
AT SWISS UNIVERSITIES
Evaluation of the third phase of the Swiss Federal
Equal Opportunity at Universities Programme 
(2008 -2011/2012) 



Introduction           3

1 Academic career, partnership and family           7

2 Promotion of dual-career couples
in the Federal Equal Opportunity Programme           31

3 Female professorial appointments           45

4 Promotion of female junior academics           55

5 Recommendations           61

References           65

Appendix           67

Contents



1

Since 2000, the Federal Programme «Equal Opportunity at Swiss Univer-
sities» has been pursuing the goal of increasing the number of women
in top academic positions at Swiss higher education institutions. Main
programme aims include ensuring that 25% of all full and associate pro-
fessors and 40% of all assistant professors in Switzerland are women, and
increasing the percentage of women in management roles at universities
between 2013 and 2016.

The third phase of the Federal Programme (2008-2011/2012) dealt with the
issue of «dual-career couples», a term used to describe couples in which
both partners hold higher academic degrees, identify strongly with their
work, and pursue their own career. How can universities help to ensure
that couples who wish to accommodate both academic career and family
are able to do so, and that this partnership model does not simply remain 
a nice idea or an empty statement of intent? This question is relevant to
gender equality mainly because more female academics live in dual-
career constellations than do their male colleagues. By establishing gen-
der-sensitive measures for dual-career couples, universities can improve
the chances for women to succeed in academia.

When the programme phase «dual-career couples» began, there were
no conclusive data on how many such constellations actually exist in
Switzerland. Today the picture is different. A comprehensive survey of
academic staff at Swiss universities and the two Federal Institutes of Tech-
nology was conducted in 2011 when the Federal Programme was under-
going evaluation. The results show that female academics are often under
greater pressure than their male counterparts to accommodate career,
partnership and family – influencing their chances of a successful career.

The following report presents the main results of the survey along with
an updated report (2012) on the evaluation of the programme phase
2008-2011. The evaluation and follow-up report were carried out by the
Centre for Labour and Social Policy Studies BASS on behalf of the Fed-
eral Programme. The programme’s directors read the results with great
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interest and would like to thank the evaluation team for their excellent
work – work that will prove valuable for future discussions on university
policy. The Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities (CRUS) has 
already signalled its support for the recommendations in the evaluation
report.

The Federal Programme is a key player in creating and developing mod-
ern and sustainable measures to promote the careers of junior academics
in Switzerland. In particular, targeted support is offered to help junior
Swiss researchers aspire to a career in academia. In the programme’s next
phase 2013-2016, major changes have been introduced: Swiss univer-
sities are called on to create plans of action to embed the principles of
gender equality in their structures, to sustain proven measures, and to
test innovative methods. The strategies will also help the universities set
clear priorities that harmonise with their local culture and needs.

Securing gender equality at Swiss universities not only constitutes a vital
criterion of excellence in present-day academia: economic considerations
and new demands by Swiss researchers on higher education policy pres-
ent additional strong arguments in favour of this goal. After all, too many
women end their academic career after earning a PhD and are lost to the
world of scholarship. To reduce the risk of this happening in future, a new
Swiss University Conference (SUC) programme has been approved:
«Equal Opportunity for Women and Men at Universities / Gender Stud-
ies» was launched in January 2013. We look forward to bringing about
effective results in this important area.

Prof. Dr. Yves Flückiger, Vice-Rector University of Geneva, 

Federal Programme President  2008-2011/2012 

Prof. Dr. Doris Wastl-Walter, Vice-Rector University of Bern, 

Federal Programme President as of January  2013

Dr. Gabriela Obexer-Ruff, Coordinating Officer at SUC 2004-2007, 

as of January 2008 at CRUS
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Introduction

Over half of all students in Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programmes
at Swiss universities (excluding the two Federal Institutes of Technology)
are female. And nearly half of all PhDs awarded in 2011 were to women.
Yet women continue to be starkly under-represented in top positions in
academia: as of mid-2012, women made up a mere 17.8% of the full and
associate professors in Switzerland. When the two Federal Institutes of
Technology (Eidgenössische Technische Hochschulen, ETH) are added
to the equation, the percentage decreases to 15.9%. If the rate of pro-
moting women to professorial positions remains at its current slow pace,
the percentage of women professors in the year 2020 will be between
22% and 24% (cantonal universities and ETHs combined; Federal Statis-
tical Office, FSO 2011).

There are a number of reasons that a proportionally low number of
women make the leap to becoming a professor. A major factor is the ex-
isting conditions of combining an academic career, partnership and fam-
ily. This issue – accommodating an academic career, partnership and
family – was the focus of the third phase (2008-2011/2012) 1 of the Fed-
eral Programme for Equal Opportunity at Universities, in which all ten
cantonal universities participated. During this phase, the Federal Pro-
gramme developed new instruments to support «dual-career couples»,
i.e. couples in which both partners have a strong personal commitment
to their work and pursue their own career. The supportive measures have
good potential to promote equal opportunity, especially because women
are twice as likely as men to live in dual-career partnerships (DFG/Stifter-
verband 2004; Schiebinger/Henderson/Gilmartin 2008). In addition,
there are clear indications that when making important career decisions,
women weigh the interests of their partners or children more strongly
than men (Ledin et al 2007; Martinez et al 2007; Auspurg/Hinz 2011).

