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1. Introduction 

SNSF professorships address young researchers who intend to pursue an academic 

career and wish to establish their own team to realise a research project. They are one 

of the SNSF's primary career funding schemes. The SNSF has decided to evaluate the 

implementation and impacts of the professorships by surveying different groups. The 

surveys focused on the evaluation of the SNSF professorships by the rectors of the 

Swiss universities, as well as the impact of the professorships for the grantees and 

their host institutes.  

 

The purpose of the surveys was to investigate the following subjects and answer the 

following questions:  

 

Initial position 

 Why do researchers apply for an SNSF professorship and who receives them?  

 

Concept of the SNSF professorships 

 What do respondents think of the application process and the arrangements for 

the SNSF professorship? 

 

Implementation by the SNSF and the host institutes 

 What do respondents think of the way the SNSF implements the professorships? 

 What support do the holders of the professorships receive from their host insti-

tutes and what do they think of this support? 

 

Impact on holders of the SNSF professorships 

 What is the impact of receiving an SNSF professorship? 

 How are SNSF professors regarded compared with "regular" assistant professors 

at Swiss universities? 

 Does being awarded an SNSF professorship have an impact on the holder's aca-

demic independence and future career development? 

 Do former SNSF professors remain in the academic system and do they obtain 

(permanent) professorships? 

 

Impact on the host institutes 

 To what extent do host institutes benefit from employing SNSF professors? 

 Does accepting SNSF professors cause the host institutes any problems? 

 

Overall objectives 

 How far have the overall objectives that the SNSF has set itself in relation to the 

professorships been met? 
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2. Methodology 

The SNSF professorships were evaluated in the course of three surveys. First, all SNSF 

professors between 2000 and 2013 were surveyed. Second, all the superiors at insti-

tutes which were hosting SNSF professors at the time of the survey were contacted. 

These two surveys were conducted online. Third, all university rectors in Switzerland 

were surveyed. The questionnaire for this third target group was sent by e-mail as a 

PDF attachment. In all, 487 SNSF professors, 143 superiors at host institutes and 12 

university rectors were contacted (full census).  

 

The surveys were conducted in August and September 2014. Each of the two online 

questionnaires was accessible for a period of two weeks. At the end of the first week, 

reminders were sent to everyone who had not yet participated in the surveys at that 

time. A few rectors were followed up by telephone. 

 

The following table shows the population and response to the three surveys at the end 

of the period.  

 

Table 1: Key figures of the three surveys 

Study group Sample Valid responses Response rate 

SNSF professors 487 390 80% 

Superiors at host  

institutes 
143 91 64% 

University rectors 12 12 100% 

Source: Interface, surveys of SNSF professors, superiors at host institutes and university rectors.  

 

Table 2 shows the distribution of certain key variables in the sample and the corre-

sponding population of SNSF professors. 

 

Table 2: Distribution of key variables of SNSF professors 

Variable  
Total population 

(n = 530) 

Sample 

(n = 390) 

Gender 
Female 28% (149) 28% (103) 

Male 72% (381) 72% (260) 

Nationality 
Swiss 64% (339) 65% (243) 

Foreign 36% (191) 35% (132) 

Ph.D. obtained… 
…in Switzerland - 65% (245) 

…abroad - 35% (130) 

Applicant applied from… 
…Switzerland 68% (358) 66% (246) 

…abroad 32% (172) 34% (129) 

Field of support* 

I 32% (168) 30% (109) 

II 34% (181) 36% (134) 

III 34% (181) 33% (121) 

Other - 1% (4) 

Type of host institution 

University/university hospital 78% (413) 75% (280) 

ETH/EPF 21% (112) 22% (81) 

University of applied sciences 1% (5) 2% (9) 

Other - 1% (3) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded.   

* Fields of support: I = humanities and social sciences; II = mathematics, natural and engineering 

sciences; III = biology and medicine; other = respondents unable to allocate their main discipline to 

any of the fields of support indicated.  
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The sample provides a very good representation of all persons holding SNSF profes-

sorships in the period under investigation. This applies to all the selected distinguish-

ing characteristics.  

 

The distribution of the key variables sampled among the superiors at host institutes 

is shown in Table 3. No data is available on distribution in the total population (all 

people responsible for researchers holding current SNSF professorships). 

 

Table 3: Distribution of key variables of superiors at host institutes 

Variable  
Sample 

(n = 88) 

Field of support* 

I 23% (20) 

II 41% (35) 

III 33% (28) 

Other 3% (3) 

Type of host institution 

University/university hospital 75% (66) 

ETH/EPF 19% (17) 

University of applied sciences 4% (3) 

Other 2% (2) 

Source: Interface, survey of superiors at host institutes. Missing values have been excluded.   

* Fields of support: I = humanities and social sciences; II = mathematics, natural and engineering 

sciences; III = biology and medicine; other = respondents unable to allocate their main discipline to 

any of the fields of support indicated.  

 

Eighty-eight valid responses were received from superiors at host institutes. Looking 

at the distribution of respondents by field of support and assuming that this should 

correspond with the distribution of SNSF professors, it appears that researchers in 

field of support I are slightly under-represented and those in field of support II slightly 

over-represented. The two samples largely agree in respect of distribution by higher 

education institution.  

 

A 100 per cent response rate was obtained from the university rectors. The sample is 

therefore identical to the population and perfect representation may be assumed.  
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3. Evaluation results 

The following chapter covers the results of the surveys of SNSF professors, superiors 

at host institutes and university rectors. A description is given of grant holders' situa-

tion at the time of their application, followed by an explanation of the concept under-

lying the support provided by the SNSF and host institutes and how this was imple-

mented. Then the impact of the SNSF professorship on the grant holders and the host 

institutes is described. Finally, the survey results relevant to the achievement of the 

overall objectives of the SNSF professorships scheme are given. 

 

 

3.1 Initial position  

The following section gives a more precise description of the situation of the SNSF 

professors at the time of their application. It looks at where and in what posts the 

grantees were employed at the time of application and what motivated them to apply. 

 

3.1.1 Institution and position at the time of application 

Eighty-six percent of the SNSF professors surveyed (321 people) were employed at 

universities and university hospitals at the time they submitted their application. The 

figure below shows the positions held by the grantees at that time. 

 

Figure 1: Position of grant holders at time of application 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded.  

 

Almost all the individuals in the sample were working as postdocs or in similar posi-

tions at the time they applied. A large number of people could not allocate their posi-

tion at the time of their application to one of the positions indicated. Eighty-two indi-

viduals gave their position at the time of their application as "other". An analysis of 

the open-ended responses shows that 21 of the individuals who put "other" were work-

ing as senior assistants. Eleven researchers were already employed as assistant pro-

fessors (some with tenure track). These were all holders of assistant professorships in 

192
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other countries at the time of their application. Six grantees were employed under the 

Ambizione scheme at the time of their application.  

 

3.1.2 Motives for applying 

Figure 2 illustrates the significance to the SNSF professors surveyed of a series of 

possible reasons for applying for this kind of professorship.  

 

Figure 2: Motives for applying for an SNSF professorship 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded.  

