerland does not have an innovation 
policy with which the state sets priority 
areas in technology and industry in a 
top-down process. The Confederation 
restricts itself to defining just a few key 
principles and to helping to bridge the 
gap between science and business. All 
federal measures to promote and sup-
port innovation must meet these princi-
ples of competitiveness, cooperation and 
efficiency.

Direct innovation promotion in Switzer-
land focuses on providing financial sup-
port for individual projects (established 
principle of co-funding with third par-
ties), funding knowledge and technol-
ogy transfer and providing consultan-
cy and coaching services to small and 
medium-sized businesses and research 
partners. A high quality and efficient ed-
ucation system is also a huge factor in 
innovation policy. 

For the 2017–2020 funding period the 
Federal Council wishes to set two long-
term and structurally important goals 
for innovation in Switzerland. These will 
increase planning security for innovative 
activities and ensure they can be funded 
sustainably. 

Increasing private investment in re-
search and development 
Private actors currently contribute more 
than 70 per cent of all investment in 
research and development in Switzer-
land. Programmes already launched to 
strengthen such public-private partner-
ships will be continued in 2017–2020 and 
new initiatives pursued. The 2017– 2020 
ERI Dispatch, envisages expanding the 
role of national technology competence 
centres parallel to the current involve-
ment of the private sector. These centres, 
which bring together players from busi-
ness, science and academia, function on 
a non-profit basis and act as a systematic 
link between public research and the pri-
vate sector. The three existing technol-
ogy competence centres will be funded 
according to the current practice; there 
will be a consolidation of non-commer-
cial research infrastructures and one or 
two new centres will be established. 

A further key measure to securing R&D 
investment in Switzerland is the crea-
tion of the Swiss Innovation Park. This 
will maintain Switzerland’s appeal as a 
business location, for example by mak-
ing available attractive areas of land on 
which joint projects between science and 
business can be launched. Companies in-
terested in such projects invest their own 
funds in constructing buildings and facil-
ities, and they can raise further private 
funds to meet the cost of apparatus and 
machinery from the private Swiss Innova-

tion Park foundation set up in 2015. The 
federal government provides a guaran-
tee for this foundation backing up loan 
agreements.

Greater funding focus on generating 
added value
Research funding in Switzerland is based 
on an approach geared towards generat-
ing added value. The country has strong 
university and non-university institutions 
that independently set research priorities 
and cooperate with appropriate part-
ners. The Swiss National Science Founda-
tion (SNSF) supports research according 
to defined quality criteria; the Commis-
sion for Technology and Innovation (CTI) 
has a fundamentally subsidiary oriented 
innovation funding policy. The Federal 
Council has identified several ways to 
improve even further the coordination 
of the various instruments and the inter-
action between basic research, applied 
research and market-oriented innovation 
in Swiss research and innovation promo-
tion.

Key to this is the reform of the CTI, which 
at the request of the Federal Council will 
start operating as an institution under 
public law with the new name 'Innosu-
isse' in the 2017–2020 funding period.

The 2017–2020 ERI Dispatch also in-
troduces the new 'Bridge' funding pro-
gramme, which aims to create synergies 
between SNSF and CTI funding meas-

Operation at Bern University Hospital. Photo: Insel Group
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ures. Also in this four-year period the 
periodic selection of National Research 
Programmes (NRPs) will again take place. 
NRPs that promise excellent basic re-
search with medium- to long-term inno-
vative application potential.