1 The third phase includes the four official programme years from 2008-2011, with the addition
of the year 2012. The additional year was added after the Federal Council decided to present
the major messages on financing to parliament at the latest six months after communicating the
schedule for the legislative period in the interest of better harmonising the legislative agenda.
The next message for the promotion of education, research and innovation (at the Federal Office
SERI) has therefore been postponed by one year to the period 2013-2016.
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As part of the official evaluation of the Federal Programme, an online
questionnaire called «Academic career, partnership and family» was sent
to the entire academic staff at the ten cantonal universities and two ETHs
in Switzerland. Over 10’000 academics employed at Swiss universities
participated and this publication presents the most significant findings
from the survey as well as further results of the evaluation.

The Federal Programme for Equal Opportunity at Universities was made
up of three modules: the new focus «Dual-career couples» introduced in
the third phase along with the modules «Female professors» and «Pro-
motion of junior female academics». The two latter modules have been
part of the programme since it was launched in 2000, and they have al-
ready undergone extensive evaluation (Bachmann/Rothmayr/Spreyer-
mann 2004, Spreyermann/Rothmayr 2009). For this reason, they were
only given summary treatment in the evaluation of the third phase of the
programme.

The publication is organised in five sections:

Part 1 demonstrates how women and men working at Swiss universities
combine their academic work, partnership and family, and identifies the
challenges they face when doing so. It also explores how common dual-
career couples are at Swiss universities. 

Part 2 examines the measures taken by the Federal Equal Opportunity
Programme to promote dual-career couples. 

Part 3 focuses on how the percentage of female professors has changed.
Through work done in the module «Female professors», it is hoped that
an increased number of female professors will result from incentives
given to and measures undertaken by universities in professorial appoint-
ment procedures.

Part 4 analyses projects developed to promote junior female researchers;
these projects were carried out in the module «Promotion of junior female
academics».

Part 5 contains recommendations resulting from the evaluation.
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The survey

The online survey of the academic staff at Swiss universities took place in March

and April 2011. The target group was all people who have at least a Master’s 

degree or a licentiate degree and who were employed at a Swiss university in a

scholarly role when the survey was conducted. In addition to the ten cantonal

universities, the survey also included ETH Zurich and EPF Lausanne, both of which

used their own funding to participate in selected projects of the Federal Pro-

gramme. People who were mainly employed at a Swiss university of applied sci-

ence or at a foreign university were excluded from the survey.

A total of 29,950 people were sent an e-mail inviting them to fill in a question-

naire. 10,635 people returned the questionnaire, which corresponds to a return

rate of 36%. The topic generated a much larger response among women than

men, with a participation rate of 48% for women, but only 29% for men. Profes-

sors and non-professorial staff took part at similar rates (36% to 35%). Based on

the total numbers of academic personnel, employees in the humanities and social

sciences are over-represented, while those in medicine and technical sciences are

under-represented. The largest group of participants stemmed from the exact

and natural sciences (32% of all participants); the second largest group were em-

ployees from the humanities and social sciences at 30%.

Due to the varying rates of participation according to gender and discipline, the

results of the survey cannot be readily applied to all academic personnel at Swiss

universities. Nonetheless, the high return rate of the questionnaire does enable

some conclusive statements: over 10’000 academics employed at Swiss universi-

ties expressed their opinion on their work conditions and the significance that

partnership and family have in their academic career.



6



7

How do academics feel about balancing career, partnership and family?
What gender-specific differences do emerge? The following section
shows the family situation of survey respondents. Information presented
includes: the distribution of responsdents in partnerships with and with-
out children is depicted, how common dual-career constellations are, and 
statistics on how couples share household and family responsibilities. 
Finally, the section focuses on the respondents’ experiences and opin-
ions: How frequently do conflicts between partnership, parenthood and
career plans arise? How feasible do respondents think a dual-career
model is? What measures would they choose to help them accommodate
an academic career, partnership and family?

Life situation of respondents
An academic career is often thought of as a vocation which demands an
individual’s complete dedication. Evidence of this dedication includes
round-the-clock availability or the seemingly willing acceptance of a long
and unstable career path with a comparatively low income (Beaufaÿs
2003; Rusconi/Solga 2011). But in reality, most academics also have re-
sponsibilities to their partners and family (chart 1). A total of 35% of all
respondents live with children; a small minority among them are single
parents. A further 45% have a partner but no children. For older persons,
this may also mean that the children have already moved out.

First a PhD, then the rush-hour of life
As evident in chart 1, most academics who look after children have
earned a PhD. While very few junior academics without a PhD have chil-
dren, nearly half of all junior academics with a PhD do. The percentage
of respondents with children increases among professors. As such, it ap-
pears that junior academics typically start a family during a critical phase
of their academic career, and new duties and caring for small children in-
crease at the same time as demands on junior academics regarding geo-
graphical mobility and working hours intensify. This condition is referred
to as the «rush-hour» of life (Folbre/Bittman 2004).

1 Academic career, partnership
and family
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Women are more likely to postpone having children
A high percentage of academics postpone having children or choose not
to have children at all because of their career. Women do so more fre-
quently than men: 43% of all female respondents and 28% of all male
respondents stated they have postponed having children over the course
of their career. The percentage is highest in the 35 to 39-year-old age
group (53% of the women, 38% of the men). 70% of the female respon-
dents live in a household without children, compared to only 61% of the
male respondents – and the difference is especially pronounced among
professors (women: 49%, men: 36%; see chart 1: combined results of
«single» and «with a partner, no children»).