 

The three most important motives for applying for an SNSF professorship, with  

significance rates of between 89 and 98 percent, were the opportunity to develop the 

applicant's own research focuses, the chance to study new research questions, and 

the general attractiveness of an SNSF professorship. The least important reason for 

applying for an SNSF professorship was the opportunity to switch to a different re-

search institution in Switzerland. Just under 30 percent of respondents stated that 

the latter was a motive. Here, it is useful to give separate consideration to the research-

ers who applied from Switzerland. The significance rate for this sub-group was slightly 

higher, at 34 percent, but still substantially lower than the significance rate for the 

other statements. At first sight, the significance rate for "Option of returning or coming 

to the Swiss science community" suggests that the SNSF professorships are not pri-

marily tempting researchers (back) into the Swiss science system. However, if we look 

only at those researchers who are Swiss citizens and submitted their applications from 

abroad (n = 105), the agreement rate was 90 percent. The SNSF professorships there-

fore seem to be perceived by many researchers from Switzerland as an opportunity to 

return home, thus fulfilling a similar function to the Ambizione scheme.  

 

The motives for applying were similar for male and female survey participants. In fact 

female researchers were slightly more likely than their male counterparts to cite the 

opportunity to study new research questions, which was one of the most important 

motives generally. Furthermore, male survey participants were even more likely than 

female respondents to reject the option of going to another research institution in 

Switzerland, which was the motive with the lowest overall significance rate. The differ-

ences with regard to disciplines are more marked. The following table shows results 

by field of support for the items where differences exist, in order of frequency of agree-

ment.  
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Table 4: Motives for applying by field of support 

Motive FS* Significant Insignificant 
Not 

applicable 

Option of returning or coming to the 

Swiss science community (n = 360) 

II 73% 7% 20% 

III 53% 18% 29% 

I 44% 18% 38% 

Option of studying new research 

questions (n = 359) 

I 96% 3% 1% 

II 90% 8% 2% 

III 90% 9% 1% 

Reputation of the SNSF professorship 

(n = 362) 

III 79% 18% 3% 

I 75% 20% 5% 

II 69% 28% 3% 

Attractiveness of the SNSF professor-

ship (n = 363) 

I 92% 6% 2% 

II 88% 12% 0% 

III 87% 11% 2% 

Option of going to another research 

institution in Switzerland (n = 361) 

I 32% 46% 22% 

II 29% 48% 23% 

III 26% 51% 23% 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Excludes respondents with "other" fields of support.   

* FS: Field of support 

 

Although differences are evident, there is no clear pattern of responses. The largest 

differences are seen for the option of returning to the Swiss science community. How-

ever, part of the difference here is accounted for by the unequal number of "returners" 

in the fields of support. Field of support I has the fewest returners, and field of support 

III the most. The same applies to the option of changing to another research institution 

in Switzerland. Of the individuals who submitted their applications from Switzerland, 

most are in field of support I, followed by II and III. For the other items, the significance 

of the SNSF professorships' reputation shows the largest differences. This can be in-

terpreted as meaning that the SNSF professorships enjoy a good reputation particu-

larly among researchers in medicine and biology, while this is least true in the  

mathematical and natural sciences disciplines.  

 

Another way of illustrating the position of young researchers at the time of application 

is to look at the grants these individuals received before submitting their applications. 

Of the SNSF professors surveyed, 83 percent had received one or more grants before 

applying. This is a large proportion, even compared with recipients of other types of 

SNSF funding: in the case of young researchers in receipt of SNSF project funding the 

percentage was just under 60, while for Ambizione it was 74. A detailed analysis shows 

that in each case, about 40 percent had received an SNSF fellowship for advanced 

researchers (now known as Advanced Postdoc.Mobility), a project grant and/or an 

SNSF fellowship for prospective researchers (now known as Early Postdoc.Mobility). In 

the case of both Ambizione and Marie Heim-Vögtlin grants, 7 percent of those surveyed 

had received previous SNSF funding. At the time they applied for their SNSF profes-

sorship, almost 40 percent had received more than one other SNSF grant.  
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3.2 Concept of the SNSF professorships scheme 

To assess the concept underlying the SNSF professorships, grantees were asked about 

their satisfaction with various aspects of the application process and with the duration 

of the SNSF professorship and the amount of the associated grant. The results are 

presented in figure 3.  

 

Figure 3: Satisfaction with the application process and the grant 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

The respondents were very satisfied with the funding amount, the administrative effort 

involved in making their application, and the submission requirements. The lowest 

satisfaction levels were for the duration of the SNSF professorship and the time it took 

for applicants to receive the decision on their application. Fourteen percent were dis-

satisfied with the latter. Compared with the Ambizione grantees who were asked about 

the same aspects, the biggest difference was in relation to the funding amount 

awarded. For Ambizione, 93 percent were satisfied with the amount of the grant. Dis-

satisfaction with the duration of the award was more marked for Ambizione grant 

holders (19% were dissatisfied compared with 10% of the SNSF professors). 

 

 

3.3 Implementation of the SNSF professorships scheme 

The following chapter shows the results of the surveys of SNSF professors and supe-

riors at the host institutes with regard to the implementation of the professorships 

scheme by the SNSF and the host institutes.  

 

3.3.1 Implementation by the SNSF 

Implementation by the SNSF was evaluated using the question about satisfaction with 

the support and advice received from the SNSF during the application process and 

during the professorship funding period. Figure 4 illustrates the responses of the SNSF 

professors surveyed:  
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Figure 4: Satisfaction with the advice and support received from the SNSF 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded.  

 

The figure shows that the respondents were very satisfied with the advice and support 

received from the SNSF. This applied both during the application process and during 

the funding period.  

 

3.3.2 Implementation by the host institutes 

Besides the SNSF, the host institutes play a key role in implementing the scheme. In 

the case of the host institutes, implementation refers to the support measures received 

by researchers granted SNSF professorships, their funding, the SNSF professors' 

teaching activity and the financing of this teaching activity, and how well the grant 

holders integrated into their host institutes. 

 

General support measures 

The following table shows the support measures that the SNSF professors received 

from their host institutes.  

 

Table 5: Support from the host institutes (n = 390) 

By what specific means did/does your host institute support you? %* (n) 

I was able to use existing infrastructures (rooms, IT, instruments, etc.). 92% (360) 

I received additional financial support for my own research work. 44% (172) 

The host institute financially supported the acquisition of new infrastructure. 32% (124) 

Further support 15% (60) 

I received additional financial support for activities at the host institute (e.g. 

teaching). 
14% (54) 

The host institute acquired new infrastructure. 0% (0) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors.   

* Percentage of respondents (n = 390). Multiple answers were possible. 

 

In almost all cases, the SNSF professors were able to use the infrastructure available 

at the host institutes. Nearly half the respondents received additional financial support 

for their own research work from the host institute. A third received assistance with 

the acquisition of new infrastructure.  

 

Some differences between male and female survey participants can be identified as 

regards the support received. For example, 15 percent more male than female re-
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searchers received financial support for the acquisition of infrastructure, and the pro-

portion of men in receipt of additional financial support for their own research work 

was 13 percent higher than for female survey participants. These differences can be 

accounted for by the differing distribution of men and women in the fields of support. 

The proportion of male survey participants in fields of support III and II, in which 

researchers can be expected to have a greater need for additional infrastructure and 

funding, was 78 and 75 percent respectively. Even larger differences in respect of these 

support measures are noticeable between disciplines, although this can again be  

accounted for by the unequal distribution. Researchers in field of support III were 

particularly likely, and researchers in field of support I particularly unlikely, to receive 

support for the acquisition of infrastructure. This is hardly surprising, since infra-

structure is less often necessary in the humanities and social sciences than in the 

disciplines of the other two fields of support. The same observation applies to addi-

tional financial support for the grantees' own research work. Sixty-nine percent of the 

people in field of support III said they had received this kind of support, but this figure 

declined to just 17 percent in field of support I. This result, too, can be explained in 

terms of the differing types of research in the disciplines. It can be assumed that re-

search projects in the humanities and social sciences are cheaper to conduct and 

therefore rarely need extra funding beyond the usual amount granted under the terms 

of the SNSF professorship.  

