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SWITZERLAND 

Switzerland is a small open economy, with high GDP per-capita (59712 USD in 2015) and high export levels 

(64% of GDP in 2014). The country has maintained outstanding strengths in science, technology and 

innovation, with a GERD of 3% and a BERD 

Promotion of Education, Research and Innovation (ERI Dispatch), released every 4 years, aims to reinforce 

public R&D investment in order to maintain a leading position in global research and innovation. The 

-average rate compared 

to other policy sectors. At the end of 2015, the ERI budget has been growing by 3% during the budgetary 

period 2013-2016 and the federal expenditure reached USD 18.7 billion PPP (CHF 23.8 billion). The exact target 

rate as well as total planned federal expenditure for the period 2017-2020 will be decided in response to the 

Federal Council Dispatch on ERI 2017-2020 by the Swiss Parliament.  

Table 1. Gross domestic expenditure on 

R&D (GERD) 

Figure 1. Major STI policy priorities, 2016 

 CHE OECD 

GERD 

USD million PPP, 2012 13 571 1 181 495 

As a % of total OECD, 2012 1.2 100 

GERD intensity and growth 

As a % of GDP, 2012 2.97 2.38 

(annual growth rate, 2007-12) (+3.1) (+2.3) 

GERD publicly financed   

As a % of GDP, 2012 0.79 0.61 

(annual growth rate, 2007-12) n.a. (+2.5) 
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Hot issues 

Strengthening the public research system 

The evaluation of public research and public research institutions has received particular attention. In 2012, 

t

evaluation procedures. Some recommendations included a reform of the processes for external evaluations 

of funding applications, greater transparency through better documentation, and systematic reviews of 

funding schemes. Since 2014, Switzerland has completely revised the Federal Act on the Promotion of 

Research and Innovation (RIPA). This revision seeks to reinforce the existing legal framework for all types of 

research financed by the Federal government in order to ensure efficiency, accountability and quality 
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control. Moreover, the revised law provides the legal basis for the newly established Swiss innovation park. 

Finally, the federal act on funding and coordination of the Swiss higher education sector (Higher Education 

Act, HEDA) entered into force in 2015, with the scope of regulating the responsibilities of the Federal and 

Cantonal governments for the coordination and quality assurance of the higher education sector. Among 

other objectives, the HEDA aims at raising the profile of the higher education institutions and encourage 

competition, particularly with regards to research. The Swiss accreditation council and the Swiss Conference of 

Higher Education Institutions are two of the joint bodies of the Confederation and Cantons instituted by HEDA to 

achieve these objectives.  

Improving overall human resources and skills 

A  lack of specialists is perceived as an increasingly acute problem due to demographic developments. This 

issue may be exacerbated by restrictions on immigration, in particular following the popular referendum of 

February 9, 2014 demanding stricter control and limitation of immigration. In September 2014, the Federal 

Council decided to intensify and expand the set of measures launched initially in the September 2011 under 

the Specialists Initiative of the Federal Department of Economic Affairs (FDEA) to better meet the demand 

for specialists with Swiss human resources by 2020. The initiative includes encouraging the acquisition of 

new qualifications and the training of workers and unemployed. Specific measures to make easier for 

women to pursue a professional career are under consideration.  

Improving framework conditions for innovation 

The Swiss government is committed to providing good framework conditions for innovation. Notably, since 

2015, the Swiss National Innovation Park has begun operating, with two hub sites centred on the two federal 

institutes of technology in Zurich and Lausanne. The Park provides space, visibility and opportunities for 

industry-academia collaboration in order to attract private R&D investments. The Commission for 

Technology and Innovation (CTI) remains the main federal agency responsible for encouraging science-

based innovation. CTI introduced a variety of programs to provide financing, professional advice and 

networks, in particular to start-ups and SMEs. Some important examples are: CTI Vouchers, with a budget of 

