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Note: 
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deliberations on this dispatch and annual budget consultations.
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The Confederation specifically invests in basic research infrastructure. At the Paul Scherrer Institute, 
Dr Jörg Raabe examines magnetic micro- and nanostructures using the PolLux x-ray microscope.
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the interplay between education, research and innovation 
(ERi) benefits individuals, society and the economy and is one 
of the main reasons for Switzerland’s success as a location 
for research and production in a globalised world. the Swiss 
ERi system is recognised both in and outside of Switzerland 
for its high to very high quality. as a result, Switzerland gives 
priority to Education, Research and innovation policy.

the commitment of individual actors is a key prerequisite 
for a successful national education, research and innovation 
system. Equally important is coherent and complimentary 
interaction between the various actors. within the ERi sys-
tem, the confederation is responsible for the following tasks:
• Support for the Swiss vPEt system;
• coordination of the Swiss higher education sector through 

the Swiss conference of higher Education institutions;
• Management and financing of the Eth domain;
• Support for cantonal universities and universities of applied 

sciences;
• Promotion of research and innovation at both national and 

international level.

ERi policy measures are based on the same principles that 
have guided the confederation for many years:
• competition and cooperation;
• autonomy of higher education institutions and free choice 

by individuals of research topics;
• diverse and permeable education system;
• Promotion of public-private partnerships;
• international cooperation.

federal ERi policy is based on the following pieces of legisla-
tion: the vocational and Professional Education and training 
act (vPEta), the federal institutes of technology act (fit 
act), the higher Education act (hEda) and the Research and 
innovation Promotion act (RiPa).

Every four years, the federal council sets out its ERi policy 
in successive appropriation bills submitted to the Parliament 
for approval. Each appropriation bill for the ERi policy area is 
referred to as a “federal council dispatch on the Promotion 
of Education, Research and innovation”, or “ERi dispatch”. 
in these appropriation bills, the federal council takes stock 
of the previous budgetary period and presents its objectives 
and measures for the subsequent budgetary period, together 
with a federal budget proposal for the ERi system. the ap-
propriation bill also includes proposed legislative changes to 
optimise the legal basis

for 2017–2020 budgetary period, the confederation will 
spend around chf 28.3 billion to implement its ERi policy. 
from a purely financial standpoint, education, research and 
innovation is the confederation’s fourth largest policy area.

ERi policy for 2017–2020 is based on the motto “Switzer-
land will remain a leader in education, research and innova-
tion.”the guideline is: “continuity with targeted expansion”.

in the ERi dispatch for 2017–2020 the following four prior-
ities have been set: strengthen the professional education 
sector; support academic careers for the next generation 
of teachers and researchers; pursue special programme for 
human medicine; take measures to maintain the innovative 
capacity of the private sector.

at a GlancE
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iMPoRtancE of Education, RESEaRch and  
innovation

Education is the essential basis for independent thinking and 
action of each individual. the type of education that one 
receives determines the range and scope of available choices 
in life. Education also enables people to play an active role 
in social, cultural and economic activities.

Research, the questioning of established facts and the con-
stant pursuit of knowledge and understanding, brings fresh 
ideas and aspects that enrich our understanding. increasingly, 
research in all scientific disciplines takes place in international 
networks where researchers compete and cooperate with 
one another and share their research findings worldwide.

ultimately, innovation capacity equates to new prospects 
for individual companies and entire economies. Economic 
success depends on creativity and the ability to transform 

new knowledge into marketable products, processes and 
services. over the past few decades, Switzerland has man-
aged to develop a globalised knowledge-based economy 
through innovation, with numerous companies generating 
high added value on world markets.

the interplay of competitive education, research and inno-
vation (ERi) dynamics is a key to Switzerland’s success as a 
location for research and production in a globalised world. 
against this backdrop, education, research and innovation 
policy takes on considerable importance.
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cuRREnt StatuS of SwiSS Education,  
RESEaRch and innovation

the impact and effects of education, research and innovation 
policy measures on individuals, society and the economy 
are difficult to document because the results and impacts 
often tend to be felt over the long-term: with the advent of 
lifelong learning, academic careers have become increasingly 
scarce and no one is able to predict with certainty when, if 
ever, a given research endeavour will give rise to marketable 
innovations. 
 
nonetheless, there are several indicators closely associated 
with past Swiss ERi policy decisions that help shed light on 
the matter:

Central importance of VPET system
two-thirds of all young people coming out of compulsory 
education in Switzerland enrol in upper-secondary level vEt 
programmes. this large number bears testimony to the ap-
peal of the Swiss vEt sector over its general education sector. 
this popularity is largely the result of hands-on training that is 
closely co-related with the actual needs of the labour market. 
the Swiss vEt sector offers training for around 230 different 
occupations and forms the basis for lifelong learning. it also 
opens a wide range of career prospects, particularly through 
more advanced training in Switzerland’s professional educa-
tion sector. the latter prepares experienced professionals for 
complex managerial and technical responsibilities.

High graduation rates
the higher the qualification awarded, the better the chances 
of finding a fulfilling job. the graduation rate at upper-sec-
ondary level (vEt sector or general education sector) in Swit-
zerland is very high compared to other countries. this state 
of affairs is a reflection of the quality of the Swiss education 
system.

Many PhDs
Switzerland has the highest proportion of Phd holders among 
the countries belonging to the organisation for Economic 
cooperation and development (oEcd). among other things, 
this figure is the result of intensive basic research activities 
conducted to a large extent by young researchers at Swiss 
higher education institutions.

Outstanding higher education institutions
the Swiss higher education sector is extremely competitive 
at international level. around 60 per cent of the students 
enrolled in a federal institute of technology or cantonal uni-
versity in Switzerland happen to be studying at a top 200 
university in the Shanghai ranking list of the world’s best 
universities.

An efficient research system
Switzerland has outstanding research institutions and effec-
tive approaches to research (bottom-up principle as the basis 
for funding; free choice of research themes when applying 
for funding). an important indicator of research activity and 
output is the ‘number of research papers published per year 
and per million inhabitants’. here, Switzerland holds the top 
position.

Great innovation potential
Patents are an important indicator of a country’s research 
output. the number of patent applications allows one to 
assess the extent to which research findings are used for 
technological and economic progress. in this field as well, 
Switzerland is incredibly strong.

Robust economy
Switzerland’s unemployment rate stands at 4.5% (oEcd 
average: 7.3%; Eu average: 10%) and the country’s eco-
nomic growth has remained solid despite difficult conditions 
worldwide. one of the reasons for this is the incredibly strong 
innovative output of its economy. in fact, Switzerland has 
ranked at the top of innovation ranking lists for years now..
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Education, RESEaRch and innovation aS a  
PRioRity Policy aREa
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the previously mentioned education, research and innovation 
indicators are the result of long-term support policies. on one 
hand, this requires the best possible conditions for individ-
ual and institutional actors within the ERi system. adequate 
funding is another important prerequisite.

Switzerland is among the top countries worldwide in terms of 
education expenditure per capita. Expressed as a ratio of per 
capita GdP, Switzerland’s research expenditure very clearly 
surpasses the average level of expenditure of oEcd coun-
tries. the private sector is mostly to thank for this high level 
of spending, as companies devote considerable resources to 
R&d activities in Switzerland.

combined, the confederation and the cantons allocate 18% 
of their total expenditure to the ERi system. ‘ERi’ is therefore 
the second most heavily funded policy area between ‘Social 
insurance’ (38%) and – by a large margin – “transport” 
(7%).

here we should point out that under the federal constitu-
tion, it is the cantons that bear most of the responsibility for 
ERi funding. Paying out around chf 37.5 billion, they cover 
roughly four-fifths of total ERi funding (2013). a considerable 
portion of this cantonal funding is used to pay for pre-school 
and compulsory education.