 

How satisfied are the grant holders with the infrastructure at the host institutes and 

with the general support they received? The following figure shows the answers given 

by the respondents. 

 

Figure 5: Satisfaction with the advice and support received from the host institute 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded.  

 

The respondents were particularly satisfied with the infrastructure at the host insti-

tutes. A quarter of the SNSF professors surveyed were dissatisfied with the support 

they received from their host institute. The reasons for this were elicited by means of 

an open-ended question. An evaluation of the answers reveals five main reasons for 

their dissatisfaction:  

 

 The most commonly cited problem was the lack of tenure track or an absence of 

career prospects for SNSF professors at their host institutes. It was felt that this 

acts as an obstacle to integration and support right from the outset.  
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 The second most common criticism was levelled at absent or inadequate infra-

structure – usually workstations, office space, laboratory space etc. Some respond-

ents had problems obtaining the necessary infrastructure (e.g. measuring instru-

ments) because they received no financial support from the institutions.  

 A third cited problem area was absent or inadequate additional financial support 

from the institution.  

 When asked about support from the host institute, some respondents said they 

had not felt integrated and that the institution had made no efforts to help in this 

respect.  

 Some respondents did not feel welcome or wanted at the host institute and had 

the impression that they were being treated as outsiders. 

 

A comparison by gender and field of support produces interesting results. Male re-

spondents were more satisfied than their female counterparts with the support pro-

vided by the host institute and the infrastructure available there. Researchers in field 

of support III were less satisfied with the support from the host institute than people 

in the other two fields of support. In terms of infrastructure, people in field of support 

I were slightly less satisfied than the other survey respondents.  

 

A comparison with the survey of Ambizione grantees shows that the latter were more 

satisfied than the SNSF professors with both aspects of the support received from the 

host institute. This is interesting, because the Ambizione grantees did not receive more 

or different support from the host institutes. However, the open-ended answers 

suggest that this is connected with the degree of integration into the host institute. 

The SNSF professors appear to have felt less well integrated than the Ambizione 

grantees surveyed, which may have influenced how they evaluated the support they 

received. Moreover, it is possible that the SNSF professors had higher expectations of 

the support provided by the host institutes, since they are further advanced in their 

careers and contribute more to the host institutes.  

 

Additional personnel 

Another question relating to the support received from the host institutes is whether 

the SNSF professors were able to employ additional (scientific) personnel besides the 

doctoral students, postdocs and other personnel funded by their SNSF grant, and if 

so, how these extra personnel were funded.  

 

In total, 64 percent of the respondents received additional personnel for their research 

projects. Of these 236 SNSF professors, 44 percent were assisted by one extra person, 

39 percent by two and 17 percent by three extra people. The distribution across the 

different types of additional personnel is as follows: 

 

Table 6: Support from additional scientific and other personnel (n = 236) 

What type of additional personnel was/is available to provide support? %* 

Doctoral students 81% (192) 

Postdocs 56% (132) 

Other personnel (e.g. assistants, technicians etc.) 35% (83) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors.   

* Multiple answers were possible.  
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Doctoral students were available for the majority of respondents assisted by additional 

personnel. Over half were (also) assisted by postdocs. 

 

Table 7: Funding of scientific and other personnel 
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Doctoral students (n = 192) 11% (22) 28% (54) 60% (115) 1% (1) 

Postdocs (n = 131) 7% (9) 20% (26) 73% (96) 0% (0) 

Other personnel (n = 80) 15% (12) 49% (39) 36% (29) 0% (0) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

In most cases, additional doctoral students and postdocs were funded through other 

unspecified sources. The financing of other personnel was entirely financed by the 

host institute in nearly 50 percent of cases.  

 

Teaching activity at the host institutes 

The respondents also reported on whether they undertook teaching duties at their host 

institutes, and if so, at what level and how the teaching was financed.  

 

Almost all the SNSF professors surveyed – 96 percent – undertook teaching duties at 

their host institutes. Most of them taught for two, four, six or eight hours per week 

during semesters (including preparation time). Tables 8 and 9 give details of the level 

of teaching provided, and how it was financed. 

 

Table 8: Level of teaching provided (n = 355) 

What level of teaching did you provide? %* (n) 

Bachelor’s 73% (260) 

Master’s 87% (308) 

Doctoral 47% (168) 

Other 3% (9) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded.   

* Multiple answers were possible. 

 

Table 9: Financing of teaching activity (n = 353). 

How was/is your teaching financed? % (n) 

Entirely by the SNSF professorship 72% (254) 

Partly by the SNSF professorship, partly by the host institute 13% (47) 

Entirely through host institute funding 7% (25) 

Other funding 1% (2) 

Don't know 7% (25) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

The majority of the respondents taught at two or three different levels, mostly (in 87% 

of cases) at Master's level. The teaching activity of 72 percent of respondents was  
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entirely funded by the SNSF professorship. The host institute was entirely responsible 

for financing it in only 7 percent of cases.  

 

Integration into the host institute 

The integration of grantees is an important aspect of the implementation of the SNSF 

professorships by the host institutes. During the survey, grant holders were asked 

how they rated the quality of their integration into their host institutes. 80 percent of 

the SNSF professors surveyed said they were satisfied with the integration, while 20 

percent were dissatisfied. There was no difference between male and female respond-

ents as regards how they rated the integration. As far as academic disciplines are 

concerned, there was a difference between field of support I and field of support II. 

Researchers in field of support I were particularly likely to be satisfied and researchers 

in field of support II particularly likely to be dissatisfied with their integration into the 

host institute. 

A look at the reasons for this dissatisfaction, however, shows that the lack of integra-

tion is often connected with the faculty or department rather than the host institute. 

Sometimes the SNSF professors were not invited to faculty meetings or had the im-

pression that their opinions on strategic issues, for example, were given less weight 

than those of regular assistant professors.  

 

The superiors at the host institutes and the university rectors were also asked about 

the quality of the integration of the SNSF professors into the host institute or host 

institution. Figure 6 illustrates the results. 

 

Figure 6: Integration of the SNSF professors 

Source: Interface, surveys of superiors at host institutes and university rectors. Missing values have 

been excluded.  

 

Both groups rate integration more positively than the SNSF professors themselves. Of 

the superiors at host institutes, 95 percent think that integration was very good (71%) 

or good (24%). Only 4 percent rate integration negatively. This rating is the same for 

respondents from all fields of support, if the categories are combined into "good" and 

"bad". A more detailed consideration reveals that the proportion of people in disciplines 

in field of support II who rated integration as very good (77%) is almost 20 percent 

higher than that of people in disciplines in field of support I (60%). 
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Ninety-two percent of the university rectors regarded integration as good to very good, 

but here the proportion of people who rated it as very good (50 percent) is significantly 

smaller than the corresponding proportion of superiors at host institutes. On the other 

hand, none of the university rectors rated integration as bad. 

 

Integration into the host institute may also be measured in terms of the involvement 

of the SNSF professors in administrative processes at the host institute or host insti-

tution. During the survey, the SNSF professors indicated whether they officially  

supervised doctorates during their professorship and whether they were permitted to 

participate in faculty or departmental meetings, and whether they had a vote at these 

meetings.  