Female professors more likely to be single
Another striking result is that more female professors are single than their
male counterparts (20% compared to 7%; see chart 1: combined results
of «single» and «single parent»). This phenomenon can also be observed
at elite American universities and with senior managers in private industry
(Schiebinger/Henderson/Gilmartin 2008; Holst/Busch 2010). Further-
more, the female respondents have more frequently experienced a
break-up that was at least partially related to the incompatibility of their
career plans with those of their partners (25% compared to 19%). The
gender-specific differences are most pronounced among the responding
professors (31% compared to 17%).

Employment patterns in partnerships
The responding academics spend a great deal of time on their career. In
their own estimate, professors work an average of 57 hours per week
(median).2 Junior academics in full-time jobs work 50 hours per week
(non-professorial staff with a PhD), or 46 hours (non-professorial staff
without a PhD). And junior academics with part-time jobs of at least 50%
FTE estimate that in reality, they work an average of slightly over 40 hours
per week – including jobs outside the academic setting.

2  The median value is exactly at the midpoint of the collected data. 50% of the data is situated
above, and 50% below the median value. In contrast to the arithmetic mean (the average), the
median value is not influenced by variant data, i.e. extreme values that are clearly above or below
the other data.
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Caring for small children reduces the amount of time academics have for
their work. The pressure they are under to combine family and career is
also dependent on how much their partners work. Is the partner also pur-
suing a demanding (and time-consuming) career? Or can the partner take
on a larger amount of household and child care duties?

Fathers usually work full-time, mothers don’t
Chart 2 shows the employment patterns of the responding academics
who live in the same household with a partner and with children under
15 years of age. Striking differences between men and women come 
to light:
• Most male academics with children under 15 years of age work 80%
FTE or more – the amount worked refers to the actual workload not to
the hours stipulated in the employment contract. These results are de-
picted with the three sections of the bar, each having a different shade
of beige. Most of these men have a partner who works less than 80% or
who is not employed. Between a quarter and a third of all responding
fathers live with a partner who also spends a great deal of time at work
(section in dark beige). The differences between academic levels are neg-
ligible for men.
• For women, the large differences between academic levels are
striking. Throughout an academic career it is clear that only by way of
exception do female academics who care for children under the age of
15 have a partner who works less than 80% or who is not (or no longer)
employed. There are two dominant patterns for junior academics without
a PhD: either the woman works part-time and the man full-time, or they
both spend a large amount of time at work. The higher the academic 
degree, the greater the likelihood of the latter situation: among female
professors there are practically no mothers who work part-time. Yet 80%
of all female professors with children under the age of 15 live with a part-
ner who has an equally demanding career.
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Chart 2

Basis: all respondents with a partner 
and at least one child under 15 years of
age living permanently or part-time in
the same household (N= 2’945; of which
1.2% gave no information on the 
employment status or workload of their
partner). 

Workload = actual amount worked 
as estimated by the respondents (ratio:
42 hrs/week is a FTE). The contractual
employment level (in percentages) is
used for partners who are exclusively
employed in private industry or in public
administration. 

Bar sections with values below 4% are
not marked. Due to rounding differ-
ences, added values may deviate slightly
from 100%.

Chart 1

All persons who are responsible for 
children and who live with them in 
the same household either permanently
or part-time are included in the 
categories «Single parents» and «With
partner and children».

Basis: all respondents (N=10’635, no
cases without information). Bar sections
with values below 3% are not marked.
Due to rounding differences, added val-
ues may deviate slightly from 100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.



Men  2‘341

Women 2‘588

Total 4‘929

Non-professorial staff without PhD

14 52 34

15 59 25

15 55 29

Men  5‘763

Women 4‘872

Total 10‘635

Total
38 41 20

28 49 21

With partner and children

Single parent

With partner, no children

Single

Professors

Men   845

Women 257

Total 1‘102

62 31 5

46 5 1534

58 3 731

Men  2‘577

Women 2‘027

Total 4‘604

Non-professorial staff with PhD

51 35 13

42 3 1638

47 1436

33 45 20

Family situation of respondents, 2011 (in %)

Employment patterns of responding academics with children under 15 years of age, 2011 (in %)

Men 296

Women 362

Non-professorial staff without PhD

27 32 24 5 8

39 4 4 46 6

Men 1‘727

Women 1‘184

Total
29 38 25 4

54 6 5 31

Both >= 80% FTE

>= 80% FTE, partner < 80% FTE

>= 80% FTE, partner not employed

< 80% FTE, partner >= 80% FTE

Both < 80%

< 80% FTE, partner not employed

Men  329

Women 76

Professors
31 45 21

80 11 5

Men 1‘102

Women 746

Non-professorial staff with PhD

28 38 27 4

58 6 5 27

11
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Mothers are under greater pressure when combining family and career
How can these differences be explained? Two interpretations which com-
plement each other seem plausible:
• Permanent part-time jobs at universities are apparently incompat-
ible with having a career: women who work less than 80% FTE leave 
academia sooner or later, or they increase their workload to benefit their
career.
• There is an obvious tendency towards a gender-specific distribu-
tion of employment and household duties. Responding fathers fairly fre-
quently live with partners who have reduced their workload to benefit
their male partners’ career. Among responding mothers however, the pic-
ture changes: their partners are also very engaged in their own careers,
meaning these couples are faced with the challenge of combining a fam-
ily and two careers. It appears that male and female academics who have
children under the age of 15 often are pursuing their career within very
different parameters.