Source: finanzierung von Bildung, forschung und innovation durch Bund und Kantone,  
SERi and Swiss conference of cantonal Ministers of Education EdK 2016

Source: finanzierung von Bildung, forschung und innovation durch Bund und Kantone,  
SERi and Swiss conference of cantonal Ministers of Education EdK 2016
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RolE of thE SwiSS confEdERation in fEdERaliSt  
ERi SEctoR

Regulatory powers of the Confederation and the 
cantons within the ERI system

confe-
deration

confedera-
tion and  
the cantons

cantons

compulsory education §

General education  
(upper-secondary level)

§ §

vocational education and 
training (upper-secondary 
level)

§ §

Professional education (ter-
tiary level, non-university))

§ §

Eth domain §

cantonal universities and 
universities of applied 
sciences

§ §

continuing education and 
training

§ §

Support for research and 
innovation

§ §

international cooperation §

paragraph symbols in bold font: power to enact legislation;  
paragraph symbols in light grey font: power to enact implement-
ing legislation and provisions 
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the commitment of individual actors is a key prerequisite 
for a successful national education, research and innovation 
system. Equally important is coherent and complimentary 
interaction between the various actors. this is particularly 
important in federalist Switzerland, where all 26 cantons 
play a central role in the area of education. it is also impor-
tant because the confederation and the cantons both share 
responsibility for education under the federal constitution, 
each in their respective areas of authority.

federal legislation applies at various levels within ERi system 
(e.g. vPEt system) and serves as the basis for cantonal imple-
menting acts and provisions. the most important legal basis 
for federal ERi policies can be found in the federal vocational 
and Professional Education and training act (vPEta), the 
federal institutes of technology act (fit act), the higher 
Education act (hEda) and the Research and innovation Pro-
motion act (RiPa).

the confederation currently provides chf 7.7 billion each 
year for the policy area “Education, research and innova-
tion”, in keeping with its regulatory powers and activities 
assigned to it under federal legislation. from a purely finan-
cial standpoint, education, research and innovation is the 
confederation’s fourth largest policy area.

Source: federal finance administration 2017
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fEdERal ERi Policy foR 2017–2020

Federal funding of ERI system for 2017–2020 in CHF million
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for the past 20 years, the federal council has expressed its 
ERi policy in successive appropriation bills submitted at four-
year intervals to Parliament for approval. Each appropriation 
bill for the ERi policy area is referred to as a “federal council 
dispatch on the Promotion of Education, Research and inno-
vation” (following cited: ERi dispatch). in these appropriation 
bills, the federal council lays out its strategic vision for the 
ERi policy area at national, European and, where applicable, 
international level. 

the ERi policy strategy requires planning of activities and 
resources in order to fulfil the tasks assigned to the confed-
eration, namely:
• Support for the Swiss vPEt system
• coordination of the Swiss higher education sector through 

the Swiss conference of higher Education institutions
• Management and financing of the Eth domain
• Support for cantonal universities and universities of applied 

sciences
• Promotion of research and innovation at both national and 

international level

for 2017–2020 budgetary period, the confederation will 
spend around chf 28.3 billion to implement its ERi policy. this 
constitutes an increase of just under chf 2.6 billion compared 
to the previous budgetary period 2013–2016.

the allocation of the total budget to individual budget 
items depends on various criteria:
• the considerable funding provided to the Eth domain  

is due to the fact that this domain falls under federal  
authority. 

• the allocation of funding to individual higher education 
institutions in the 2017–2020 budgetary period is based 
on the funding provisions set forth in the higher Education 
act (hEda), which provides for three types of federal fund-
ing contributions: operating subsidies, building subsidies 
and project subsidies.

• the confederation is required to provide one-fourth of the 
total public funding allocated to the vPEt system. 

• like other participating countries in international pro-
grammes and organisations, Switzerland’s contribution 
to the total budget is usually calculated as a proportion of 
its gross domestic product.

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016
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Federal ERI funding objectives for  
2017–2020

Generally speaking, the confederation has permanent tasks 
in this policy area. concrete implementation takes place 
during four-year planning periods, which include specific 
objectives and corresponding measures to be taken. ERi 
policy for 2017–2020 is based on the motto “Switzerland 
will remain a leader in education, research and innovation.” 
among other things, this requires pursuit of the following 
objectives, aimed at improving the system: 

• Maintaining favourable general conditions enabling service 
providers to develop the vPEt system further so that it is 
can be readily adapted to future needs.

•  further development of international cooperation activities 
in topics, fields and regions that are strategically important 
for Switzerland.

• Reinforcing and expanding public-private partnerships.

Continuity and targeted priorities for 
2017–2020

thanks to past expenditure and current policy measures, 
the performance capacity of the ERi system is currently high 
overall. in this context, the guideline for the budgetary period 
2017–2020 is “continuity with targeted expansion”. 
here, “continuity” means that future ERi policy measures 
will also be based on the same principles that have guided 
the confederation for many years already:

Cooperative federalism
the confederation will carry out the tasks assigned to it in 
a complementary fashion to those of the cantons and will 
remain consistently focussed on the big picture.

Autonomy
the confederation will ensure that higher education institu-
tions, researchers and research funding institutions enjoy a 
high level of autonomy with each taking individual responsi-
bility for achieving success together. the policy measure here is 
to ensure the competitive use of federal funding and – where 
possible – the delegation of funding activities at an institu-
tional level (Eth Board or Eth domain, Swiss national Science 
foundation, Swiss academies of arts and Sciences, etc.)

A diverse and permeable education system
the confederation will strive to maintain a high-quality educa-
tion system that offers general education and vocational edu-
cation and training at upper-secondary level and professional 
education and higher education at tertiary level. the various 
education and training pathways must be of equal value, offer 
similar career prospects and enable seamless transitions from 
one pathway to another as well as the opportunity to pursue 
a combination of different forms of education and training.

International ties
the confederation will seek to achieve ideal conditions en-
abling Swiss education and research actors to pursue co-
operation at international level. the decisive factor is that 
Switzerland must be able to continue to actively and openly 
engage in the exchange of knowledge and people across 
national borders, as has always been the case previously. 

in terms of ‘targeted future development’ of the system, 
the following four priorities have been set for 2017–2020:

Strengthen the professional education sector
thanks to tertiary-level professional education, Switzerland 
has a successful model enabling professionals to pursue ad-
vanced levels of training outside of the Swiss higher edu-
cation sector. the purpose of professional education is to 
impart competences that enable qualification holders to take 
on challenging managerial and technical tasks in their field. 
the adoption of new rules and the introduction of subsidies 
for preparatory courses for federal professional examinations 
are aimed at further strengthening the Swiss professional 
education sector. a total of chf 365 million (2017–2020) 
has been set aside for direct federal subsidies to be paid to 
individuals who complete eligible preparatory courses for 
these examinations.

Support academic careers for the next generation of teach-
ers and researchers
highly qualified academic staff are essential in preserving 
Switzerland‘s international competitiveness as a location for 
higher education and research. for this reason, the confed-
eration will provide funding to cantonal universities to ad-
just their tenure tracks for young people wishing to pursue 
academic careers. the confederation has allocated chf 34 
million over the 2017–2020 budgetary period in support 
of two projects in support of academic careers for the next 
generation of teachers and researchers. in addition, specific 
measures will be taken to help young researchers (e.g. re-
search professors) under the career support programme of 
the Swiss national Science foundation.

Pursue special programme for human medicine
the medical schools at the universities of Basel, fribourg, 
Geneva, lausanne and Zurich, respectively have recently ex-
panded their student enrolment capacities in human medi-
cine. nevertheless, the demand for doctors can only be cov-
ered through recruitment of individuals who obtained their 
training in human medicine from outside of Switzerland. in 
order to reduce this reliance on foreign workers while at the 
same time cover Switzerland‘s health needs, the confeder-
ation intends to spend chf 100 million over the 2017–2020 
budgetary period. the special programme to increase the 
number of holders of qualifications in human medicine is 
intended to accelerate expansion of capacity at cantonal 
universities and reach the level of 1,350 qualifications per 
year by 2025. this about 50% higher than current levels. in 
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order to reach this objective, the universities of St. Gallen, 
lucerne and lugano as well as both federal institutes of 
technology (EthZ and EPfl) will launch degree programmes 
in human medicine.