 

The vast majority – specifically 94 percent of the SNSF professors who employed  

doctoral students using their professorship grant or alternative sources of funding – 

were able to supervise the work of these students officially. A large majority of the 

respondents were also allowed to attend faculty or departmental meetings. Eighty-nine 

percent of the respondents were able to attend such meetings. Ninety percent of these 

researchers also had a vote at these meetings.  

 

The rectors of the Swiss universities were also asked whether the SNSF professors at 

their institutions are entitled to supervise doctoral theses. Eighty-three percent (10) of 

the rectors surveyed stated that SNSF professors are permitted to supervise doctoral 

theses. The other two rectors replied that this depended on the faculty/department. 

One of these universities is currently making changes to enable all SNSF professors to 

supervise doctorates in the near future.  

 

The rectors were also asked whether the researchers with an SNSF professorship were 

systematically invited to apply for vacant posts within the institution and whether 

SNSF professors have tenure track. Half the universities systematically consider SNSF 

professors for vacant posts. At one of the universities, a member of the respective fac-

ulty management holds regular one-to-one interviews with assistant and SNSF  

professors to discuss career prospects. SNSF professors have tenure track at half the 

institutions, while this depends on the faculty or department at another 17 percent. 

Four universities do not offer SNSF professors tenure track.  
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3.4 Impacts on the SNSF professors 

The following section examines the impacts of an SNSF professorship on the grant 

holders. 

 

3.4.1 General impacts 

Figure 7 shows the extent to which the grant holders surveyed felt that certain possible 

general effects of holding an SNSF professorship applied to them.  

 

Figure 7: Impacts of SNSF professorships on grant holders 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

The three most important impacts of an SNSF professorship are enhancing the hold-

er's scientific profile, improving their competence in their research field and increasing 

their scientific competitiveness. There was a high level of agreement with most of the 

other suggested impacts, too. Respondents were least likely to say that the SNSF  

professorship had an impact on their teaching abilities. For the question on "returning 

to the Swiss science system", it is appropriate to consider respondents educated in 

Switzerland1 but applying for an SNSF professorship from outside Switzerland  

(n = 107) as a separate group. In this sub-group, 82 percent felt that this impact  

applied to them. SNSF professorships are therefore also suited to bringing young re-

searchers from Switzerland who are spending time abroad back into the Swiss science 

community.  

 

Male and female respondents both assessed the impacts in very similar ways. The only 

noticeable difference is that the women feel more strongly affected by almost all im-

pacts than the men. This effect was also observed in relation to Ambizione and SNSF 

project funding. Researchers in the different disciplines also rate the impacts in a sim-

ilar way. For most impacts, researchers in field of support I agree most strongly. This 

was also found to be the case for the respondent Ambizione and SNSF project funding 

grantees. One difference was seen in relation to the question on improvements in 

                                                      
1 Respondents educated in Switzerland refers to people who obtained their Ph.D. here. 
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teaching abilities. Respondents in field of support II felt most strongly that this impact 

applied to them, those in field of support I least strongly. 

 

The superiors at the host institutes were also asked how they rate the above- 

mentioned impacts of an SNSF professorship. They too agreed most strongly with the 

statements about the impact on scientific profile, competitiveness and competence. 

Furthermore, a large proportion of the respondents believe that an SNSF professorship 

increases the holder's chances of obtaining a regular professorship and strengthens 

the academic independence of the grantee. Here too, the statement that an SNSF 

professorship improved the grantee's teaching abilities attracted the least agreement. 

This may be explained by the fact that SNSF professors focus mainly on their research 

and have only limited teaching duties at their host institutes.  

 

3.4.2 Comparison with other researchers at the host institute 

The three groups surveyed (SNSF professors, the superiors at host institutes and 

university rectors) were asked about differences between researchers with SNSF 

professorships and researchers with assistant professorships or recipients of other 

types of funding. The figure below shows the responses of the three groups to the 

question of how the position of the SNSF professors compares with that of other 

assistant professors (own and others' opinions). 

 

Figure 8: Comparison of the position of SNSF professors with that of "regular" assistant 

professors 

Source: Interface, surveys of SNSF professors, superiors at host institutes and university rectors. Miss-

ing values have been excluded. 

 

For this rating, it should be noted that the superiors at host institutes and the univer-

sity rectors were asked to compare the position of the SNSF professors with that of 

assistant professors without tenure track, whereas the SNSF professors were compar-

ing themselves with assistant professors both with and without tenure track. It is 

therefore not surprising that the self-assessment by the SNSF professors was the most 

negative, while the ratings given by the superiors at the host institutes and by the 

university rectors showed a similar picture.  
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Most of the SNSF professors assessed their position as weaker than (45%) or similar 

to (42%) that of assistant professors. Respondents gave five main reasons for regarding 

their position as weaker:  

 

 The lack of tenure track or long-term prospects meant they were less likely to be 

able to stay at the host institute.  

 Holding a temporary position meant fewer opportunities to participate in the life 

of the institute and less integration into the host institute. SNSF professors also 

felt that their opinions were less valued.  

 Lower salaries and less funding available  

 Less acceptance, because individuals were evaluated by the SNSF rather than the 

faculty  

 Lack of evaluation of performance and/or progress during the period of the SNSF 

professorship  

 

When assessing their own positions, there were no differences between male and  

female researchers with SNSF professorships. Looking at the responses by discipline 

shows that researchers in field of support I evaluate the position of SNSF professors 

significantly better than researchers in the other fields of support, especially field of 

support II. The following table illustrates the difference. 

 

Table 10: Assessment of own position by field of support 

Field of support Stronger Similar Weaker 

I 24% 46% 31% 

II 10% 36% 54% 

III 10% 47% 43% 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. 

 

The superiors at the host institutes and the university rectors considered the standing 

of the SNSF professors to be as high as or even higher than that of assistant professors 

without tenure track. Since the SNSF professors regard their lack of tenure track as 

the main reason for their weaker position, it may be assumed that they rank them-

selves at approximately the same level as an assistant professor without tenure track.  

 

The university rectors were also asked to compare the career potential of researchers 

with SNSF and assistant professorships and to give their assessment of the position 

of SNSF professors compared with recipients of other funding (e.g. ERC or Consolida-

tor Grants). Their answers are shown in Tables 11 and 12.  

 

Table 11: How do you assess the career potential of SNSF professors com-

pared with "regular" assistant professors? 

Compared with Higher Similar Lower 
Don't 

know 

Assistant professors without tenure track 50% (6) 17% (2) 8% (1) 25% (3) 

Assistant professors with tenure track 0% (0) 17% (2) 75% (9) 8% (1) 

Source: Interface, survey of university rectors.  

 

The career potential of SNSF professors is seen as higher than or the same as that of 

assistant professors without tenure track. However, SNSF professors are thought to 

have lower career potential than assistant professors with tenure track. Open-ended 
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questions were used to elicit reasons for this assessment. For the comparison between 

SNSF professors and assistant professors without tenure track, the belief in higher 

career potential was attributed to two causes: first, the SNSF professors have the ad-

vantage of a reputable "label" with rigorous selection criteria and an SNSF guarantee, 

and second, SNSF professorships are more prestigious. The rector who saw lower ca-

reer potential for SNSF professors justified this by saying that the selection procedure 

for the latter is less selective than the procedure for assistant professors at his home 

institution, and also referred to the age of the researchers with SNSF professorships, 

which in some cases is too high for the requirements of his institution.  

