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Career strategies for young European scientists (IX)

Swiss Fraenkli
Switzerland doesn’t only produce world-class cheese; it also harbours a cou-
ple of highly distinguished universities and research institutions. So there are 
certainly a couple of places and programmes that might be of interest to you.

With a population of 7.5 million 
people, Switzerland is one of the 
smaller countries in Europe. At 

about 20%, the proportion of resident for-
eigners and temporary foreign workers is 
quite high. This is also seen at non-academ-
ic or academic research institutions. For ex-
ample, about a quarter of the students and 
more than half the doctoral students, sci-
entific personnel and professors at the ETH 
Zurich do not have Swiss citizenship. Glo-
bal leading pharmaceutical companies are 
investing about CHF 4.5 billion (about  2.7 
billion) for research and development in 
Switzerland each year. Moreover, Switzer-
land has the highest density of biotech com-
panies worldwide with an annual business 
volume of roughly CHF 6 billion and 14,000 
employees. Therefore, it is no surprise that 
private industry covers about 70% of the 
gross domestic expenditure on R&D. 

Even if the higher cost of living is tak-
en into account, Swiss scientists are among 
the best-paid researchers worldwide. But 
how are young foreign researchers 
treated in Switzerland and what are 
their career prospects? In the fol-
lowing I am going to introduce to 
you the most important Swiss fund-
ing agency, the Swiss National Sci-
ence Foundation (SNSF), as well as 
provide a few examples of local fund-
ing possibilities by universities and foun-
dations.

The Swiss National Science
Foundation (SNSF)

With the exception of the up-front fi-
nancing of universities by federal agen-
cies, the Swiss National Science Founda-
tion (SNSF) is the most important source 
of funding for basic research in Switzerland 
(http://www.snf.ch). The SNSF was estab-
lished in 1952 as a foundation under pri-
vate law. Its initial annual budget of CHF 
4 million rapidly increased to more than 
CHF 500 million by 2007. About 76% of this 
budget is currently spent on independent 

research, meaning that you may apply for a 
fellowship or a research project with a top-
ic of your choice. The remaining funds are 
among other things for national research 
programmes and national centres of com-
petence in research. 

Each year about 7,000 scientists are sup-
ported by the SNSF. About 43% of the budg-
et is used to foster research in biology and 
medicine. The Foundation Council is the 
highest policy decision-making organ 
of the SNSF and includes up to 
50 members, not only from 
Swiss universi- ties and acad-
emies but also representa-
tives from indus- try and 

politics.

The SNSF Na-
tional Research Council eval-

uates the research proposals and decides 
on the award of grants after external evalu-
ation of the proposals in most cases. It has 
up to 100 members and is divided into four 
sections: (I) Humanities and Social Sci-
ences, (II) Mathematics, Natural and En-
gineering Sciences, (III) Biology and Medi-
cine, and (IV) National Targeted Research 
Programmes and Centres. Starting in 2008 
there will be additional intersectional com-
mittees on interdisciplinary research, inter-
national cooperation and individual fund-
ing.

To counter one of the major criticisms 
of the SNSF, which is the all-dominant po-
sition of the individual Research Council 
member, the term in office was recently 
reduced from ten to eight years. Based at 
the local universities are Research Com-

missions which function as mediators be-
tween the SNSF and the particular univer-
sity. They usually coordinate the research 
strategies of their university, provide sup-
port for potential SNSF applicants, give ad-
ditional details for evaluations to the SNSF 
and award a limited number of SNSF in-
ternational fellowships for career entry re-

searchers. The SNSF administration
is based in Bern with approximately 
130 staff members.

In the following I shall give you 
a short overview on the activities of 
the SNSF, which are most pertinent 
to any individual researcher’s early 
career. Be aware that the SNSF web 

pages, forms and publications are not 
always completely available in Eng-

lish. Nevertheless, you may, and some-
times you have to, submit your applica-
tion in English by using the SNSF web 
platform (www.mysnf.ch), which in fu-

ture will be made available for 
all funding lines. For individu-
al researchers the SNSF offers 

various programmes, which – if 
you do not have Swiss citizenship 

– require almost all applicants to have, at 
some point in time, lived or worked in Swit-
zerland for a period of at least two years! 

Swiss only
The so-called Fellowships for Prospec-

tive Researchers are stipends for Swiss re-
searchers to work abroad for a period of 6 
to 24 months (doctoral students) or a pe-
riod of 12 to 36 months (post-docs). It is 
available for doctoral students at the end 
of their thesis, who are often from humani-
ties or the social sciences, and for post-docs 
up to three years after obtaining their doc-
toral degree. If you are not a Swiss nation-
al but hold a Swiss residence or work per-
mit, you may also apply for a stay abroad, 
which must not be in your home country. In 
this case, you have to declare that you in-
tend to pursue an academic career in Swit-
zerland afterwards. The stipend pays the 
usual allowances for living, travel, family 
and children. In addition, you may apply 



The flagship
The SNSF-Professorship is one of the 

flagships of the SNSF. If you get one of these you have really brought home the bacon! About three-quarters of the SNSF Professors from the first application rounds in 2000 and 2001 have already gained ap-pointments for full professorships in Swit-zerland (80%) or abroad (20%). More than a third of the successful scientists use the SNSF Professorships to return to Switzer-

land. Approximately one third of SNSF pro-fessors do not have Swiss citizenship. Usu-ally, the funding received is in the range of CHF 1.3 million for four years with the possibility of a two-year extension. It cov-ers the salary of the applicant at the level of an assistant professor and provides mon-ey for additional personnel, equipment and consumables. In the last application rounds about 70 researchers in the sector biology and medicine applied each year and about 15 professorships with a success rate of ap-proximately 20% were granted. To get one of these prestigious professorships you must have a doctorate, several years of research experience in Switzerland or abroad, pub-lications in journals with a high impact fac-tor, be no older than 40 years, have Swiss citizenship or a Swiss university degree or at least have been working for two or more years at a Swiss university. Additional plus points are experiences in teaching and/or 