Take measures to maintain the innovative capacity of the 
private sector
within the context of increasing digitalisation, maintaining 
the innovation capacity of the Swiss private sector with re-
spect to that of other countries is a major challenge. the 
confederation intends to do its part in helping the private 
sector by implementing long-term structural measures and 
continuing to allocate considerable sums to fundamental 
research. at the same time, the confederation will increase 
the budget of innosuisse from around chf 600 million 
(2013–2016) to around chf 800 million for the budgetary 
period 2017–2020. the Swiss national Science foundation 
(SnSf) and innosuisse will also be given a federal mandate 
for the joint ‘Bridge‘ programme, which is aimed at accel-
erating the transfer of research findings and applications 
across the entire value chain, from fundamental research to 
market-oriented innovation. 
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At a care home for the elderly in Worb outside Bern, a trainee care specialist helps one of the residents. In Swit-
zerland, around 230 vocational education and training programmes help people enter the labour market and 
provide them with a solid foundation allowing them to thrive in their chosen career.



15

SwiSS vPEt SyStEM

upper-secondary level vocational education and training 
(vEt) is the most important form of post-compulsory ed-
ucation in Switzerland. vEt programmes provide many 
young people with their first exposure to working life and 
provides the Swiss economy with the next generation of 
skilled workers and managers. Maintaining the vPEt system 
is a shared undertaking of the confederation, the cantons 
and professional organisations. 
the cantons provide most of the public funding allocated 
to the vPEt system. for its part, the confederation provides 
one-fourth of public funding for the vPEt system, in accord-
ance with the provisions of the vocational and Professional 
Education and training act (vPEta). Since 2008, most fed-
eral subsidies to the cantons are performance-based and 
paid out on a lump-sum basis.

Objectives and measures for 2017–2020

Improving efficiency and effectiveness
several measures will be implemented to achieve this objec-
tive. for example, the support programme for research in 
vocational education and training will be continued, with 
research more heavily oriented towards providing policy-
makers and practitioners with actionable findings. at the 
same time, efforts will be made to institutionally anchor this 
research field in Swiss higher education institutions. the 
positioning of the Swiss federal institute for vocational Ed-
ucation and training (SfivEt) as the expert organisation in 
this field will also be reinforced. other measures relate to 
vocational, educational and career guidance, the balancing 
of supply and demand on the apprenticeship market and 
further increases in the proportion of people obtaining up-
per-secondary level qualifications.

Helping to cover shortages of skilled workers
in 2011, the Skilled workers initiative was launched to ad-
dress issues arising from demographic change. this initiative 
is intended to tap the potential of Switzerland’s domestic la-
bour force more effectively. the ERi dispatch for 2017–2020 
provides for the following measures for Switzerland’s vEt 
sector: steadily increasing training capacities in the field of 
health; promoting the federal vocational baccalaureate as an 
important instrument of permeability within the Swiss edu-
cation system; and improving the conditions enabling adults 
to obtain vocational qualifications and change occupations.

Strengthening Switzerland’s professional education sector
the national and international positioning of the profes-
sional education sector will be improved. in addition, a new 
system of direct personal subsidies will be introduced to en-
able individuals to attend preparatory courses for federal 
professional examinations. these subsidies will be paid by 
the confederation.

Strengthen international cooperation
the confederation will continue to give importance to 
creating and optimising the general conditions for inter-
national exchange and mobility programmes in the area of 
vocational education training. Successful Swiss participation 
in international skills competitions (e.g. worldSkills com-
petition) will continue. various measures (e.g. exchange of 
experiences with foreign partners) will be taken to transfer 
Swiss vEt expertise and intensify international cooperation 
in consultation with all three of the main partners within the 
Swiss vPEt system (i.e. the confederation, the cantons and 
professional organisations). Proven cross-cutting measures 
such as the deepening and institutionalisation of cooper-
ation and coordination with countries with dual-track vEt 
systems will be developed as needs arise. Swiss membership 
in vEt-relevant international organisations (e.g. organisa-
tion for Economic cooperation and development, oEcd) 
and participation in European-level bodies will also contin-
ue. coordination across multiple policy areas with other fed-
eral agencies involved in international cooperation in vEt 
will also be deepened. 

Federal budget for Swiss VPET system in 2017–2020: 
CHF 3.632 billion

2788

365

136

192.5
150.8

Performance-based lump-sum subsidies to the cantons

Professional education: subsidies for federal professional 
examinations and study programmes at professional 
education institutions

Professional education: subsidies for preparatory courses for 
federal professional examinations

Development of VPET system and other services in 
the public interest

Swiss Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016
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The Confederation encourages adults to acquire and maintain basic skills, by providing grants to continuing 
education organisations, for example. The “reading and writing for adults” association in Bern offers reading 
and writing courses at various levels, as well as courses in maths and computer applications.
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continuinG Education and tRaininG

the confederation and the cantons have established the 
joint objective of more effectively tapping the full potential 
of the Swiss education system. the continuing Education 
and training act (cEta), which came into effect in 2017, 
forms the starting point for this endeavour. continuing 
education and training is an important pursuit for individu-
als, society and the economy. the increasing pace of social 
and economic changes requires a constant effort to adapt 
and expand one’s competences and knowledge. continu-
ing education and training as a concept includes structured 
syllabus-based forms of learning as well as less structured 
learning-teaching settings.

in Switzerland, many people pursue continuing education 
and training. however, access to courses can sometimes be 
difficult for certain groups of people, e.g. adults who lack 
basic reading, writing and verbal skills in a national language 
of Switzerland as well as mathematics skills and ict skills. 
the cantons that take measures to remedy this situation 
qualify for a federal subsidy under cEta.

Federal budget for continuing education and training 
in 2017–2020: CHF 26 million
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Switzerland participates in the European Union’s Erasmus+ exchange and mobility programmes with third 
country status. Annemarie Sauter, a primary school teacher from Basel, learned about new educational ap-
proaches and school systems at exchange programmes in Bobigny/Paris (FR) and Hastings (UK) and now incor-
porates her new experiences in her classes.
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ExchanGE and MoBility

international cooperation in education is growing at a fast 
pace. a characteristic feature of the exchange of people 
and ideas at the start of the 21st century is the fact that 
these processes take place at different levels. People of all 
ages and education institutions at all levels have access to 
a wide range of different options for international cooper-
ation in education. these options are constantly being ex-
panded and developed further..

EU education programmes

the confederation supports international mobility as part 
of coordinated federal and cantonal education policy. for 
this reason, it has carefully aligned its support policies with 
Eu education programmes over the past twenty years. Swit-
zerland takes part as a third country in the Eu’s 2014–2020 
Erasmus+ programme and therefore provides funding to 
enable Swiss nationals to pursue education and training 
abroad and foreign nationals to do the same in Switzerland.

the various activities and options under the Erasmus+ pro-
gramme are available to all institutions at all levels within the 
formal education system and non-formal learning sector. 
the main focus of funding is to facilitate learning mobility. 
learners may spend time abroad to study, undergo training 
or improve their skills and teachers can teach abroad for a 
certain period of time. there are also exchange activities for 
young people. Successful formats include: stays to study at 
a partner institution: learning, training and working at com-
panies; doing volunteer work; group exchanges of young 
people; training and teaching at partner institutions in the 
Eu.

the aim is to encourage a large number of Swiss nationals 
to become more internationally mobile and to improve their 
skills. at the same time, the aim is to improve international 
net-working of the Swiss education landscape.

the confederation and the cantons established a nation-
al agency, the Swiss foundation for the Promotion of Ex-
changes and Mobility (SfaM, also called Movetia), to coor-
dinate implementation of corresponding support measures.
 