 

The majority of rectors are convinced that researchers who hold an assistant profes-

sorship with tenure track have higher career potential than SNSF professors. The fol-

lowing reasons are given:  

 

 Because the scientific profile of the SNSF professors often does not match that of 

the university, the institution is less committed to retaining the individual at that 

institution.  

 Regular assistant professors with tenure track have been promoted to full profes-

sor, which has not been the case for SNSF professors.  

 The institution expects an assistant professor with tenure track to remain at the 

institution and plans a suitable permanent post for them. This is not the case with 

SNSF professors.  

 The career potential of SNSF professors also depends on the faculty. There are 

faculties whose policy facilitates the retention of SNSF professors at the institution 

(e.g. medicine). Other faculties accept many researchers with SNSF professorships 

for reasons of academic excellence, but are not able to offer any permanent posts.  

 SNSF professors could therefore succeed only if their scientific profile matched 

that of the university.  

 Competition for SNSF professorships is thought to be less intense than for assis-

tant professorships with tenure track.  

 Professors with limited-term positions would always have lower career potential 

than assistant professors with tenure track. 

 

The table below shows the responses of the rectors to the question of how the posi-

tion of researchers with SNSF professorships compares with researchers with other 

forms of funding, such as ERC grants. 

 

Table 12: How do you assess the position of SNSF professors compared with 

recipients of other forms of funding? 

Stronger Similar Weaker No assessment possible 

8% (1) 25% (3) 42% (5) 25% (3) 

Source: Interface, survey of university rectors.  

 

The rector who assessed the position of the researchers with SNSF professorships as 

stronger did not give a reason for this view. Three main reasons for a weaker position 

were cited: (1) ERC grants have a better reputation because of the international com-

petition involved, (2) ERC Consolidator and Advanced grantees have even greater in-

dependence, more funding and usually a permanent post, (3) an ERC Starting or Con-

solidator Grant is usually seen as a greater achievement than an SNSF professorship. 
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3.4.3 Deadweight effect  

An important indicator for assessing the effectiveness of a grant is the "deadweight" 

effect. This effect occurs when a grant loses part or all of its incentive for the grant 

holder. This is the case with individuals who would have carried out the project even 

if they had not received funding. These people are known as "deadweights". The table 

below shows the responses of the SNSF professors to the question whether they would 

still have been able to carry out their research project without the professorship. Since 

all the respondents had received a professorship, their replies are hypothetical. The 

strength of the deadweight effect can therefore only be estimated. 

 

Table 13: Conducting a research project without an SNSF professorship 

Could your research project have been carried out without the SNSF professorship?  

(n = 369) 

Yes 31% (114) 

No 69% (255) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

Thirty-one percent of researchers believe that their research project could still have 

been carried out without an SNSF professorship. The corresponding figure for  

Ambizione was 36 percent, and for SNSF project funding 25 percent. On this basis, a 

similar deadweight effect may be assumed for the three types of funding.  

 

The researchers who said that they could still have carried out the project without an 

SNSF professorship were asked how they could have achieved this. Most respondents 

said they could have carried out their research projects by obtaining a different grant. 

Many mention an ERC Starting Grant as a possible alternative. Some respondents 

would have left Switzerland to carry out their project, because they had been promised 

another job abroad, for example.  

 

3.4.4 Contribution to scientific independence 

One important impact of the SNSF professorships is the positive influence on the  

scientific independence of the grantees. Figure 9 shows how the SNSF professors rate 

the impact of their SNSF professorship in this respect.  

 

Figure 9: Contribution of the SNSF professorship to scientific independence 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 
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Over 90 percent of respondents think that their SNSF professorship has contributed 

to their scientific independence, while 85 percent believe it has made a large contribu-

tion. This is similar to the finding for the Ambizione grants, where 94 percent of the 

grantees surveyed said the same. Nearly 90 percent of the researchers who received 

SNSF project funding agree, although only 73 percent say it has made a large contri-

bution.  

 

The contribution to scientific independence was rated equally by male and female  

respondents. Bigger differences are evident in relation to the various disciplines, with 

researchers in field of support III citing a significantly larger contribution (95%) than 

researchers in field of support I (85%). This again reflects the findings of the survey of 

Ambizione grantees. The figure below shows the differences between disciplines:  

 

Figure 10: Contribution to scientific independence by field of support 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

The superiors at the host institutes were also asked to evaluate the impact of an SNSF 

professorship on the scientific independence of the grantee. Eighty-seven percent of 

these respondents believed that an SNSF professorship has a positive impact on the 

scientific independence of the grant holder.  

 

The superiors at host institutes also assessed whether the SNSF professors can be 

described as more scientifically independent than the regular assistant professors at 

their institute. Fifty-one percent said there was a difference between researchers with 

SNSF professorships and researchers with assistant professorships. Of these 36 indi-

viduals, 40 percent (14) – less than half – thought the difference lay in the higher 

scientific independence of the SNSF professors. Three other differences between SNSF 

professors and assistant professors were cited: the lack of tenure track or secure  

future prospects for the SNSF professors, the more limited teaching obligations and 

the reduced administrative duties of the SNSF professors.  
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3.4.5 Influence on the grantees’ further scientific career 

In addition to scientific independence, the future career path of the SNSF professors, 

and the influence of the SNSF professorship on this, are very important.  

 

Influence on further career 

The SNSF professors surveyed assessed the influence of the SNSF professorship on 

their future career paths.  

 

Figure 11: Influence of the SNSF professorship on further career 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

Ninety percent of respondents think that the SNSF professorship will have (or has had) 

an influence on their future scientific careers. This is a large proportion, even when 

compared with the other grant holders surveyed. Eighty-nine percent of Ambizione 

grantees and 81 percent of researchers with SNSF project funding thought that their 

grants had influenced their future scientific careers.  

 

No differences could be discerned between the responses of male and female survey 

participants regarding the influence of an SNSF professorship on the grant holder's 

further scientific career. As regards the various disciplines, respondents in field of 

support I were somewhat more likely to notice an influence, while those in fields of 

support II and III evaluated this influence rather more critically.  

 

Career development 

There are two different approaches to investigating the career development of the grant 

holders. Considering the current position of the respondent in isolation gives a snap-

shot that does not show their position at the time of application, and thus does not 

take the quality of their career development into account. This approach provides an 

answer to the question of whether or not people with SNSF professorships are (still) 

employed in posts at (assistant) professor level. The second approach, which focuses 

on career development, is based on the concept of the "career jump". Here, a normal 

career jump is considered to mean moving from a postdoc-level post (postdoc, scientific 

collaborator, lecturer, assistant) at the time of application, to a position at professorial 

level (assistant, associate or full professor). The frequency or proportion of cases in 

which this type of career jump occurs can be used as an indicator of the impact of a 

funding scheme. This indicator can be compared for different types of funding and can 

thus also indicate differences in the effectiveness of different schemes. The indicator 

can also be defined more narrowly, by considering only jumps from a postdoc-level 
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post to a permanent (assistant) professorship. This kind of career jump is called a "big 

career jump" in this context. 

 

The current situation of the grantee is first considered in isolation. Ninety-five percent 

of the SNSF professors surveyed who had completed their funding period continue to 

work in science. Seventy-six percent work in Switzerland and 61 percent are still  

employed at their former host institution. Figure 12 illustrates the distribution of the 

current posts held by SNSF professors who have completed their funding period.  