Contact
Gregor Haefliger, SERI
Vice Director, National Research and In-
novation Division
 +41 58 462 96 76
 gregor.haefliger@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
National Research and Innovation dossier: 
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/Innovationspark_d

With a special stamp edition, SwissPost wishes to commemorate Switzer-
land’s first female physician, Marie Heim-Vögtlin (1845-1916), who died 
one hundred years ago. Born in Aargau, she studied and obtained her PhD 
in medicine at the University of Zurich. She continued her studies in Leipzig 
and Dresden to become Europe’s first female gynaecologist. She then be-
came the first female doctor in Switzerland to open up her own practice. 
She also helped to establish a nursing school in Zurich, which became the 
first clinic in Switzerland to be run by women for women. In 1991, the 
Swiss National Science Foundation created the Marie Heim-Vögtlin grant, 
in recognition of her pioneering achievement. These stamps are intended 
as inspiration for other women pursuing PhDs or postdoctoral studies in 
Switzerland, whose careers have been delayed due to family circumstances. 
Source: SwissPost AG

ERI I PHOTO OF THE MONTH
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ERI system funding

Medium growth in ERI to continue in 2017–2020 legisla-
ture period
The Federal Council has requested Parliament to approve a budget of around CHF 26 billion to implement a range of 
funding measures in education, research and innovation (ERI). ERI financial planning is an integral part of financial 
planning in the legislature period, which aims to achieve a balanced state budget over the long term. The Federal 
Council would like to see ERI funding grow annually by two per cent; when compared with funding for other policy 
areas, this is a clear sign that ERI is a priority area.

The financial decisions requested by the 
Federal Council include measures on 
funding vocational and professional ed-
ucation and training, higher education 
institutions (ETH Domain, cantonal uni-
versities, universities of applied sciences) 
and continuing education, research and 
innovation. As regards international ERI 
cooperation, funding has been request-
ed for measures that are not already cov-
ered by international treaties or special 
applications to Parliament.

The ERI Dispatch does not cover funding 
for the following areas: sector research, 
research and innovation promotion on 
the basis of special legal provisions, com-
pulsory contributions for participation 
in multilateral research organisations 
and infrastructures, EU Framework Pro-
grammes for education (Erasmus+) and 
research (Horizon 2020).

Remarks on distribution of federal 
funding
 � Vocational and professional education 
and training (VPET): The legal guide-
line of 25 per cent federal funding is 
reached each year and is sometimes 
exceeded. Additional costs for VPET 
preparatory courses are divided be-
tween the cantons and the Confeder-
ation. The Confederation sometimes 
earmarks more money than the guide-
line requires.

 �  Higher education institutions: There is 
comparable financial development be-
tween the different higher education 
institutions. Funding is guaranteed for 
the principal tasks of the ETH Domain, 
cantonal universities and universities 
of applied sciences. As less money 
is available, these institutions must 
adapt their strategic planning accord-
ingly. 

Funding request in the ERI Dispatch 2017–2020 (CHF million). 
Source: 2017–2020 ERI Dispatch 

ERI funding 2013–2020, average rate of increase per year per type of funding. 
Source: 2017–2020 ERI Dispatch 
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 � Research and innovation: Research and 
innovation promotion has been priori-
tised, and so growth is above-average 
in this area. Funding is guaranteed for 
the principal tasks of the Swiss Na-
tional Science Foundation (SNSF) and 
the Commission for Technology and 
Innovation (CTI). As fewer funds are 

available, the SNSF and CTI are unable 
to implement all the projects in their 
strategic plans. 

 � International: Switzerland respects its 
international obligations in ERI (e.g. 
contributions to the European research 
organisations). Funding under the new 
funding regime for the EU education 
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and research framework programmes 
(Erasmus+, Horizon 2020) is dealt with 
in separate dispatches.

Federal 'stabilisation programme' 
also has impact on ERI funding
For Switzerland to remain attractive to 
business, the state’s finances need to 
be stable over the long term. In view of 
the prognoses for the federal budget, 
in July 2015 the Federal Council pre-
sented a 'stabilisation programme' to 
Parliament along with financial deci-

ERI funding 2017-2020, average rate of increase per year per type of funding. 
Source: 2017–2020 ERI Dispatch 
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sions for the coming few years. In fu-
ture, federal spending will increase at a 
lower rate across the spectrum of fed-
eral activities.