Federal budget for Swiss participation in EU edu-
cation programme Erasmus+ 2017–2020: CHF 150 
million
 

International cooperation in education

Switzerland’s international cooperation in education activi-
ties have long been characterised by intensive bilateral con-
tacts. in addition, multilateral cooperation also plays a par-
ticularly important role. Examples worth mentioning include 
unESco and the education-related activities of the council 
of Europe. Both organisations serve as forums for interna-
tional discussions on education issues and springboards for 
support initiatives and projects that provide valuable stimu-
lus for international cooperation in education. the oEcd is 
another important player in education policymaking activ-
ities, particularly drawing attention to new issues, carrying 
out analysis of skills formation systems in different coun-
tries and producing comparative best practices guidelines 
to foster discussion of education-related topics among its 
members. the activities of the oEcd are therefore impor-
tant to Switzerland’s international cooperation activities in 
education, research and innovation.

the confederation gives increasing importance to interna-
tional cooperation in education in general. Priority areas for 
support include bilateral cooperation initiatives to support 
young researchers, transfer knowledge and stimulate inno-
vation capacity and creativity. here, the confederation pro-
vides subsidiary support to projects aimed at building and 
sharing expertise and maintaining scientific excellence. 
various partners who have qualified for subsidies include 
the association of Swiss Scientific olympiads, the Swiss 
Study foundation, the Swiss young Researchers association 
and the Berlin institute for advanced Study and affiliated 
institutes for advanced Study in Bucharest and Sofia.

federal budget for international cooperation in education 
in 2017–2020: chf 24 million.

Scholarships for foreign students

as part of international cooperation in education and 
foreign science policy, the Swiss confederation has been 
awarding government excellence scholarships for foreign 
scholars and artists. these one-year scholarships are intend-
ed to promote international exchange and research coop-
eration between Switzerland and over 180 other countries. 
Recipients are selected by the awarding body, the federal 
commission for Scholarships for foreign Students (fcS). 
Each year, around 300 scholarships are awarded on the ba-
sis of excellence criteria.

Federal budget for scholarships for foreign students 
in 2017–2020: CHF 40 million
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The Confederation and the cantons work together to ensure that Switzerland’s education system is of high 
quality, flexible and facilitates mobility. Common objectives, agreements, planning and development work 
serve to improve how the education system is managed. Part of that involves the international PISA tests car-
ried under the framework of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) designed 
to test young people’s skills.
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fEdERal-cantonal cooPERation in Education

in federalist Switzerland, the confederation and the cantons 
have different areas of authority within the Swiss education 
system. the decisions made at one policymaking level often 
have an impact on other education levels and thus on the 
entire education system as a whole. the federal constitution 
requires the confederation and the cantons to coordinate 
their efforts and work together through joint bodies.

Monitoring education

the confederation and the cantons have launched a joint 
programme to establish and develop various activities. this 
includes a national system to monitor education and draft 
a corresponding report entitled, “the Swiss Education Re-
port”, which is published at four-year intervals. in 2018, this 
report will be produced for the third time since its inception. 
activities also include reporting of scholastic achievement 
of young people as part of the Eu’s “Programme for inter-
national Student assessment” (PiSa), maintenance of the 
Swiss education server educa.ch and measures to ensure the 
quality of upper-secondary level education. the cooperation 
in Education act (cEda), which came into effect in 2017, 
forms the legal basis for federal subsidies to co-fund these 
ongoing activities.

Federal budget for federal-cantonal cooperation in ed-
ucation in 2017–2020: CHF 22 million

Scholarships for local students

Persons undergoing education and training in Switzerland 
may apply for scholarships or student loans. Each canton is 
responsible for deciding financial aid provisions within its 
territory. the confederation provides a lump-sum financial 
aid subsidy to the cantons to help cover the costs of student 
enrolment in tertiary-level education (i.e. higher education 
and professional education). in an effort to harmonise finan-
cial aid criteria, many cantons have signed the intercantonal 
agreement on financial aid (ica-fa).

under the new Education Subsidies act that came into effect 
in 2016, the federal financial aid subsidy will only be paid to 
cantons that have adopted relevant ica-fa harmonisation 
provisions. 

Federal budget for scholarships for local students in 
2017–2020: CHF 102 million
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Switzerland’s higher education sector offers a comprehensive and varied range of study programmes. Cate-
rina Riva is a student on the Master’s programme in conservation and restoration at the Scuola universitaria 
professionale della Svizzera italiana (SUPSI), which trains students in the restoration of murals, stucco and 
stone surfaces. Here she is working on the ‘Pesca Miracolosa’ in the church of Santa Maria del Sasso in Mor-
cote (Ticino).
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hiGhER Education inStitutionS

the Swiss higher education landscape offers a complete 
and diversified range of study options. at tier-one universi-
ties, emphasis is placed primarily on academic teaching and  
fundamental research. tier-one universities include ten can-
tonal universities and two federal institutes of technology 
(EthZ and EPfl). there are also seven public universities of 
applied sciences, which offer mainly practical teaching and 
applied research. finally, there are fourteen universities of 
teacher education whose task is to train an adequate num-
ber of teachers for primary all the way to upper-secondary 
level.  

the structure of the Swiss higher education sector is mainly 
determined by two bodies: the Swiss conference of higher 
Education institutions and the Swiss conference of Rectors 
of higher Education institutions (swissuniversities).

the Swiss conference of higher Education institutions is the 
highest policymaking body with-in the Swiss higher educa-
tion sector. it coordinates the activities of the confederation 
and the cantons in matters pertaining to higher education. 
it has legislative powers and issues recommendations and 
opinions. the confederation chairs this body and handles 
its day-to-day business.

the Swiss conference of Rectors of higher Education in-
stitutions (swissuniversities) is comprised of the rectors or 
presidents of tier-one universities, universities of applied 
sciences and universities of teacher education. swissuni-
versities seeks to deepen and further develop cooperation 
between Swiss higher education institutions and achieve a 
common voice within the Swiss higher education sector. in 
addition, swissuniversities also carries out coordination tasks 
and represents the entire Swiss higher education sector at 
international level.

ETH Domain

the Eth domain is managed by the confederation. it is 
comprised of two federal institutes of technology (EthZ and 
EPfl) as well as four research institutes: Paul Scherrer institute 
(PSi), Swiss federal institute for forest, Snow and landscape 
Research (wSl), Swiss federal institute for Materials test-
ing and Research (EMPa) and the Swiss federal institute of 
aquatic Science and technology (Eawag). the Eth Board is 
the strategic management and supervisory body of the Eth 
domain. among other things, it is responsible for reaching 
the strategic objectives established by the federal council.

Objectives and measures for 2017–2020

Developing teaching activities further
Both federal institutes of technology will use new research 
findings to update their syllabuses and establish new study 
programmes.

Include promising research fields and maintain modern 
research infrastructures
with research in the service of society, the Eth domain great-
ly helps to overcome current and future societal challenges. 
new and promising research fields are added on a continuous 
basis. the Eth domain will continue to run and upgrade 
modern research infrastructures, which will be available to 
the entire research community. this will enable outstanding 
technology-based research to be conducted in the fields of 
natural science and engineering.

Encourage knowledge and technology transfer (KTT)
the Eth domain will build its position as a key academic 
partner for Swiss and international companies as well as 
for the public sector. the training provided within the Eth 
domain will include both Ktt competences and entrepre-
neurial know-how.

Strengthen national cooperation and coordination
in order to create research synergies, alliances will be es-
tablished, reinforced and continued with selected national 
technology competence centres and research institutions.

Strive for international positioning and cooperation
in order for Switzerland to hold on to its leading international 
position and expand its international networking ties with 
the world‘s best institutions, favourable conditions need to 
remain in place. among other things, this includes the pos-
sibility of recruiting talented researchers regardless of their 
country of origin.