 

Figure 12: Current position of former SNSF professors 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors. Missing values have been excluded. 

 

Eighty-three percent of the SNSF professors who have completed their funding period 

are currently working in posts at (assistant) professor level. Five percent were not able 

to maintain the same level as their SNSF professorship.  

 

The frequency of successful career jumps is shown in Table 14. It illustrates the fre-

quency of career jumps for researchers with SNSF professorships, Ambizione grants 

and project funding:  

 

Table 14: Career jumps from postdoc to (assistant) professor  

Group 
Normal 

career jump 

Big 

career jump 

Researchers with SNSF professorships* (n = 142) 94% (134) 88% (125) 

Ambizione grantees* (n = 50) 58% (29) 30% (15) 

Researchers with SNSF project funding** (n = 40) 48% (19) 28% (11) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors, Ambizione grantees and researchers with SNSF project 

funding.  

* Only researchers who have completed SNSF professorships/Ambizione projects. ** Only researchers 

with a position at postdoc level to start with and who have completed their projects. Researchers who 

are not in employment and researchers in "other" posts have been excluded. 

 

The most striking proportion of individuals with career jumps is seen among the SNSF 

professors. Ninety-four percent of the respondents who completed their SNSF profes-

sorships are now (assistant) professors, and have thus at least been able to stay at the 

same level as their SNSF professorship. Eighty-eight percent of individuals made the 
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jump to a permanent position at this level. These percentages are much higher than 

for the other two types of SNSF funding under investigation.  

 

Normal career jumps and big career jumps were observed almost equally frequently 

for male and female survey participants who had completed their SNSF professorships. 

Normal career jumps occur at similar frequency levels for all three fields of support. 

However, there was a difference for big career jumps, which are 10 percent more fre-

quent among researchers in field of support I than among those in field of support III. 

Field of support II lies between the two. 

 

For big career jumps (jump to a permanent post at professorial level), the survey also 

looked at whether career development took place within the host institution. This 

would indicate an in-house appointment. A total of 125 individuals made a big career 

jump, meaning that 125 former SNSF professors in the sample currently hold perma-

nent posts at professorial level. Of these 125 researchers, 51 (41%) are still employed 

at the institute which hosted their SNSF professorships. An in-house appointment can 

therefore be observed in 41 percent of the big career jumps.  

 

It is interesting to analyse these in-house appointments by field of support. The table 

below shows how many researchers made big career jumps and what proportion of 

these individuals are still employed at their former host institutes.  

 

Table 15: In-house appointments by field of support 

FS* 
Total with completed SNSF 

professorships** 
Big career jump 

Of which employed 

at host institute 

I 46 93% (43) 40% (17) 

II 54 87% (47) 28% (13) 

III 40 83% (33) 61% (20) 

Source: Interface, survey of SNSF professors.   

* FS = field of support; ** excludes "other" posts. 

 

The frequency of in-house appointments varies considerably between the different 

fields of support. For survey respondents in field of support III, the proportion of  

researchers achieving a big career jump who are still employed at their former host 

institute is more than 30 percent higher than for researchers in field of support II.  

 

 

3.5 Impact on the host institutes 

In addition to the impacts that the SNSF professorships had on the grantees them-

selves, the survey looked at the impacts on the host institutes. It investigated the  

reasons for employing researchers with SNSF professorships, the way various aspects 

relating to the researchers and their projects were rated, and the advantages and pos-

sible problems experienced by the host institutes as a result of employing SNSF  

professors.  

 

3.5.1 Motives for accepting SNSF professors  

The superiors at the host institutes reported on what motivated them to accept  

researchers with SNSF professorships. Table 16 lists the responses:  
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Table 16: Reasons for accepting SNSF professors (n = 90) 

Motive % (n)* 

Reputation of the researcher 77% (69) 

Research plans complement/complemented the focus of the institute particularly 

well (complementarity) 
64% (58) 

Reputation of the SNSF professorship 48% (43) 

Expansion of the human or financial resources of the institute 40% (36) 

The research project helped establish a new research field at the institute  36% (32) 

Personal contact with the researcher 34% (31) 

Knowledge transfer  32% (29) 

The research plans match/matched the priorities of the institute particularly 

well (symmetry) 
31% (28) 

Previous cooperation with the researcher 26% (23) 

Researcher previously employed with different funding 17% (15) 

Reputation of the researcher's previous place of work 10% (9) 

Opportunity to forge contacts abroad 3% (3) 

Other reasons 3% (3) 

Source: Interface, survey of superiors at host institutes.   

* Multiple answers were possible.  

 

From the point of view of the superiors at the host institutes, the reputation of the 

researchers was the main reason for accepting them as SNSF professors. The comple-

mentarity of the proposed research project with the priorities of the institute was an-

other important motive. Very few respondents cited the opportunity to forge links with 

other countries by employing researchers with SNSF professorships, and the reputa-

tion of the candidates' place of work.  

 

3.5.2 Evaluation of the SNSF professors 

Furthermore, the superiors at the host institutes were asked to evaluate the collabo-

ration with the grant holders, the quality of the research projects and the teaching 

activities of the SNSF professors. Figure 13 shows how the respondents evaluated 

these aspects. 

 

Figure 13: Assessment of various aspects of the SNSF professors and their research 

projects 

Source: Interface, survey of superiors at host institutes. Missing values have been excluded. 
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There was a very high level of satisfaction with the aspects included in the survey. The 

respondents were particularly satisfied with the collaboration with the SNSF  

professors and the quality of the research projects. Each of these aspects was rated 

"very good" in over 70 percent of the responses.  

 

3.5.3 Impacts of employing researchers with SNSF professorships 

The figure below shows how the superiors at host institutes rated the possible impacts 

of employing an SNSF professor. 

 

Figure 14: Impacts of employing researchers with SNSF professorships 

Source: Interface, survey of superiors at host institutes. Missing values have been excluded.  

 

The host institutes benefited in particular from expanding their scientific profile (e.g. 

an increase in publication activity or addressing new research focuses). The supervi-

sion of postdocs and doctoral students by the SNSF professors also seems to have 

brought important added value to the host institutes. In addition, at least 67 percent 

of respondents agreed with the other impacts.  

 

For nearly 20 percent of respondents (17 people), employing SNSF professors also 

caused problems. These were described in more detail in the open-ended responses. 

Most of the responses mentioned the need for additional space (e.g. in laboratories). A 

shortage of financial resources and the extra administrative burden were also cited. 

 

The university rectors were asked whether their institutions benefit from employing 

researchers with SNSF professorships. All 12 rectors agreed that they do. One of the 

respondents describes the positive effects in the following terms: "Expanded teaching 

and research activities; additional scientific expertise; enhancement of the reputation 

of a particular research field; gaining young, highly talented researchers; a larger num-

ber of qualified people available to educate doctoral students." Collaborations with 

SNSF professors are seen as another positive factor. One person thinks that a large 

number of SNSF professors at an institution acts as a quality label for the institution.  
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The institute is better connected thanks to the SNSF professor. (n = 83)
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3.6 Achievement of overall objectives 

The SNSF has set itself a series of overall objectives for the SNSF professorships 

scheme. The SNSF professorships should (1) help to advance academic careers by  

enabling the holders to build up their own research teams; (2) make it easier to rein-

tegrate researchers from Switzerland who are returning from a stay abroad; (3) keep 

talented young researchers in the academic system; (4) complement the regular assis-

tant professorships and (5) help develop new fields of research at university institutes.  