The 2017–2020 ERI Dispatch foresees 
average nominal annual growth of two 
per cent. This is lower than in the pre-
vious period, although it is planned that 
expansion will take place in concrete 
terms, with the exception of 2017. In 
the 2013– 2016 funding period inflation 
of 1.5 per cent was assumed; experts 

reckon with average annual inflation of 
0.9  per cent in the 2017–2020 period.

Despite the planned stabilisation pro-
gramme, which makes cuts of one bil-
lion francs to the state budget, there 
are still considerable structural deficits 
in the financial plan for the 2017–2019 
legislature period. The requested guaran-
tee credits/expenditure framework are a 
viable maximum funding limit, assuming 
the state’s finances develop healthily. If 
further cuts are necessary in the com-
ing years in order to balance the state 
budget, in all probability these upper lim-
its will also be affected.
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Partnership funding in education, research and innovation

The ERI system is funded from a number of sources: the Confederation and the cantons, the private sector and private 
actors such as foundations. 

The cantons provide about 81 per cent 
of public funding, or about CHF 29.9 
billion per year. The remaining 19 per 
cent (CHF 7.1 billion) comes from the 
Confederation. Public funding of ERI 
thus amounts to around CHF 36.2 bil-
lion francs annually. The proportions 
borne by the Confederation and the 
cantons have barely changed since 
2010; the similar rate at which the part-
ners are increasing their ERI spending 
demonstrates the importance of this 
area to both. 

Funding in ERI by the state and private sector. Who is responsible to what extent in the various are-
as in education, research and innovation is reflected in the extent of funding, as shown by the size of 
the symbols. Source: SERI

Confederation Cantons and 
communes
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Federal and cantonal expenditure for ERI (2012, in CHF bn). Source: SERI

Expenditure in Switzerland by sector and type of 
research (2012). Basic research is mainly funded by 
the public sector, and also by the universities and 
to a small extent by private not-for-profit organi-
sations. Applied research and experimental devel-
opment is primarily funded by the private sector. 
Source: Swiss Federal Statistical Office
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The tradition of establishing education, 
research and innovation as a priority poli-
cy-making sector has helped to strength-
en Switzerland’s position as an interna-
tionally competitive and forward-looking 
country. Based on international compar-
isons, the Federal Council takes stock 
of the situation in the ERI Dispatch for 
2017–2020.
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Responsibilities in ERI are reflected in 
amount of funding
By far the largest proportion of funding 
– just short of CHF 17 billion – in Educa-
tion, Research and Innovation is borne by 
the cantons, and is spent on pre-school 
and compulsory schooling. Expenditure 
on general education at upper secondary 
level (CHF 2.3 billion) is principally the 
responsibility of the cantons, which also 
contribute the bulk of public spending 
on vocational and professional educa-
tion and training. In the latter case, the 
federal government contributes approxi-
mately CHF 0.9 billion (25%), compared 
to nearly CHF 3 billion spent by the can-

International comparison of ERI system performance 

Switzerland in a strong position
Switzerland regularly holds the number 1 or top positions in international rankings. What enables Switzerland to stand 
out in education, research and innovation? In what areas are other countries better? 

Post-compulsory education and 
training qualifications improve em-
ployment prospects. 
In Switzerland, the proportion of up-
per-secondary level qualification holders 
has remained at 90%–95% since the 
mid–1990s and is considerably higher 
than the OECD average. The close corre-
lation between Swiss vocational educa-

tion and training (VET) with the needs of 
the labour market is one of the main rea-
sons why around two-thirds of all young 
people coming out of compulsory educa-
tion choose to enrol in VET programmes.

tons. In VPET the private network part-
ners meet gross costs of approximately 
CHF 5.3 billion, a sum which is offset by 
the productive work of the apprentices, 
worth CHF 5.8 billion. 