Provide services to society
the mandate of the Eth domain is to ensure the sustainable 
development of society, the economy and the environment. 
it is also responsible for other national tasks such as the 
Swiss Seismological Service (SEd) and the Swiss Economic 
institute (Kof) at the Eth Zurich, the wSl institute for Snow 
and avalanche Research or pioneering proton therapy used 
at the PSi to treat cancer patients.
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Cantonal universities and universities  
of applied sciences 

the higher Education act (hEda) establishes uniform prin-
ciples for the awarding of federal funding to cantonal uni-
versities and universities of applied sciences.

Objectives and measures for 2017–2020: cantonal 
universities

Offer young researchers viable career prospects
various measures are intended to help make academic ca-
reers a more viable option for young researchers in Switzer-
land. these measures include mobility programmes at Phd 
level and the creation of new jobs for young researchers.

Expand training capacities in the field of human medicine
in recent years, Switzerland has not trained an adequate 
number of doctors, which has increased its reliance on for-
eign-trained ones. the special programme to increase the 
number of holders of Swiss qualifications in human medicine 
should lead to nearly a two-fold in-crease, from around 850 
per year (2016) to about 1,350 (2025).

Improve the quality of teaching and mobility
with the development of digitalisation and changing living 
conditions of students, universities require innovative didac-
tic methods. in addition, they seek to encourage mobility 
between and within higher education institutions. Specific 
information and advisory services will be developed for this 
purpose.

Improve cooperation within the Swiss higher education 
sector
federal funding will be provided for specific initiatives that 
benefit the Swiss higher education sector as a whole. these 
include the following: “Scientific information: access, pro-
cessing and storage”, “Strategy to reduce shortages of skilled 
workers in the healthcare field”, “Equal opportunities and 
academic career prospects”, “development of scientific com-
petences in vocational didactics” and the Swiss centre for 
islam and Society (university of fribourg).

Objectives and measures for 2017–2020: universities 
of applied sciences

Continuously improve the quality of teaching
various measures will be taken to continuously improve the 
quality of teaching. these include the creation of flexible 
learning environments, cooperation initiatives between high-
er education institutions and the private sector as well as ex-
tracurricular activities. the ongoing adaptation of syllabuses 
will take place in response to the needs of the labour market.

Secure long-term funding for applied research
universities of applied sciences will pursue applied research 
and seek to encourage the transfer of knowledge and 
technology between researchers and companies. Research 
funding at universities of applied sciences has thus far come 
mostly from third party sources and have depended on the 
usability of research findings for third parties. this funding 
should be made more secure in the future.

Support young researchers at universities of applied 
sciences
uaS-specific career pathways will be developed along with 
programmes designed specifically for universities of applied 
sciences. in this manner, the dual perspectives of profes-
sional and academic qualifications will be more adequately 
reflected.
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10,178

2149.8

2753.9

381.7 224.8

ETH Domain

Operating subsidies to cantonal universities

Operating subsidies to UAS

Building subsidies

Project subsidies

Federal budget for higher education institutions  
in 2017–2020: CHF 15,688 million

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016
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At the National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) on Digital Fabrication, more than 60 researchers from 
six different disciplines work together to develop ground-breaking technologies for the construction industry 
of the future. Kathrin Dörfler and Norman Hack Gramazio Kohler Research Chair at the ETH Zurich are currently 
conducting research on a robotic construction process that can be used to produce reinforced concrete elements 
without formwork directly on the construction site.
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RESEaRch and innovation at national lEvEl

Switzerland is very competitive in the area of research and 
innovation. it is among the countries with the highest R&d 
to GdP ratios. the private sector accounts for two-thirds of 
total Swiss R&d expenditure. the public sector (the con-
federation and cantons) awards research funding primarily 
on a competitive basis and at the initiative of individual re-
searchers. Steps are also taken to ensure ideal conditions for 
international cooperation.

under the Research and innovation Promotion act (RiPa), 
the confederation is responsible for providing support 
for research and innovation. it does this through two re-
search-funding institutions: the Swiss national Science 
foundation (SnSf) and innosuisse. the confederation also  
provides funding for the Swiss academies of arts and 
Sciences and supports just under 30 research facilities out-
side of the higher education sector. federal policy research 
also produces important scientific findings. this research 
is either conducted by the federal administration directly 
or is entrusted to higher education institutions and private 
companies.

Basic research

the confederation supports free basic research, particular-
ly through the provision of funding to the Swiss national 
Science foundation (SnSf). it manages the SnSf through 
performance agreements and establishes a corresponding 
budget that the SnSf is free to use for its research funding 
activities

the SnSf is responsible for funding scientific research in all 
disciplines, supporting young researchers and conducting 
national research programmes (nRPs) and national centres of 
competence in research (nccRs). in addition, the SnSf also 
plays an active role in shaping Swiss international research 
activities. 

the SnSf was established as a private law foundation in 
1952. the foundation council is the highest body of the 
SnSf and makes strategic decisions. it ensures that the 
foundation stays on mission, defines the position of the 
SnSf on research policy issues and produces planning doc-
uments. the national Research council is responsible for 
evaluating applications for research funding. it is comprised 
of distinguished researchers who mostly work at Swiss higher 
education institutions. in addition, the SnSf has established 
research commissions at Swiss higher education institutions. 

these research commissions act as a link between the high-
er education institutions and the SnSf. the SnSf secretar-
iat is called ‘administrative office’. the role of this body is 
to coordinate and support the activities of the foundation 
council, the national Research council and the Research 
commissions.

National research programmes
national research programmes (nRPs) produce knowledge 
that can be used to understand and address current issues 
affecting society and the economy. nRPs are created for  
a period of around five years. a bottom-up process is used  
to select nRP research topics, whereby interested parties 
submit project outlines. following a feasibility study by the 
SnSf, the federal council periodically decides which topics to  
pursue as nRPs and then tasks the SnSf with implemen-
tation.

National centres of competence in research
national centres of competence in research (nccRs) focus on 
areas deemed strategically important for Switzerland. they 
are more long-term in nature and are more firmly anchored in 
the research landscape. nccRs are institutionally supported 
research projects of national importance that pursue research 
in a clearly delineated thematic area. in addition to research 
groups in a home institution, nccRs also maintain a network 
in which other teams from all over Switzerland interact with 
one another. the decision to launch a new nccR is made by 
the confederation, with the SnSf acting as the implementing 
and supervisory body.

Objectives and measures for 2017–2020

Award project funding on a competitive basis
Project funding is a key instrument of the SnSf, enabling 
researchers to apply for funding of any project they like, 
in any scientific discipline. approved research projects are 
mainly intended to produce fundamental knowledge in a 
given field, not to develop directly applicable solutions to 
problems or to create marketable products. this successful 
funding practice will be continued in 2017–2020.

Provide greater support for young researchers
Each higher education institution has a basic mandate to 
provide support to young researchers and also has a vested 
interest in doing so. the SnSf supports these efforts both 
through general project funding and a specific set of meas-
ures to encourage academic careers.



28

with project funding, support is provided in the form of 
research positions for talented Phd students or postdoctoral 
students. these positions are created as part of SnSf-fund-
ed research projects, through foreign scholarships, or SnSf 
research projects.

in the area of career support, the SnSf supports particularly 
promising dissertations as well as talented young scholars 
working either as research assistants and assistant professors.

Intensify cooperation between Innosuisse and SNSF
the Bridge Programme is a special initiative launched by in-
nosuisse and SnSf to reach this objective (see ‘innovation 
support’). in addition, when certain topics overlap, innosuisse 
and SnSf may also work closely together in national research 
programmes (nRPs).

Support for innovation

innosuisse is the federal competence centre for the promo-
tion of science-based innovation in all disciplines covered by 
research facilities within the Swiss higher education sector. 
in keeping with the objectives set forth in the federal con-
stitution and established by the federal council, innosuisse 
is free to decide how best to use its budget in support of 
innovation projects and other support measures. innosuisse 
is comprised of representatives of the research and business 
community and in isolated cases, representatives of public in-
stitutions. innosuisse is structured into several divisions, each 
with their own decision-making powers, and is coordinated 
by a secretariat. the president and head of the secretariat 
are appointed by the federal council. under the action plan 
‘Swiss coordinated Energy Research’, innosuisse also has a 
mandate to develop and support an inter-university network 
of Swiss competence centres for Energy Research (SccER) 
and fund innovation projects in the field of energy.