(CHF 1 million in 2014), helps SMEs to get an expert assessment of their innovation projects and to search for 

innovation partners; CTI grants for collaborative R&D projects, with a 2014 budget of CHF 117 million), 

financially supports joint projects between firms and HEIs; CTI National Thematic Networks (NTN), 2014 

budget of USD 1.9 million (CHF 2,5 million), aims at providing SMEs with access to science-based research 

findings; CTI Innovation Mentors (IMS), 2014 budget of (CHF 1 million), provides mentorship to SMEs on 

innovation challenges and to search for innovation partners in academic institutions. 
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Some key STI performance indicators 

Figure 2. Economic performance 

Labour productivity, GDP per hour worked, 

index 2005=100 

Figure 3. Environmental performance 

Green productivity, GDP per unit of CO2 

emitted, index 2005=100 
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Figure 4. Women in science 

2014 or latest year available, percentages 

Switzerland OECD total
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% doctoral graduates
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Benchmarking national STI systems 

Figure 5. Science and Innovation in Switzerland 

Comparative performance of national science and innovation systems, 2016 

 (a) Public R&D expenditure (per GDP)  (d) Business R&D expenditure (per GDP)  (h) Venture capital (per GDP) 

 (b) Top 500 universities (per GDP)  (e) Top 500 corporate R&D investors (per GDP)  (i) Young patenting firms (per GDP) 

 (c) Publications in the top journals (per GDP)  (f) Triadic patent families (per GDP)  (j) Ease of entrepreneurship index 

 (g) Trademarks (per GDP) 

 (k) ICT investment (per GDP)  (o) Industry-financed public R&D expenditure (per GDP)  (s) Tertiary education expenditure (per GDP) 

 (l) Fixed broadband subscriptions (per population)  (p) Patents filed by universities and public labs (per GDP)  (t) Adult population at tertiary education level (%) 

 (m) Wireless broadband subscriptions (per population)  (q) International co-authorship (%)  (u) Top adult performers in technology problem-solving (%) 

 (n) E-government development index  (r) International co-invention (%)  (v) Top 15 year-o ld performers in science (%) 

 (w) Doctoral graduate rate in science and engineering (%) 

 (a)  (b)  (c)  (d)  (e) (f)  (g)  (h)  (i) (j)
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Note: Normalised index of performance relative to the median values in the OECD area (Index median=100).  
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Highlights of the Swiss STI system 

New challenges 

The Federal Council significantly invests in innovative solutions for emerging societal challenges. As part of 

its new Energy Strategy 2050, it emphasises increased energy savings (energy efficiency), the expansion of 

new renewable energies, and fossil fuel-based electricity production (co-generation facilities, gas-fired 

combined-cycle power plants) and imports if necessary. Research on green energy is to play a strategic role 

in this context. It will receive an additional USD 153 million (CHF 202 million) over the period 2013-2016 to 

support energy- -university Swiss 

Competence Centres for Energy Research. CTI dedicates grants for collaborative R&D projects specifically on 

energy related research with a budget of USD 35 million (CHF 46 million) over the period 2013-2016. 

Regarding other sectors, the Swiss Space Implementation Plan (SSIP) 2014 to 2023, as part of ERI policy 

framework, is meant to strengthen an innovative and competitive Swiss space sector and to encourage the 

use of space-based services and applications by public and private actors. Finally, since 2014, Switzerland is 

a full member of the Active and assisted living programme to address the challenges arising from 

demographic changes. The programme provides SMEs with opportunities for co-operation on, development 

and commercialisation of products and services for the so- .  