The greater part of federal ERI funding 
goes to the higher education institutions 
and research and innovation. Feder-
al funding of the federal institutions of 
technology (under the Federal Institutes 
of Technology Act) and implementation 
of the University Funding Act and Univer-
sities of Applied Sciences Act amounts 
to about CHF 2.2 billion. A further CHF 
3.8  billion is spent on research and in-

novation activities – considerably more 
than the sum contributed by the cantons 
(approx. CHF 1.3 billion).

Together, the Confederation and the 
cantons spend a total of approximately 
CHF 5.1 billion a year on research and 
innovation. However, in Switzerland it 
is the private sector that contributes the 
largest amount in these areas – about 
CHF 11.3 billion annually
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International comparison of the proportion of upper-secondary level qualification holders (2010). 
Source: SCCRE (2014): Swiss Education Report 2014, Aarau: Swiss Coordination Centre for Research in 
Education, p. 111; Data: EUROSTAT
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IInternationally recognised VPET
The Swiss VPET system is strongly an-
chored within society and the econo-
my. It is characterised by outstanding 
performance and quality. The level of 
interest of other countries in the Swiss 
VPET system has increased considerably 
and it has received growing interna-
tional recognition. Examples include 
the OECD country report entitled 'Skills 
beyond School', which highlighted 
the strengths of the Swiss professional 
education sector (tertiary level), and the 
growing number of visits by delegations 
of foreign ministries to Switzerland. Also 
worth mentioning is the very strong 
performance of Swiss competitors at 
WorldSkills competitions.

Higher education
A clear majority of a round 60% of Swiss 
students are enrolled in a tier-one uni-
versity (i.e. two federal institutes of tech-
nology and cantonal universities) listed 
among the top-100 in the renowned 
Shanghai ranking list of the world’s best 
universities. Degrees awarded by Swiss 
universities of applied sciences are gen-
erally perceived internationally as equiv-
alent to degrees awarded by universities. 
At national level, they optimally satisfy 
the requirement of equal value of dif-
ferent education pathways. Within the 
OECD, Switzerland has the highest pro-
portion of PhD holders.

Research and innovation
Switzerland enjoys one of the highest 
R&D-to-GDP ratios. The private sector 
contributes around two-thirds of total 
R&D expenditure and focuses on applied 
research and experimental development. 
The main focus of research at Swiss uni-
versities and publically funded research 
institutes is to generate new fundamental 
knowledge. Historically, there has been a 
complementary set of dynamics between 
the public and private sectors, which has 
proved fertile ground for marketable in-
novations in various areas and thematic 
fields. This has made the Swiss research 
and innovation system more diversified 
than those in other countries. It also en-
joys broad-based support and achieves a 
very high level of performance.

Swiss and foreign nationals educated in CH Foreign nationals educated outside CH
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PhDs awarded at Swiss tier-one universities by origin of qualification holder (i.e. Swiss and foreign na-
tionals education in Switzerland vs. foreign nationals educated outside Switzerland): over half of those 
awarded a PhD in Switzerland were foreign nationals educated outside Switzerland. This shows that 
Switzerland is an appealing location for young researchers from other countries. Source: SERI

SERI NEWS 2/16 l ERI 2017–2020

2%

2.08%

2.13%

2.23%

2.28%

2.36%

2.59%

2.73%

2.85%

2.95%

2.96%

2.99%

3.06%

3.31%

3.3%

3.47%

4.15%

4.21%

0% 0.5% 1% 1.5% 2% 2.5% 3% 3.5% 4% 4.5%

Singapore

China

Australia

France

Belgium

OECD average

Slovenia

United States

Germany

Austria

Switzerland

Taiwan

Denmark

Sweden

Finland

Japan

Korea

Israel

Research expenditure in 2014 (% of GDP) Source: OECD



14

Output
Both the quantity and quality of the 
output from the Swiss research system 
is extraordinary. If we consider the num-
ber of research publications in relation 
to total population or the total num-
ber of researchers (3.6 publications per 
1000 inhabitants or 1.1 publications per 
researcher), we find that Switzerland 
is among the world’s most productive 
countries. International citations of Swiss 
research publications are also higher 
than average.