Employment patterns differ even without children
Gender-specific differences also manifest among academics who do not
(or no longer) live with children under the age of 15 (chart 3), although
they are less pronounced. As a general rule, these academics (both male
and female) work at least 80% FTE, although men more frequently tend
to live with a partner who has reduced the amount they work. It would
appear that asymmetrical employment patterns do not only manifest
themselves with the time constraints arising at the birth of a child. The
high demands of an academic career (relocation, high workload) appear
sufficient to bring about an uneven distribution of employment. Among
academics whose children are older than 15, the asymmetry may be com-
pounded by the fact that women who re-enter the workforce after having
reduced their workload for the benefit of the family face difficulties, or
they no longer have the same career options they had when younger.

Dual-career couples – for women, the norm
The differences in employment patterns of men and women in a part-
nership can be summed up as follows: female academics live in dual-ca-
reer constellations more frequently than do male academics.

But, what exactly are dual-career couples? Although some junior
academics are too young to have taken certain career steps, they are
considering them, which is why they too are part of the discussion. When
analysing the data, two characteristics of dual-career couples were set
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out.3 First, both partners have a higher university degree (Master’s de-
gree or higher); second, both work at least 80% FTE. According to this
definition, 38% of all respondents at Swiss universities live in a dual-ca-
reer constellation (chart 4). 22% of the other respondents are single, 12%
have a partner who is not employed, and 27% live with an employed
partner, but do not fulfil the criteria of dual-career couples – in some
cases because one partner works less than 80% FTE, in others because
the partner does not have a higher university degree.

Every second female academic with a PhD lives in 
a dual-career constellation
Overall, 45% of all female respondents and 32% of all male respondents
live in dual-career constellations (chart 4). This gender-specific difference
is manifest at all academic levels and it increases with academic seniority.
The percentage of women in dual-career partnerships increases from
41% at the level of the non-professorial staff without a PhD to 57% for
female professors. At all academic levels, approximately a third of men
are in dual-career partnerships. It must however be noted that the num-
ber of single males reduces with academic seniority. If only men in a
steady partnership are considered, the percentage of male professors
living in dual-career constellations is significantly lower than that of junior
male academics without a PhD.

More than half of all partners work in private industry 
or public administration
It is very important to stress that academics living in a dual-career con-
stellation do not necessarily have partners who are also pursuing an aca-
demic career. Over half of all respondents who are part of a dual-career
partnership state that their partner is employed in private industry or in
public administration. This information is crucial for the advancement of
dual careers: to support partners of academics after relocating, universi-
ties need solid networks in private industry and in public administration.

3 With slight variations, dual-career couples are generally defined as follows: Both partners are
highly qualified and demonstrate a high willingness to pursue a career while maintaining a family
life or a close partnership (cf. Stoltz-Loike 1992; Clement/Clement 2001; Solga/Wimbauer 2005;
Behnke/Meuser 2006). In quantitative analyses, dual-career couples are generally defined by the
fact that both partners have a higher university degree and are employed either full-time or nearly
full-time (cf. Abele 2012).



Chart 4

Basis: all respondents (N=10’635, of
which 1.2% gave no information on the
employment status or workload of their
partner). Due to rounding differences,
added values may deviate slightly from
100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.

Chart 3

Basis: all respondents with a partner 
and no child under 15 years of age living
in the same household (N=5’337; of
which 1.8% gave no information on the
employment status or workload of their
partner). 

Workload = actual amount worked as 
estimated by the respondents 
(ratio: 42 hrs/week is a FTE). The official
workload as stipulated in the employ-
ment contract was used for partners who
work exclusively in the private sector 
or in public administration.

Bar sections with values below 4% are
not marked. Due to rounding differ-
ences, added values may deviate slightly
from 100%.
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Employment patterns of responding academics without children under 15 years of age, 2011 (in %)

Partner constellation of respondents, 2011 (in %)

15

Men 2‘316

Women 2‘562

Total 4‘878

Non-professorial staff without PhD

31 20 14 35

41 26 6 26

36 23 10 30

Men 5‘687

Women 4‘819

Total 10‘506

Total
32 28 18 22

45 25 6 23

Dual-career couple

Other dual earners

Partner not employed

Single

Professors

Men  829

Women 252

Total 1‘081

31 2240 7

57 14 218

37 34 1019

Men 2‘542

Women 2‘005

Total 4‘547

Non-professorial staff with PhD

34 32 20 15

49 5 2026

41 29 1713

38 27 12 22

Men 1‘215

Women 1‘531

Non-professorial staff without PhD

60 11 19 6

74 5 8 11

Men 2‘727

Women 2‘514

Total
46 26 21

68 6 7 16

Men  442

Women 123

Professors
40 33 24

72 14 12

Men 1‘070

Women 860

Non-professorial staff with PhD

59 18 16

79 6 7 6

Both >= 80% FTE

>= 80% FTE, partner < 80% FTE

>= 80% FTE, partner not employed

< 80% FTE, partner >= 80% FTE

Both < 80%

< 80% FTE, partner not employed
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Frequent dual-career partnerships at the same university
In cases where academics in dual-career constellations do live with an-
other academic, both partners frequently work at the same university.
This applies to around 43% of all respondents in dual-career partnerships
who work in research. In 30% of the cases, a partner is employed at an-
other Swiss university and in 18% at a university abroad. In the remaining
cases, the partner pursues an academic career but is not currently em-
ployed at a university. There are very few differences between the gen-
ders and academic levels with one exception: it is remarkably common
for female professors (31%) to have a partner who works at a university
abroad.