 

As part of the various surveys, all three groups were asked to assess how far these 

objectives are being achieved. The results are shown in figure 15.  

 

Figure 15: Achievement of overall objectives of the SNSF professorships scheme 

Source: Interface, surveys of SNSF professors, superiors at host institutes and university rectors.  

 

The respondents agree that SNSF professorships help to promote academic careers by 

enabling the grant holders to set up their own research teams. For the other overall 

objectives, the responses of the rectors differ from those of the other groups, although 

the small number of cases should also be taken into account. Around 90 percent of 

SNSF professors and their superiors at host institutes think that the SNSF professor-

ships help to keep talented young researchers in the academic system. About 80 per-

cent of these two groups think that SNSF professorships help to establish new  

research fields. For grantees and hosts, the statements regarding the reintegration of 

researchers returning from abroad and the complementarity of SNSF professorships 

and assistant professorships received the least agreement. The latter statement was 

even less likely to be agreed with by the university rectors.  

 

  

83%

67%

68%

58%

71%

68%

92%

79%

78%

75%

91%

89%

100%

98%

97%

8%

23%

10%

33%

21%

25%

8%

15%

17%

25%

9%

10%

1%

2%

9%

10%

22%

9%

8%

7%

6%

5%

1%

1%

1%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Rectors (n = 12)

Hosts (n = 81)

Grantees (n = 370 )

Rectors (n = 12 )

Hosts (n = 82)

Grantees (n = 368 )

Rectors (n = 12)

Hosts (n = 82)

Grantees (n = 368 )

Rectors (n = 12)

Hosts (n = 81)

Grantees (n = 369 )

Rectors (n = 12)

Hosts (n = 82)

Grantees (n = 370 )

Accurate Inaccurate No assessment possible

SNSF professorships help to build up new research fields at the host institutes.

SNSF professorships help to keep talented young researchers in the academic system. 

SNSF professorships help to promote academic careers by building up own research teams. 

SNSF professorships help to reintegrate researchers returning from abroad into the Swiss academic system. 

SNSF professorships are complementary to assistant professor positions with or without tenure track. 
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4. Summary and conclusions  

The final chapter contains a summary of the main findings of the surveys of SNSF 

professors, their superiors at host institutes and university rectors. In addition, it 

draws conclusions from a comparison with the results of the surveys of Ambizione 

grantees and recipients of SNSF project funding. Finally, suggestions are made for 

potential improvements.  

 

 

4.1 Summary of results 

The results are presented below according to the topics investigated and the corre-

sponding questions. 

 

4.1.1 Initial position 

1. What was the initial position of the SNSF professors? 

 

 Eighty-six percent of the SNSF professors surveyed were employed at universities 

and university hospitals at the time of application. The great majority of the 

respondents were employed as postdocs (51%) or in similar posts (27%) at the time 

they applied. Three percent were already working as (assistant) professors abroad 

at that time.  

 Over 80 percent of the SNSF professors were receiving another type of funding at 

the time they applied.  

 

2. Why do researchers apply for an SNSF professorship? 

 

 The SNSF professors surveyed were mainly motivated to apply by the prospect of 

a job with new research focuses and research topics. The general attractiveness of 

the SNSF professorship was also a crucial factor for many of the respondents.  

 

4.1.2 Concept of the SNSF professorship scheme 

3. What do respondents think of the application process and the arrangements for the 

SNSF professorship? 

 

 Above all, the respondents are very satisfied with the amount of funding, the ad-

ministrative effort involved in making an application, and the submission require-

ments. The proportion of dissatisfied respondents is slightly higher for the time 

taken to reach a decision on their application and the duration of the SNSF  

professorship, at 14 and 10 percent respectively.  

 

4.1.3 Implementation of the SNSF professorship scheme 

4. What do respondents think of the way the SNSF implements the professorships? 

 

 The SNSF professors surveyed were very satisfied with the advice and support they 

received from the SNSF. This applied both before and during the application pro-

cess and during the funding period.  
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5. What support do the holders of the professorships receive from their host institutes 

and what do they think of this support? 

 

 In almost all cases, the host institutes made infrastructure available for the SNSF 

professors to use. The survey results show that in most cases, the grant holders 

were satisfied with the infrastructure provided.  

 Nearly half the respondents received additional financial support for their own 

research work from the host institute. As regards support, there are differences 

relating to gender and field of support, but these can all be explained by the num-

ber of cases (75% of the respondents in field of support III are men) or the type of 

research project (infrastructure is more often required in field of support III).  

Sixty-four percent of respondents received additional (scientific) personnel for their 

research projects. All categories of such personnel (doctoral students, postdocs, 

other personnel) were fully financed by the host institute in around a third of 

cases.  

 Three-quarters of respondents are satisfied with the support received from the 

host institute, with male respondents slightly more satisfied than female respond-

ents. Researchers in field of support III are less satisfied with the support from the 

host institute than researchers in the other two fields of support.  

 Almost all respondents undertook teaching duties in their host institute. In most 

cases, this teaching activity was fully funded by the resources of the SNSF  

professorship.  

 Involvement in the administrative processes of the host institutions and host in-

stitutes may be described as good. Almost all SNSF professors were able to super-

vise doctoral students and participate and vote in faculty meetings. Eighty percent 

of the SNSF professors surveyed are happy with their integration into their host 

institutes. An analysis by field of support shows that researchers in field of support 

I are particularly happy with their integration, while researchers in field of support 

II are most critical about this aspect.  

 

4.1.4 Impact on the SNSF professors 

6. What is the impact of receiving an SNSF professorship? 

 

 The three most important impacts of an SNSF professorship are enhancing the 

holders’ scientific profile, improving their competence in their research field and 

increasing their scientific competitiveness. 

 

7. How are SNSF professors regarded compared with "regular" assistant professors 

at Swiss universities? 

 

 Most of the SNSF professors surveyed assessed their position compared with other 

assistant professors as weaker (45%) or the same (42%). Researchers in field of 

support I rate their position significantly higher than researchers in the other fields 

of support.  

 The superiors at the host institutes and the university rectors considered the 

standing of the SNSF professors to be as high as or even higher than that of other 

assistant professors without tenure track. 

 For all groups, the main reason given for a weaker position was the lack of tenure 

track.  
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8. Does being awarded an SNSF professorship have an impact on the holder's aca-

demic independence and future career? 

 

 Over 90 percent of respondents think that their SNSF professorship has contrib-

uted to their scientific independence, while 85 percent believe it has made a big 

contribution. This applies to men and women equally. Researchers in field of  

support III rate the contribution as significantly more important than researchers 

in field of support I.  

 Ninety percent of respondents think that the SNSF professorship will have (or has 

had) an influence on their future research careers. This is a large proportion, even 

when compared with the other grant recipients surveyed. 

 

9. Have the former SNSF professors made a career jump?  

 

 Ninety-four percent of the respondents who have completed their SNSF professor-

ships are now (assistant) professors, and have thus at least been able to stay at 

the same level as their SNSF professorship. Eighty-eight percent of individuals 

made the jump to a permanent position at this level. Both types of career jump 

occurred equally frequently for male and female researchers. Big career jumps 

may be observed for researchers in field of support I in particular, whereas they 

occur less often for researchers in field of support III. 

 

4.1.5 Impact on the host institutes 

10. To what extent do host institutes benefit from employing researchers with SNSF 

professorships? 