Paving the way for innovation
Switzerland is one of the world’s most in-
novative countries. The complementary 
nature of vocational/general education 
at upper-secondary level and profession-
al/higher education at tertiary level has a 
decisive impact on applied research and 
innovation thanks to the broad range of 
skilled workers with the right blend of 
competences and qualifications. 

An important way to bring new knowl-
edge and technologies to the market is 
to create new companies. In Switzerland, 
there are around 578,000 companies 

Impact of research performance of world’s twenty strongest countries (2007–2011). Source: SERI 
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Preview: 2016 Report on Research and Innovation in  
Switzerland
 
The 2016 Report on Research and Innovation in Switzerland provides SERI with a 
comprehensive picture of the state of the Swiss research and innovation system.

The roughly 200-page report is intended as a reference work as well as a basis 
for further discussion:
 � Function and structure of the Swiss research and innovation system: 
Fundamental information concerning how the system is managed and the 
role played by the various stakeholders.

 � General and long-term analysis of the Swiss research and innovation system 
based on quantitative and qualitative indicators:  
The main research and innovation topics are covered, particularly expendi-
tures, responsibilities, scientific and technological output, innovation activities 
and entrepreneurship.

 � Research devoted to specific themes:  
In the report, selected aspects of the research and innovation system are 
examined in closer detail. Experts were asked to share their analysis.

The report is available free of charge and can be ordered on the SERI website:  
  www.sbfi.admin.ch
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(2013) and each year up to 12,000 new 
companies are founded, over 80% of 
which are in the tertiary sector (services). 

Start-up companies that are spin-offs of 
the ETH Domain have a higher than aver-
age survival rate.
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ERI news

New list of English titles for vocational and professional qualifications
English titles of vocational and professional qualifications that can be understood 
worldwide are essential for ensuring comparability and recognition both within 
Switzerland and abroad. These titles are also important for qualification holders as 
they facilitate labour mobility. As part of the strategic project for the professional ed-
ucation sector, and in consultation with the cantons and professional organisations, 
SERI has established a broadly supported process to develop clear English titles.

SERI is compiling an alphabetical list of vocational and professional qualifications 
in English that have already been adapted to the new naming system. This list will 
be updated on a regular basis and will be included in SERI’s list of vocational and 
professional qualifications starting in 2017.

Additional information: 
  http://www.sbfi.admin.ch/berufe_en

Lively discussions at the 2016 VPET 
Partner Conference
In mid-March over 120 representatives 
from the Confederation, the cantons and 
professional organisations met in Bern 
for this year’s VPET Partner Conference 
devoted to the theme of 'VPET: strong 
appeal, streamlined processes!?'. Con-
ference participants examined the mul-
ti-layered process that begins with initial 
information provided to young people 
and companies and continues all the 
way to career planning at a later stage. 
The conclusion was that while process-
es within the VPET system are generally 
streamlined, certain findings pointed to 
ways in which the appeal of VPET could 
be improved and certain stages of the 
process could be made more efficient.
There was also broad support among the 
partners to draw up a VPET 2030 Strat-
egy. Participants agreed that the timing 
was opportune so that it could be taken 
into consideration in the ERI Dispatch for 
2021–2024.

Additional information:  
  http://www.sbfi.admin.ch/verbund_de

Continuing Education and Training Act comes into effect on 1 January 2017
The quality and transparency of continuing education and training should be en-
couraged and steps taken to improve equal opportunities. The Confederation seeks 
to achieve this through the enactment of the Continuing Education and Training 
Act (CETA), which was adopted by Parliament in June 2014. In February of this 
year the Federal Council approved the corresponding Continuing Education and 
Training Ordinance (CETO) and declared that CETA would come into effect on 1 
January 2017. 