Geographical distance and mobility issues are frequently named
as obstacles dual-career couples face. Therefore, the considerable num-
ber of dual-career couples among researchers at the same university may
seem surprising. However, it is normal that people meet at the work-
place. It must be clearly stated that the results of the survey are a docu-
ment of a specific point in time. When the biography of academics (and
academic couples) is taken into the equation, it is evident that a consid-
erably higher number of dual-career couples are faced with geographical
distance and momentous decisions on relocating. It is critical for univer-
sities to understand that their academic employees in dual-career con-
stellations frequently live with a partner who is employed at the same
university. Measures supporting dual-career couples should therefore not
necessarily or exclusively, be introduced when a couple is confronted
with a decision on relocating or when a couple is already geographically
separated. Universities can offer dual-career couples effective support
before (depending on prospects and career path to-date) or after these
questions become pressing.

Household and family duties – distribution of roles 
and outside help
The diverse employment patterns are mirrored in how household and
family duties are divided. A simplified observation can be made: roughly
a third of responding academics share household duties equally with
their partners, meaning they live in an egalitarian arrangement (chart 5).
The same applies to taking care of children during the week among ac-
ademics with children under 15 years of age. If duties are not shared
equally, a traditional division of labour dominates. It is the exception that
men take on a larger portion of household and family responsibilities.
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Outside child care is the rule
The majority of responding academics who have a least one child under
the age of 15 rely on some sort of child care outside of the nuclear family,
either paid care or unpaid care by relatives and friends. The younger the
child (and therefore the more in need of care), the higher the percentage
of families that rely on outside help. This is most pronounced (at 77%)
for parents with children of preschool age. Considering the fact that 
female academics are more likely to live in dual-career constellations, it
is unsurprising that they rely more frequently on outside child care than
their male colleagues with children of preschool age: 87% compared 
to 70%.

Grandmother as a babysitter: nice to have, not always available
Outside child care can often take on a variety of forms and a combination
of solutions is frequent. In addition, the choice of child care depends on
the age of the child (table 1). Of the respondents with preschool children
who rely on outside child care, nearly three-quarters send their children
to a day care centre. Parents whose youngest child is at least 5 most fre-
quently rely on child care services before and after school (school lunch,
morning and after-school care, day schools). Overall, 12% stated they
use university child care; this is most common among parents of pre-
school-aged children (15%).

Although relatives, including grandparents, play a major role in out-
side child care, this role is somewhat less significant among academics
as in the general population. This is most likely due to the fact that aca-
demics often relocate. Nonetheless, the amount of unpaid care provided
by relatives and friends is remarkably high: 31% of all responding parents
who use outside child care rely entirely on relatives and friends. In 58%
of the cases only paid care (including childminders and nannies/au pairs)
is used, whereas a combination of forms is used in 11% of all cases.

Widespread wish for more help in caring for children
Academics are faced with larger child care problems when their work re-
quires them to travel for several days or when their children are ill. In
such situations, over three-quarters of all respondents with children under
15 years of age attest to having difficulties in arranging help. Moreover,
half of all respondents expressed a wish for more help in caring for chil-
dren (chart 6). 27% absolutely agreed with the corresponding question,
while a further 25% tended to agree. There are mininal variations be-



18

tween academic levels and no discernable gender difference. However,
there is an extraordinary variance between language regions. At German-
speaking universities between 11% and 20% of affected respondents
want more help in caring for children, whereas in non-German-speaking
regions the percentage is between 33% and 46%. This is even more re-
markable in light of the fact that more parents in non-German-speaking
Switzerland already take advantage of outside child care. A possible ex-
planation could be culturally-bound diverging expectations and ideas on
a parent’s role, which are also possibly related to the proximity to France
with its much larger child care infrastructure.

Types of outside child care

Day care

Day school

School lunches, morning and after-school care

Childminders

Au pair, in-house babysitter

Relatives (e.g. grandparents)

Friends

Others

Child care offered by the university

Number of cases (responding parents)

Forms of outside child care, 2011
(multiple answers possible)

Table 1

Basis: all respondents with at least one child under the age of 15 living
permanently or part-time in the same household and requiring regular
outside care (N=2’060; no cases without information).
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Effects on career – the respondents’ viewpoint
What are the responding academics’ personal views of accommodating
academic career, partnership and family? They were given a variety of
statements to which they could either «absolutely» or «tend to» agree
or disagree.

Women are more sceptical of the dual-career constellation
Women tend to judge the feasibility of a dual-career partnership with
greater reservations than do men, possibly because they are more likely
to actually live in such a constellation and are familiar with the obstacles.