Objectives and measures for 2017–2020
 
Continue successful support mechanisms and add specific 
development priorities: support for R&D
Projects will remain an important area of focus for innosu-
isse innovation support. innosuisse may also provide support 
to socially relevant science-based innovation in the services 
sector.

Intensify knowledge and technology transfer in innovation 
support activities
the Bridge programme pursued jointly by SnSf and innosu-
isse is intended to enable research and innovation activities to 
be increasingly carried out as part of the entire value chain, 
from fundamental research and applied research all the way 
to market-based innovations. the Bridge programme fo-
cusses on two areas of support: young researchers, who wish 
to tap on the application potential of their research findings 
and pursue careers outside of the higher education sector. 
here, support mainly relates to ‚proof of concept studies‘. 
Secondly, support is given to ‚precompetitive projects‘ for 
individual applicants, interdisciplinary research teams and 
small consortia that have already carried out excellent-quality 
fundamental research from day one and that intend to use 
their research findings to develop a market-based innovation.

Continue support for energy research
innosuisse will continue support for existing SccER research 
groups for an additional four years and use project funding 
specifically set aside for energy research.

Federal budget for national research and innovation 
in 2017–2020: CHF 4,151 million

3219,9

284

100

422

90

Core subsidies for research

National research programmes 

National competence centres for research 

Bridge programme

Operating subsidies

Additional expenditure (FLARE, COST, bilateral programmes)

35

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016
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Federal budget for Innosuisse in 2017–2020:  
CHF 806 million

561.6

35

139.2

70.2

Support for innovation

Energy research

Bridge programme

Operating subsidies

Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences 

the Swiss academies of arts and Sciences include six mem-
ber bodies (four academies and two competence centres): 
the Swiss academy of Sciences (Scnat), Swiss academy 
of humanities and Social Sciences (SahS), Swiss academy 
of Medical Sciences (SaMS) and the Swiss academy of En-
gineering Sciences (Satw), the centre for technology as-
sessment (ta-SwiSS) and the Science et cité foundation. 
ta-SwiSS carries out technology assessments for the purpose 
of ascertaining the consequences of new technologies and 
the Science et cité foundation supports dialogue between 
science and society.

the Swiss academies of arts and Sciences has a scientif-
ic network of 100,000 people. this is organised according  
to a “militia”-type system, which is comprised of around 
160 professional societies, 100 standing committees and  
30 cantonal associations.

the Swiss academies of arts and Sciences strive for and 
encourage early recognition in socially relevant areas such as 
education, research and innovation. they also seek to achieve 
greater awareness and understanding of ethically responsible 
approaches to gathering and using research findings. their 
remit also includes the promotion of dialogue between sci-
ence and society.

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016

Objectives and measures for 2017–2020

Generate executive summaries for decision-makers
in each thematic area of research (e.g. education and the 
next generation of skilled workers, management of natural 
resources, changing health system, scientific culture), the 
Swiss academies of arts and Sciences will act as an expert 
body to provide executive summaries of research findings 
for decision-makers. at the same time, it will propose corre-
sponding action steps.

Support for young researchers in science, technology, engi-
neering and mathematics (STEM)
the successful work done so far by the Swiss academy of Sci-
ence (Scnat) and the Swiss academy of Engineering Scienc-
es (Satw) in the area of support to young researchers the 
fields of science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(StEM) will be continued. among other things, this includes 
preparation of information and support for development of 
teaching materials. these measures are specifically intended 
to make children and young people more aware of these 
fields and encourage them to study them.

Coordinate the national support initiative “personalised 
medicine”
the Swiss academy of Medical Sciences (SaMS) is responsi-
ble for overall coordination of the national support initiative 
“personalised medicine”. Research in the area of personal-
ised medicine is intended to use the results of fundamental 
research to develop clinical applications in the form of new 
medicines, optimisation of existing therapies or the diagnosis 
and treatment of rare diseases. harmonising the structure of 
health records in Switzerland, how-ever, poses a considerable 
challenge, particularly in the area of collecting and preparing 
patient data and gathering basic biological data for research.

Maintain and operate the Information and Documentation 
Centre of the Swiss Historical Dictionary (HLS)
the hlS is a scientific reference work presenting the history 
of Switzerland from prehistory to the present time in an 
easy to understand format. it is the only scientific diction-
ary in the world that is produced simultaneously in three 
languages (German, french, italian) both in hardcopy (from 
2002–2014 in 13 volumes) and as an online database. under 
the guidance of the Swiss academy of humanities and Social 
Sciences, the hlS editing team is responsible for the follow-
ing: developing and providing information about existing and 
new data and data collections of relevance to Swiss history; 
updating and revising existing articles; carrying out research 
monitoring tasks and preparing new research findings.

the Swiss academies of arts and Sciences are also respon-
sible for managing editions such as the “national diction-
aries”, the “Swiss Political data yearbook” and the “Swiss 
diplomatic documents”. in addition, they also serve as coor-
dination secretariats for international programmes.
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Federal contribution for Swiss Academies of Arts and 
Sciences in 2017–2020: CHF 169 million

26.430

43.6

SCNAT

SAGW

SAMW

SATW

TA-SWISS

26.3

10.2

11.7

7.6

2.7

10.5

Science et Cité

Association of the Swiss Academies 
of Arts and Sciences

Long-term endeavours

National support initiative 
'personalised medicine'

Research institutes of national  
importance

federally funded national research facilities may be affiliated 
with the Swiss higher education sector or may be independ-
ent institutes. national research facilities fall into one of three 
categories:

• Research infrastructures render service to the research 
community by providing scientific information and doc-
umentation. this is achieved by gathering, collecting and 
analysing data and then making their work available to the 
research community. Examples include the Swiss aesthetics 
institute (Zurich) or the Swiss institute of Bioinformatics 
(lausanne). 

• highly specialised research institutes that hold a special 
niche within the Swiss research landscape. these institutes 
sign cooperation agreements with one or more cantonal 
universities or enter into strategic alliances with institutes 
within the Eth domain. Examples include the idiaP Re-
search institute in Martigny (specialised in artificial intel-
ligence) and the Swiss institute of allergy and asthma 
Research (Siaf) in davos.

• technology competence centres, which are intended to 
systematically bring researchers at higher education insti-
tutions and the private sector closer together. technology 

competence centres therefore work with institutions within 
the Eth domain, cantonal universities and universities of 
applied sciences. at the same time, they support innova-
tion projects with partners from the private sector. Exam-
ples include the centre suisse d’électronique et de micro-
technique (cSEM) in neuchâtel and the Swiss institute for 
translational and Entrepreneurial Medicine (sitem-insel) in 
Bern. 

Supported institutions help to create added value from sci-
entific research and serve as a complement to the funda-
mental research activities carried out by higher education 
institutions. Requests for funding are subject to a review by 
the Swiss Science and innovation council (SSic). Based on 
the SSic recommendation and the budget appropriation 
bill approved by Parliament, the federal department of Eco-
nomic affairs, Education and Research decides how much 
federal funding is to be allocated, how long and under what 
conditions.

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016

Federal budget for research institutes of national  
importance in 2017–2020: CHF 382 million

162

74

146

Research infrastructures 

Technology competence centres 

Specialised research institutes

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016
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Federal policy research

federal policy research is scientific research carried out or 
commissioned by the federal administration for the purpose 
of gathering the data and information that it needs to carry 
out its tasks. federal policy research addresses societal issues 
(e.g. research on the sustainable use and protection of nat-
ural resources in agriculture; research to develop innovative 
technologies in the energy sector; or research into the causes 
of disabling mental illness). federal policy research tends to 
be targeted, practical and generally interdisciplinary in na-
ture. it is intended to enable concrete solutions to be found 
quickly in complex circumstances.