 

 The host institutes benefit in particular from expanding their scientific profile – for 

instance by increasing their publication activity or covering new research focuses. 

The supervision of scientific personnel by the SNSF professors has also brought 

important added value to the host institutes. 

 

11. Does accepting SNSF professors cause the host institutes any problems? 

 

 Employing a researcher with an SNSF professorship caused problems for around 

20 percent of respondents. These were mainly caused by a shortage of resources 

(in relation to infrastructure, funding and administration).  

 

4.1.6 Overall objectives 

12. How far have the overall objectives that the SNSF has set itself in relation to the 

professorships been met? 

 

 The groups surveyed agree that SNSF professorships help to promote academic 

careers by enabling the grant holders to build up their own research teams. 

 

  



Evaluation of the SNSF professorships – Report  |  31 

 

4.2 Conclusions and points for discussion 

This section contains conclusions drawn from the results of the surveys, as well as 

points for discussion raised by the various groups.  

 

4.2.1 Conclusions and comparisons with Ambizione 

The SNSF professorships are an effective tool for career advancement at several levels, 

and have a positive influence on the scientific independence and future career of the 

grantees. This tool significantly increases their chances of obtaining a permanent post 

as (assistant) professor. A comparison with other SNSF funding schemes shows that 

SNSF professorships have a considerable impact on career jumps. In 88 percent of 

cases, researchers with SNSF professorships make big career jumps. This impact  

exists regardless of the gender or academic discipline of the grantee, although re-

searchers in field of support III believe that an SNSF professorship is particularly im-

portant for their future career. This applies even though this group of survey partici-

pants make big career jumps less frequently than respondents in the other two fields 

of support. Interestingly, many grant holders and hosts criticise the lack of tenure 

track or a lack of future prospects for the SNSF professors. However, the survey indi-

cates that this is the subjective opinion of the grantees, and does not necessarily cor-

respond with reality on completion of the SNSF professorship. It therefore appears that 

the problem lies in the fact that SNSF professors may find themselves in situations 

where they are competing with other assistant professors at the host institute and feel 

that they are being placed at a disadvantage. It remains to be discussed how this 

situation could be avoided and whether the SNSF can and should do anything to 

strengthen the position of researchers with SNSF professorships at the host institutes.  

 

Conclusions about the overall objectives that the SNSF has set itself in relation to the 

SNSF professorships may also be drawn from the survey results. In the light of the 

survey results, the objective of advancing academic careers by enabling grant holders 

to build up their own research teams may be regarded as having been met. It also 

appears that the SNSF professorships have made it easier to reintegrate researchers 

from Switzerland who are returning to the country following a stay abroad. A return 

to the Swiss scientific community is an important motive for applying, at least for 

researchers who were educated in Switzerland and are applying from another country. 

Eighty-four percent of this group agree that the SNSF professorships have this impact.  

 

Practically all researchers remain in the academic system after completing their SNSF 

professorships. This was also specified as one of the scheme's objectives. Although the 

survey results cannot prove that a contribution is being made to building up new fields 

of research at university institutes, the responses from the SNSF professors, their  

superiors at the host institutes and university rectors tend to indicate that this objec-

tive is being achieved.  

 

A comparison with the evaluation of Ambizione shows in particular that the SNSF 

professorships are regarded as having a similarly large impact on grantees' scientific 

independence and future careers. Among SNSF professors, the proportion of respond-

ents who think that the SNSF professorship had or is having an impact on their future 

scientific career is in fact even larger than among the Ambizione grantees surveyed. 

This is confirmed by looking at career development and career jumps. An SNSF  
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professorship leads to a permanent post as (assistant) professor more often than is the 

case for Ambizione.  

 

Whereas two suggestions for improvement (extending the funding period, enabling 

grant holders to employ scientific personnel) came out very clearly for Ambizione, there 

does not appear to be any urgent need to amend the fundamental arrangements for 

the SNSF professorships at present. This shows that the SNSF professorships are a 

well-established funding scheme 14 years after their launch, and that the right  

adjustments have been made to the scheme. Nevertheless, various suggestions for 

fine-tuning can be gleaned from the surveys. These are presented in the following  

section.  

 

4.2.2 Points for discussion 

A number of points for discussion or suggestions for improvement from the different 

groups can be identified on the basis of the surveys, and these may be significant for 

the future development of the SNSF professorships as a funding scheme. They are 

presented below, divided into the groups surveyed.  

 

SNSF professors 

The responses from the grant holders reveal one main point for discussion: the lack of 

tenure track and the lack of prospects for obtaining a permanent post at the host 

institute. According to the grantees, this leads to a lack of commitment on the side of 

the host institutes, poorer integration and a weaker position when competing with 

regular assistant professors.  

 

The SNSF professors surveyed made further suggestions for improving the professor-

ships scheme:  

 

These include extending the funding period (e.g. to 5 plus 3 years), increasing the 

amount of the grant and shortening the time it takes to announce whether the initial 

application has been successful. Other suggestions cover increasing the level of coop-

eration between the SNSF and the universities with the aim of ensuring the commit-

ment of the host institutes, setting up a mentoring programme for SNSF professors, 

and opening up the professorships to international competition. Another topic is 

switching between universities within Switzerland, which some respondents felt 

should no longer be urged so strongly.  

 

Superiors at the host institutes 

Four main suggestions for improvement can be identified in this group:  

 

 First of all, tenure track or a future career path for the SNSF professors should be 

created. According to the survey of superiors at the host institutes, this could be 

achieved by involving the institutions more fully in the selection process and align-

ing the focus of the grant holders and the host institutes more closely.  

 Second, like the grantees, this group of respondents also suggests amending the 

duration of the SNSF professorships. In individual cases, they say that extensions 

of three or four years should be permitted.  

 Third, the superiors at the host institutes would welcome a modification to the 

SNSF selection process. Candidate assessment should be more rigorous and in-

volve the host institutes more closely.  
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 The respondents recognise the problem of the sometimes inadequate integration 

of SNSF professors into the host institutes and, like the grantees themselves,  

suggest setting up a mentoring programme or institutionalised interim reporting 

to the SNSF. 

 

University rectors 

The university rectors see scope for improving the SNSF professorships by harmonis-

ing the research focuses of the SNSF professors with the scientific focuses, strategic 

orientation and structural planning of the universities and institutes in advance. This 

is the only way to ensure effective integration and advance the future academic careers 

of the grant holders. A number of rectors believe that researchers with SNSF  

professorships should be allocated more teaching duties so that they can acquire val-

uable experience in this area. Other suggestions for improvement from individual rec-

tors are as follows:  

 

 The SNSF professorships should not be called "professorships", since professors 

are selected by the institutions and grant holders may lose the title at the end of 

their SNSF professorship. Grant holders should be clearly informed that an SNSF 

professorship does not entail a permanent job at the host institution. 

 Greater flexibility as regards setting research priorities should be allowed during 

the funding period, to make it easier for grantees to integrate into the host insti-

tute.  

 The host institutions should be involved more closely in the evaluation process 

 Host institutes should be obliged to carry out career tracking and help grant hold-

ers gain skills in teaching, leading research groups etc. 

 Modify the selection of SNSF professors to harmonise it with the tenure track  

culture.  

 Create the option of allowing foreign universities to be selected as host institutions.  
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5. Annex 

5.1 Survey with SNSF professors 
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5.2 Survey with superiors at the host institutes 
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5.3 Survey with the rectors of the Swiss universities 
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