Age of youngest child Academic level of parent Total

up to 4 5 to 9 10 to 14 Professors Non-professorial staff
years years years with without 

PhD PhD

71.7% 14.2% 1.2% 37.7% 54.4% 60.5% 54.0%

7.7% 22.9% 14.3% 21.8% 11.4% 6.8% 11.5%

10.1% 45.8% 46.0% 30.1% 21.0% 14.8% 20.5%

15.5% 16.9% 16.1% 15.5% 17.1% 12.7% 15.8%

9.4% 18.5% 13.7% 21.3% 12.7% 4.9% 11.7%

37.0% 35.2% 37.9% 21.8% 35.9% 45.4% 36.7%

4.9% 13.5% 21.7% 7.1% 7.9% 8.9% 8.1%

1.4% 1.8% 3.1% 2.5% 1.5% 1.5% 1.7%

14.6% 4.6% 3.1% 8.4% 11.7% 12.7% 11.6%
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Chart 6

Basis: all respondents with at least 
one child under the age of 15 living 
permanently or part-time in the same
household (N=3’063, of which 2.8%
gave no information on the preferred
form of outside child care). Bar sections
with values below 4% are not marked.
Due to rounding differences, added 
values may deviate slightly from 100%.

Chart 5

Basis: all respondents who permanently
share a household with a partner
(N=6’664, of which 0.3% gave no infor-
mation on the how they share household
duties). Due to rounding differences,
added values may deviate slightly from
100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.
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Division of household duties, 2011 (in %)

Parents who would like more child care (per university), 2011 (in %)
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In self-perceived responses, 51% of female junior academics with a PhD
are less mobile on account of their partners than would be good for their
career. 41% of their male counterparts believe this is the case (chart 7).
Female academics are also more likely than male ones to have relocated
on account of their partners. Finally, 44% of all female academics feel it
is unlikely that they can live in the same place with their partners while
simultaneously pursuing a successful career. Among male ones respon-
dents the percentage is 40%. The scepticism is most pronounced in the
group of junior academics with a PhD (women 48%, men 42%).

Men are more often relieved of household chores
As expected, men state much more frequently than women that their
partners have taken on the greater share of household duties, thereby
enabling them to pursue their careers without distractions. The gap is
particularly wide among professors (58% compared to 20%) and junior
academics with a PhD (44% compared to 14%). Many women strongly
reject the statement that their partners relieve them of household duties:
45% agree with the statement «not at all». This percentage is virtually
identical across all academic levels.

More women believe having children hinders their career
The varying opinions of women and men are particularly pronounced
when children come into the equation. 60% of all responding mothers
at least «tended to agree» with the statement that their careers would
be further advanced if they had no children, while only half as many re-
sponding males made this claim (chart 8). Women are four times more
likely than men to say their working environment no longer takes them
as seriously or does not offer the same support since having had children
(35% compared to 9%). The percentage of mothers who have reduced
the time spent on their work is clearly higher (69% compared to 48%),
and they are more likely to express fear that the quality of their work will
suffer (26% compared to 17%). Motivational problems are rarely an issue
with either gender.

Measures to promote compatibility – respondents’ needs
What measures would respondents like universities and funding institu-
tions (i.e. the Swiss National Science Foundation) to adopt in order to
promote the compatibility of career, partnership and family? This ques-
tion was posed to academics who began their current position in the past
ten years and who either share a household with a partner or at least one
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child. They could choose their response from a list of suggested answers
and were permitted to choose up to five. The suggestions also included
a number of potentially important measures whose significance is not
limited to the question of combining family, partnership and career.

Professors would like less administration, more sabbaticals
The needs of professors and the non-professorial academic staff diverge
markedly. Professors are primarily interested in shifting the priorities of
their tasks: 56% wish for less administrative work, and 44% would like
more opportunities to take sabbaticals and time off.

Non-professorial academic staff: more permanent positions, 
higher salary
The most important issue for non-professorial academic employees con-
cerns their employment status. Over half would like more permanent po-
sitions which would provide them with greater security. Higher salary is
also a frequent wish. More money could be used to hire household help
thereby relieving partners of household and child care duties or it could
allow employees to (temporarily) reduce their workload. All academic
levels demonstrate a comparatively equal wish for more child care facil-
ities at their university; this sentiment is shared by around a third of all
respondents (both with and without children).

Mobility as a couple: a fifth of all respondents wish for (more) support 
in helping a partner find employment
The needs of the respondents not only differ from one academic level
to the next but also according to gender and family situation. A differ-
entiated analysis based on these factors reveals the following needs:
• No meetings outside office hours: 42% of all female professors with
children would choose to eliminate meetings outside of office hours. 30%
of their male colleagues with children and 32% of their female colleagues
without children echo this wish. Among the non-professorial academic
staff, this wish is shared mainly by female junior academics who have 
children.
• Making allowances for care-giving roles (children, aged relatives) in the

curriculum vitae: One of the most frequently voiced wishes by mothers in
the non-professorial academic staff is that care-giving duties be allowed
for when assessing an academic career to-date (without a PhD: 34%, with
a PhD: 38%). It also occurs with some frequency among female profes-
sors with children.