Federal policy research: proportion of funding by policy areas 2016

Energy 12.8%

Spatial development and  
mobility 0.2%

Development and 
cooperation 14.8%

Security Policy 7.8%

Vocational and professional training 1%
Sport 0.9%
Transport 2.4%

Outside research concepts 6.5%

Agriculture 46.6%

Environment 3.5%
Social insurance 0.5%

Health 3%

federal policy research is based on four-year research con-
cepts, which are broken down into eleven policy areas for 
optimal coordination: health, Social insurance, Environment, 
agriculture, Energy, Sustainable spatial planning and mobility, 
development and cooperation, Security and peace policy, 
vPEt system, Sports and fitness, Sustainable transport.

at the international level, federal agencies carry out their 
federal policy research activities in international bodies and 
research programmes. in addition, funding is provided to 
international organisations and development programmes.

Federal budget for federal policy research in  
2017–2020: CHF 1.160 billion 

Source: www.ressortforschung.admin.ch
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CERN, located on the Swiss-French border near Geneva, employs around 2,500 people, most of them engineers, 
who together with around 10,000 guest researchers from all over the world advance scientific knowledge in 
the field of nuclear and particle physics.
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RESEaRch and innovation at intERnational lEvEl

the efforts of the confederation to involve the Swiss re-
search community in international cooperation endeavours 
began with the creation of the European organization for 
nuclear Research (cERn) in Geneva back in 1953. over 
time, these efforts have become more important and con-
sequently intensified. the networking of national research 
and innovation support activities at both the European and 
international level as well as the international opening and 
alignment of national programmes make these support ac-
tivities all the more efficient. in addition, research questions 
beyond the research capacities of any single country can be 
more effectively addressed in this manner.

in the area of innovation support, the confederation helps 
various Swiss actors such as universities of applied sciences 
and small- and medium-sized enterprises to take part in Eu 
innovation-support programmes. this enables Swiss actors 
to pursue applied research endeavours with foreign part-
ners aimed at developing innovative and competitive prod-
ucts and services.

Switzerland is also a member of various international re-
search organisations and international research and inno-
vation programmes, including Eu framework research pro-
grammes. at the same time, the confederation pursues 
bilateral research cooperation between Swiss actors and 
partners in selected priority countries.

Participation in international research 
organisations

international research organisations build and operate ex-
tremely powerful and, in some cases, unique research in-
frastructures. they are drivers of major scientific and tech-
nological progress. for this reason, the Swiss confederation 
has signed international agreements on Swiss participation 
in international research organisations, which makes it eas-
ier for the Swiss research community to take part in inter-
national cooperation endeavours. Switzerland is currently 
a member of the following international research organi-
sations:

• European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN) 
 cERn brings European countries together for the  

purpose of conducting research in high-energy and par-
ticle physics. it maintains top-notch particle accelerator 
facilities. 

• European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL)  
in Heidelberg, Germany. 

 the EMBl offers research facilities that enable European 
countries to conduct fundamental research in the field of 
molecular biology. the EMBl also contributes to the on-
going development of top-notch instruments for broad-
based research in biology.

• European Southern Observatory (ESO) in Garching,  
Germany. 

 the ESo builds, equips and operates astronomical obser-
vatories in chile. it also supports and coordinates Europe-
an research cooperation in the field of astronomy. 

• European Synchrotron Radiation Facility (ESRF)  
in Grenoble, France. 

 the ESRf facility provides researchers with access to syn-
chrotron radiation, which enables structural analysis in 
the fields of physics molecular biology and materials sci-
ence as well as diagnoses and therapy the field of medi-
cine.

• Max von Laue–Paul Langevin Institute (ILL) in Grenoble, 
France. 

 the ill maintains a neutron source for research in the 
field of materials science, solid-state physics, chemistry, 
crystallography and molecular biology.

• European x-ray free electron laser (European XFEL) in 
Hamburg, Germany. 

 the European xfEl accelerates electrons to high energies 
to generate intense x-ray flashes that are bright enough 
to enable mapping of the atomic details of viruses or de-
ciphering of the molecular composition of cells.

• International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) 
in Cadarache, France. 

 itER is a project to build the world‘s largest experimen-
tal nuclear fusion reactor. Slated for completion in 2025, 
itER is intended as the last major research step to demon-
strate the feasibility of fusion nuclear power.

• European Spallation Source (ESS) in Lund, Sweden. 
 the ESS is a research facility currently under construction. 

once completed, it will be the world‘s most powerful 
pulsed neutron source. it will enable scientists to see and 
understand basic atomic structures and forces at length 
and time scales unachievable at other spallation sources.
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these are just a handful of examples of Swiss participation in 
international research organisations in the budgetary period 
2017–2020, based on international agreements currently in 
force. in addition, over the period 2017–2020, Switzerland 
will consider taking part in four newly created international 
research organisations, including the cherenkov telescope 
array (cta), a worldwide project launched in 2010 to build 
a new generation ground-based gamma-ray instrument for 
astronomy research.

Federal budget for Swiss participation in international 
research organisations in 2017–2020: around CHF 320 
million

Participation in international research 
and innovation programmes

Swiss membership in transnational and pan-European co-
operation programmes also allows the confederation to 
create optimal conditions for Swiss research and innovation 
actors. 

The large-scale, multi-year research framework pro-
grammes (FRP) of the European Union 
the large-scale, multi-year framework research programmes 
(fRP) are intended to support mostly cross-border research 
and innovation projects in areas of relevance to the whole 
of Europe that also help to strengthen European competi-
tiveness. the eighth generation fP is called horizon 2020. 
covering the period from 2014 to 2020, horizon 2020 has 
a (large) budget of around EuR 80 billion. horizon 2020 
combines all previous Eu programmes and research and in-
novation initiatives under a single roof. fPs are funded part-
ly by Eu member states as well as by associated countries 
that enjoy all of the same participatory rights and obliga-
tions as Eu member states. Switzerland was an associated 
country from 2004 to 2013. for the current fP8 (horizon 
2020, 2014–2020), Switzerland has been a full member 
since 2017. 

analysis of Switzerland‘s performance under fP7 (2007–
2013) shows that researchers in Switzerland were very 
successful in competing for Eu research grants: Eu grants 
amounting to chf 2.5 billion were awarded for just un-
der 4,300 projects in which Swiss researchers took part. in 
this period, Switzerland was therefore the fourth most suc-
cessful country in terms of secured funding for submitted 
project proposals. in that same period, Switzerland‘s contri-
bution to the fP7 budget stood at around chf 2.3 billion. 

Federal budget for Swiss participation in Horizon 
2020 in 2017–2020: nearly CHF 2.5 billion

European Cooperation in Science and Technology (COST)
European cooperation in Science and technology (coSt) is 
an Eu-funded programme that enables researchers to set 
up interdisciplinary research networks in Europe and be-
yond. founded in 1971, coSt is located in Brussels. coSt 
activities take place in the form of “actions” (i.e. networks 
where research activities pursued by at least five different 
coSt countries may be coordinated). 

coSt actions are initiated by means of a bottom-up pro-
cess, which enables the free choice of research topics in all 
branches of science. the Swiss national Science foundation 
(SnSf) is responsible for all coSt-related financial, research 
and administrative matters.

Federal budget for COST in 2017–2020:  
CHF 24 million

International cooperation in innovation programmes
Switzerland takes part in international programmes that 
foster innovation cooperation such as EuREKa, Eurostars or 
active and assisted living (aal). in addition, innovation ac-
tors from Switzerland are also involved in ERa-nEts (coordi-
nation of national and regional research programmes) and 
have – thanks to full-fledged Swiss participation in horizon 
2020 – access to other market-oriented programmes such 
as the Electronic components and Systems for European 
leadership (EcSEl) initiative.