STI policy governance 

Swiss governance of STI follows the federalist structure of the country and relies on bottom-up processes, 

with the Confederation and cantons sharing responsibility for research and higher education policy. Since 

2013, the Federal Department of Economic Affairs (FDEA) has become the Federal Department of Economic 

Affairs, Education and Research (EAER). The State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) 

at the EAER serves as the federal government's specialised agency for national and international matters 

concerning education, research and innovation policy. Since 2015, first, the Swiss Accreditation Council is 

devoted to the accreditation and quality assurance in the Swiss higher education sector. The Swiss 

Accreditation Council is formed by 18 independent members representing HEIs, the world of work, students, 

non-professional teaching staff and academic staff. Second, the Swiss Conference of Higher Education 

Institutions has been put into force to bring cantons and Confederation together in a common political body 

to coordinate Swiss higher education. For the newly established Swiss Innovation Park, a private foundation, 

acts as the national point of contact and is fully privately financed. While the Confederation facilitated the 

political process necessary for its creation, the Swiss Innovation Park is realized by the cantons, by the 

research institutions and universities and the private sector, and the role of the Confederation is subsidiary. 

Technology transfer and commercialisation 

Switzerland strongly supports the creation of start-ups by university students and researchers. In addition to 

other CTI initiatives, CTI Start-up has established different programmes, whose overall objective is to 

support entrepreneurship (CTI Entrepreneurship, CTI Start-up Coaching, CTI Market Entry Camps, CTI 

Invest). In particular, since 2004, CTI Entrepreneurship, has encouraged and supported university graduates 

and young entrepreneurs to start up their firm by connecting them with start-up experts. The programme 

remains active in almost all universities, technical colleges and techno-parks and, from 2004 to 2013, more 

than 30000 students and start-ups used this opportunity. The programme budget for 2014 was USD 3.3 

million (CHF 4,4 million). 

Globalisation 

Swiss research and innovation has largely benefited from a high level of internationalization of human 

resources, both in businesses and universities, and favourable conditions to attract FDI. The SNSF, in 

particular, supports both outward and inward international scientific mobility trough specific dedicated 

programmes (e.g. SNSF mobility grants and SNFS Ambizione). Until 2013, Switzerland was associated to the 

EU Research Framework Programmes (FP) and the EU Erasmus Programme. Following the referendum on 

9 February 2014 aimed to limit immigration, the participation of Switzerland to EU Programmes has been 
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partly suspended. The participation of Swiss entities in calls under the non-associated parts of Horizon 2020 

as well as learning mobility activities that are not funded within EU Erasmus Programme are funded by the 

Swiss government.  

Structural aspects and specialisation 

Figure 6. Structural composition of BERD, 2013 or latest year available 

As a % of total BERD or sub-parts of BERD 
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Figure 7. Revealed technology advantage in selected fields, 2011-13 

Index based on IP5 patent families applications 
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National STI policy mix 

Figure 8. Allocation of public funds to R&D, 2014 or latest year available 

By sector, type of R&D and mode of funding 

 

 

 

(1). Balance as a share of both higher education (HERD) and government (GOVERD) R&D expenditure. 

(2) Balance as a share of total government budget appropriations and outlays for R&D (GBAORD). 

(3) Balance as a share of total funding to national performers. 

(4) Balance as a share of both indirect funding (through R&D tax incentives) and direct funding (through grants, 

procurement, loans, etc.).   

(5) Balance as a share of publicly-funded HERD and GOVERD and components of (4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Universities (1)

Basic research (1)

Civil oriented (2)

Generic research (2)

Institutional block funding (3)

Direct funding (4)

Business R&D (5)

Public research institutes (1)

Project-based funding (3)

Applied / experimental research (1)

Defence oriented (2)

Public research

Indirect funding (tax incentives) (4)

Switzerland OECD sample medianSwitzerland (2007)

50/50
Balance

Thematic  research (2)

Public research (5) 

Business R&D and innovation

Business R&D and innovation and public research 



 

 
8 

Figure 9. Most relevant policy instruments of funding for business R&D, 2016 

Country self-assessment, index (9 = high and increasing relevance to 0 = not used) 
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Note: Policy information comes from country responses to the EC/OECD International Survey on STI Policies (STIP) 2016 

and 2014. Switzerland n STI Policies, edition 2016 at 

http://qdd.oecd.org/DATA/STIPSurvey/CHE...STIO_2016. 

Source: See the  Statlink2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933434093 
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