Chart 7

Basis: all respondents with partners
(N=8’282, of which 0.7% gave no infor-
mation). Due to rounding differences,
added values may deviate slightly from
100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.
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Agreement with the statement: «I am less mobile than is advantageous to my career due 
to my partner’s career», 2011 (in %)
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Chart 8

Basis: all respondents with at least 
one child under the age of 15 living 
permanently or part-time in the same
household (N=3’719, of which 1.2%
gave no information). Bar sections 
with values below 4% are not marked. 
Due to rounding differences, added 
values may deviate slightly from 100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.
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Agreement with the statement: «I am certain I would be farther along in my career had I not 
had children», 2011 (in %)
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• Opportunity to work at home: The desire to work more at home
was expressed mainly by junior academics (up to 30%). Whether or not
they have children is not a decisive factor, but their discipline is signifi-
cant. This wish is most pronounced in the fields of medicine, technical
sciences, economics and business administration and law.
• Part-time work: The wish to work part-time or to reduce hours
worked can be observed mainly in the non-professorial academic staff.
Women are more likely to share this desire than men – regardless of their
family situation. This sentiment is proportionately over-represented in
the exact and natural sciences and in medicine.
• Support in helping a partner find work: A total of 19% of all respon-
dents would like the university to offer more support in helping a partner
find a job. This desire is expressed most frequently by professors and
junior academics with a PhD (up to 28%), both being career phases with
higher demands to relocate. Considering the fact that not all respon-
dents had to relocate in order to start their current employment, these
numbers are remarkably high. Furthermore they show that supportive
measures for dual-career couples are apparently a very common wish.

28
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Before the Federal Equal Opportunity Programme launched its project
«Dual-career couples», the promotion of dual-career couples (DCC) at
Swiss universities was relatively underdeveloped. The major exception
was the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zurich (ETH Zurich) which 
established its «Dual Career Advice» office in 1999. Of the ten cantonal
universities, none had a similar structure although informal ad hoc prac-
tices were observed when hiring individual academics.

The Federal Equal Opportunity Programme employed two instruments
to support dual-career couples (Obexer-Ruff/Rothäusler 2010):
• Individual support: First, a DCC funding pool of CHF 1’000’000 was
set up (third programme phase, including the additional year 2012). In
the case of professorial appointments, employment negotiations and
agreements on extending a term of employment, universities could apply
for specific funding to help a partner find work or to relieve the financial
pressure on a family. 
• DCC concepts: Second, a budget of CHF 500’000 was made avail-
able to the cantonal universities (i.e. CHF 50’000 per university) to im-
plement DCC strategies.

These measures were introduced to achieve the following goals:
• To support academics living in dual-career constellations and to
improve their general and work-related conditions;
• To raise awareness at universities of the situation of dual-career
couples and to encourage the universities to create the necessary struc-
tures to support dual-career couples;
• To raise the chances of recruiting highly qualified people from
Switzerland and abroad for jobs in research, teaching and administration;
• To contribute to the over-arching programme goal of increasing
the percentage of female professors to 25% by the year 2012.

2 Promotion of dual-career 
couples in the Federal Equal 
Opportunity Programme
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Individual support – promoting individual couples
Starting in 2009, funding to support dual-career couples was allocated
on a «first come, first served» basis with the aim of quickly garnering ex-
perience. By 2012, about 27 dual-career couples profited from the fund-
ing. With the exception of two cases, both partners worked at the same
universities. Three smaller universities (FR, SG, USI) did not apply for
funding as dual employment was not a viable option for these institutions.

Support mainly in professorial appointments
Funding was mainly (in over two-thirds of all cases) allocated in connec-
tion with professorial appointments. In these cases, partners of profes-
sors were offered support to continue their career at their partner’s new
location. Just under a third of the persons concerned first took on a junior
research position or a temporary solution (e.g. received seed money to
develop a research project) at post-doctoral level.

The long-term effects of the supportive measures on the career of
the partner cannot yet be determined. Nonetheless, early indications of
the effect on advancing gender equality can be discerned from the pat-
terns of mobility within a couple and the female partner’s new job, where
a differentiation is made between the «first hire» or «first mover» and
that person’s partner, the «second hire» or «second mover».

Positive influence on gender equality very plausible in 11 cases…
11 of the 27 supported dual-career couples plausibly demonstrate an in-
crease in gender equality:
• In eight cases, women received a professorship, three times as
a «first hire» and five times as a «second hire». The goal of raising the
percentage of female professors was directly attained in these cases.
• In three cases, women received a qualifying position as a «first
hire». Because these women determined the couple’s place of residence,
it must be assumed that the position offered them (the women) a good
opportunity to advance their career. 

… in 16 cases long-term observations are required
In the remaining 16 cases, female junior academics were supported as
«second hires» generally as the partner of a professor. Only long-term
observations can lead to conclusive statements on how their careers de-
velop. At the time of this report, half of these women had found follow-
up employment subsequent to the interim job they received through
funding from the Federal Programme.



33

A partial windfall effect
Would the universities have created a job for the partner of a new hire
without funding from the Federal Equal Opportunity Programme? In five
of the 27 cases a so-called windfall effect is very likely: because sustain-
able follow-up employment opportunities were requested, funds were
allocated for long-term jobs (at least six years) that the universities most
likely would also have come up with without the relatively modest con-
tribution from the Federal Programme. As such, the dilemma is difficult
to resolve. If funding were reserved only for cases of interim employment
with «uncertain outcome», the danger of an inefficient use of funds would
almost certainly arise.