EuREKa and Eurostars are initiatives aimed at helping small- 
and medium-sized enterprises to carry out cross-border R&d 
projects and become a part of international value chains. 
Both initiatives are complementary to national innovation 
support and Eu research framework programmes. 

under the European aal programme, research facilities, 
companies and end user organisations develop technolog-
ical solutions to help older people to determine their own 
lives, remain active and live self-sufficiently.

in the EcSEl technology initiative, national research funding 
institutions support Eu projects in the field of nanoelectron-
ics, system integration and smart systems.

Federal budget for international cooperation in inno-
vation programmes in 2017–2020: CHF 61 million
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Horizon 2020: 2500

Space Affairs: 585

International research
organisations: 320    

International cooperation in
innovation programmes 60    

COST: 24

Bilateral cooperation with
  non-European priority countries: 34

Bilateral cooperation with priority 
countries outside of Europe

the programmes jointly launched by Switzerland and the 
corresponding governments of partner countries are intend-
ed to solidify bilateral cooperation and establish a sustaina-
ble research tradition. Since 2008, the Swiss confederation 
has sought to establish cooperative ties with non-European 
countries that offer considerable scientific and technologi-
cal development potential. 

So far, Switzerland has signed bilateral cooperation agree-
ments with seven non-European countries: Brazil, china, 
india, Russia, South africa, Japan and South Korea.  coop-
eration initiatives are based on the principles of mutual in-
terest in research fields and topics, scientific excellence and 
matching funds. Bilateral cooperation programmes will be 
continued in 2017–2020 under the same principles.

Federal budget for bilateral cooperation with 
non-European priority countries in 2017–2020:  
CHF 34 million

Space

Space technology helps scientists to gain a clearer under-
standing of the planet Earth and explore the universe. at 
the same time, it offers practical applications to our dai-
ly life: satellite communications, navigation systems for 
ground, maritime and air transport and Earth observation 
for weather forecasts are just a few examples. European 
countries pursue space technology primarily through pro-
grammes sponsored by the European Space agency (ESa). 
Switzerland is a founding member of the ESa and is fully 
entitled to take part in all ESa programmes. 

Swiss participation in the ESa provides Switzerland with a 
frame of reference that can be used to guide Swiss space 
policy in support of a full range of R&d activities in civilian 
aerospace. complementary national activities also enable 
consolidated Swiss participation in European programmes.

Federal budget for Swiss cooperation in space in 
2017–2020: CHF 585 million

Promotion of research and innovation at international level 2017–2020 in million CHF

Source: ERi dispatch 2017–2020, federal council 2016
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The European Space Agency’s PRODEX programme enables participating member states to develop scientific 
instruments and experiments for future space missions. Antoine Verhaeghe at the Centre Suisse d‘Electronique 
et de Microtechnique (CSEM) in Neuchâtel is working on the focus mechanism of the CLUPI project, which is 
part of the 2020 Mars Mission.
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Vocational and Professional Education and Training Act (VPETA)

the vocational and Professional Education and training act (vPEta) covers: upper-secondary level vocational education 
and training (vEt), which includes the federal vocational baccalaureate; tertiary-level professional education; job-re-
lated continuing education and training, qualification procedures, vocational and professional qualifications and their 
titles, training of vocational school teachers, workplace trainers, branch course instructors, examiners, teachers at pro-
fessional education institutions; the responsibilities and guiding principles associated with the provision of vocational, 
educational and career guidance and federal subsidies to help cover the costs of the Swiss vPEt system. this piece of 
legislation is based on the basic principle that responsibility for upper-secondary level vocational education and train-
ing (vEt) and tertiary-level professional education shall be shared by the confederation, the cantons and professional 
organisations. vPEta also legally anchors the federal remit to play an active role in the subsequent development of the 
Swiss vPEt system, in ensuring equally opportunities for men and women as well as permeability between different 
education and training pathways. Moreover, the measures contained in vPEta must not create unfair competitive 
distortions affecting private providers on the education market. the measures taken by the confederation must also 
be designed to provide the cantons and professional organisations with financial and other resources to encourage 
initiatives.

Continuing Education and Training Act (CETA)

the continuing Education and training act (cEta) applies to the whole of Switzerland’s non-formal continuing edu-
cation and training sector (i.e. adult education for the acquisition of basic skills, job-related continuing education and 
training at professional education institutions and advanced studies programmes at higher education institutions). this 
piece of legislation is intended to strengthen the cEt sector as an integral part of lifelong learning within the Swiss 
education system. cEta establishes the basic principles governing non-formal cEt as well as the criteria that cantons 
must satisfy in order to qualify for federal subsidies. cEta also establishes the conditions enabling the confederation to 
support research and development within the cEt sector and encourage adult acquisition of basic skills. in this manner, 
cEta replaces already existing cEt-related provisions found in federal and cantonal special-purpose legislation, thereby 
creating a framework and showing development prospects. the measures set forth in cEta are primarily focussed on 
systemic aspects. the only exceptions are specific provisions concerning adult acquisition of basic skills.

Cooperation in Education Act (CEdA)

the confederation and the cantons share responsibility for ensuring the high quality and permeability of the Swiss 
education system, each within their respective areas of authority. they are required to coordinate their efforts and work 
together in joint bodies and other activities. the cooperation in Education act (cEda) stipulates that the confedera-
tion‘s coordination role shall be based on a cooperation agreement signed with the cantons. as a result, the federal 
department of Economic affairs, Education and Research (EaER) and the Swiss conference of cantonal Ministers of 
Education formulate common objectives at four-year intervals. this helps to ensure coherent and forward-looking de-
velopment of the Swiss education system. 

lEGal BaSiS foR fEdERal ERi Policy
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Higher Education Act (HEdA)

the higher Education act (hEda) is based on the following principle: the confederation will work with the cantons to 
coordinate, maintain the quality and ensure the competitiveness of the entire higher education sector in Switzerland. 
hEda applies to both higher education institutions and other institutions within the higher education sector (e.g. Swiss 
distance learning university). this piece of legislation and associated agreements assign the areas of responsibility that 
may be transferred to joint federal-cantonal bodies. they also establish the organisational and procedural aspects of 
coordination within the Swiss higher education sector. finally, hEda implements the constitutional requirement that 
the confederation apply uniform principles for the allocation of federal funding to cantonal universities and universities 
of applied sciences. 
art. 47 hEda provides for three different types of federal subsidy: operating subsidies (referred to as ‘basic contribu-
tions’), building subsidies (referred to as ‘contributions to cover expenditure for construction and use of buildings’) and 
project subsidies (referred to as ‘project contributions’). the latter type of subsidy is used to finance cooperation and 
innovation projects of importance to the whole of Switzerland. 

Research and Innovation Promotion Act (RIPA)

with the Research and innovation Promotion act (RiPa), the confederation seeks to encourage scientific research and 
knowledge-based innovation. it also wishes to support efforts to assess research findings and transform them into 
marketable products and services. finally, it seeks to encourage cooperation between research bodies. RiPa is intended 
to ensure that federal funding will have the most cost-efficient and effective impact on scientific research and knowl-
edge-based innovation. it applies to research bodies whenever they use federal funding for research and innovation 
purposes. under RiPa, the confederation is responsible for providing the necessary financial resources to Switzerland’s 
two federal research and innovation-funding institutions, namely: the Swiss national Science foundation (SnSf) and 
innosuisse innosuisse (formerly the commission for technology and innovation), the Swiss academies of arts and 
Sciences and Research institutes of national importance.

Federal institutes of Technology Act (FIT Act)

the federal institutes of technology act (fit act) applies to the federal institutes of technology domain (Eth domain). 
the federal council also uses the fit act when establishing strategic objectives for the Eth domain. for the budgetary 
period 2017–2020, the federal council has mainly asked the Eth domain to preserve its leading international posi-
tion in the area of research and and to maintain its reputation for top-notch teaching that is both research-based and 
appealing to students.



39



40