The Continuing Education and Training Act (CETA) was enacted to implement 
Art. 64a (on Continuing Education and Training) of the Federal Constitution. The 
Continuing Education and Training Ordinance (CETO) regulates those areas for 
which CETA provides for federal and cantonal funding and associated criteria. On 
the one hand, this includes subsidies to institutions that provide continuing educa-
tion and training as well as subsidies to adults wishing to acquire and refresh their 
fundamental competences.

Additional information:
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/weiterbildung

2nd International VPET Congress – register now
The second International VPET Congress, which will once again be held in Win-
terthur from 20–22 June, will be devoted to the theme 'From Skills to Prosperity 
– Sharing Elements of Success'. Its focus lies on the exchange of successful princi-
ples from different VET systems worldwide. The Congress offers the opportunity 
to share and learn from experiences and to draw attention to key elements of a 
flourishing VET system.

The programme includes a good mix of speakers, seminars and onsite visits. Prom-
inent speakers from both Switzerland and abroad will take part in this congress, 
including top political, economic, scientific figures, including President Johann N. 
Schneider-Ammann and Marianne Thyssen, EU Commissioner for Employment, 
Social Affairs, Skills and Labour Mobility. The conference is expected to draw par-
ticipants from all over the world.

Additional information and registration:
  www.vpet-congress.ch
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BERUFSBILDUNGPLUS.CH –  
new series of billboards
The national umbrella campaign for the 
Swiss VPET system has launched anoth-
er information campaign: starting on 28 
March and continuing until the end of 
June, billboards and advertisements will 
be posted at public transport points to 
draw attention to the many different ca-
reer prospects open to those who pur-
sue vocational or professional training 
pathways. The campaign will use quick 
slogans, strong images and humour to 
bring the message across.

BERUFSBILDUNGPLUS.CH is sponsored 
by the Confederation, the cantons and 
professional organisations. The cam-
paign highlights the strengths of the 
Swiss VPET system as well as its impor-
tance to the Swiss economy and society.

Additional information:
 www.berufsbildungplus.ch
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ERI news

Iran and Tunisia: Deepening of international relations
At the end of February, President Johann N. Schneider-Ammann travelled to Iran 
accompanied by a scientific delegation. Discussions with leading Iranian figures also 
touched upon the prospect of closer cooperation in the area of education, research 
and innovation. The University of Zurich, the ETH Zurich and the EPF Lausanne were 
able to sign agreements with Iranian universities. Among other things, these agree-
ments will open the way for development of joint research activities and the exchange 
of students and professors.

In mid-February the Federal Council received Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi who 
paid a state visit to Switzerland. Six bilateral agreements were signed during the visit 
including a declaration of intent on deeper relations in the field of higher education, 
research and innovation.

Additional information:
Ambassador Mauro Moruzzi SERI, 
Head of International Relations Division 
 +41 58 462 68 36,  mauro.moruzzi@sbfi.admin.ch
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The Confederation consid-
ers education and research 
to be among its top prior-
ities and has steadily in-
creased funding to this pol-
icy sector since 1990. In 
2014, education and re-
search was the fourth most 
heavily funded policy sec-
tor for the Confederation. 
Source: Federal Finance 
Administration (FFA).

ExoMars: EU and Switzerland 
take next step towards the Red 
Planet
In mid-March the European Space 
Agency ESA began the first of two 
mission to Mars. The main scientific 
goals of the 2016 mission are to 
determine in detail the Martian at-
mosphere’s composition, in particular 
the amount of trace gases present, 
and to acquire high-resolution 
stereo images of the planet’s surface 
from orbit. The second key aim of 
the mission is to test technology 
needed to successfully land on Mars. 
Switzerland has supplied a research 
instrument and various technologies 
to the project.

Fact sheet on ExoMars and Switzer-
land’s involvement: 
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/exomars_de