DCC concepts – creating structures
The five universities in German-speaking Switzerland developed individ-
ual proposals to implement DCC concepts, whereas the five universities
from the other language areas in Switzerland submitted a joint project
(BULA 2011). The projects set different priorities. Several universities
compiled studies on the status quo and carried out needs analyses (e.g.
Jäger 2010), while others placed the emphasis on concrete measures and
the creation of supportive structures. Two symposiums for academic staff
were held to exchange know-how and experiences, and to increase
awareness of the issue.

To make the supportive measures available for dual-career couples
readily visible, most universities set up new websites or supplemented
existing websites. Within a joint project from the universities from the
non-German-speaking regions in Switzerland, an internet platform
geared towards dual-career couples called «carriere2» (www.carriere2.ch)
was developed.

New welcome centres and dual career services
Six universities have set up or expanded welcome centres or dual career
services for newly hired academics. Because most projects were still in
the planning or initial phases at the time of the evaluation, it is not pos-
sible to identify their actual effect on creating equal opportunity. It is
however not a given that welcome centres have a positive effect on equal
opportunity. For one, dual-career couples are only a part of their clien-
tele; for another, some newer research findings indicate that DCC 
measures can have unintended consequences for gender equality. For
example, when supportive measures increase a partner’s willingness to
relocate, but cannot deliver what has been promised: long-term career
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prospectives (Auspurg/Hinz 2011). For that reason it is of utmost impor-
tance for gender equality that welcome centres address dual-career cou-
ples specifically and offer them competent advice.

Moderation when issuing guidelines or recommendations
At present, no cantonal university has official guidelines or written de-
scriptions of best practices for dealing with the issue of dual-career cou-
ples when hiring employees or appointing professors. In addition, no
university has adopted the practice of explicitly mentioning supportive
measures for dual-career couples in job advertisements. In the past few
years however, at least one university has adopted an unofficial practice
of supporting dual-career couples when appointing new professors, and
another has begun including a contact form for its dual career services
in the documents given to candidates for professorial appointments.
Nonetheless, as a general rule, actual support at most universities is still
relatively dependent on the efforts of individual people.

Demand and acceptance – results of the online survey
How large is the demand for supportive measure for dual-career cou-
ples? The online survey of academic personnel was able to roughly iden-
tify both the extent of current informal support existing and the need for
support. To do so, a potential target group for DCC measures was de-
fined, consisting of all people who were in a steady partnership when
they started their current job and among whom at least one of the part-
ners considered relocating on account of the job. Only people who
began their current job in the past ten years were surveyed. Roughly
4’200 of the 10’600 respondents fulfil these criteria; a little over half had
considered moving to Switzerland, for the rest it was a move within the
country.

Informal support already prior to the Federal Programme
Of the 4’200 people in the potential target group, 11% received actual
support through DCC measures upon starting their job or later (chart 9);
22% of professors and their partners profited from the measures (chart 10).
The supportive measures pertained mainly to helping a partner find a
job or to assistance in moving and integrating into a new place. In some
cases, it was help in finding suitable child care. The results are not entirely
due to the Federal Programme’s measures, but rather reflect the fact that
informal support has been given for quite some time.
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Pioneer ETH Zurich
The effects of the Dual Career Advice office at ETH Zurich are readily 
apparent: 77% of ETH professors and their partners received support –
a number that is distinctly higher than the percentages at the cantonal
universities, which range between 9% and 23% (chart 10). Because the
Dual Career Advice office only offers its services to professors, the diffe-
rences between ETH Zurich and the cantonal universities even out when
the non-professorial staff are included in the results.

High demand among movers from abroad
20% of the couples in the potential target group who received no sup-
port would have definitely wanted to have received some (chart 9). DCC
measures would have been welcomed by a further 24%. Unsurprisingly,
the actual help received and the highest need for support is found
among couples who moved to Switzerland from abroad. Only 25% of
these couples feel that supportive measures were unnecessary compared
to 66% of the couples who moved within Switzerland.

These percentages are derived from the potential target group for
DCC measures. When considering the total number of responding aca-
demics who began their current job in the past ten years, the percentage
of persons receiving support and the percentage of persons desiring sup-
port decreases. 4.5% of all respondents benefited from DCC measures
(15% of all professors), 8.8% would have definitely wanted to have re-
ceived help (17% among professors), and another 11% would have wel-
comed them (14% among professors).

Higher expectations in non-German-speaking Switzerland
When comparing the universities, the differences lie less in the actual
measures offered than in the expectations of the personnel. At non-
German-speaking universities the expectations of benefiting from dual-
career supportive measures are more pronounced than at universities in
German-speaking Switzerland.

Academic personnel look favourably on DCC measures
Academic personnel generally look favourably on promoting dual-career
couples. In the questionnaire, respondents were given several statements
about promoting dual-career couples to which they could «absolutely»
or «tend to» agree or disagree. Three-quarters of all respondents wish
that universities would demonstrate a greater sensitivity towards the
needs of dual-career couples (chart 11) and that they would offer dual-



Chart 9

Basis: all respondents who began their
current job between 2001 and 2011, who
lived in a steady partnership at the time,
and in which at least one person consid-
ered relocating or actually relocated
(N=4’243; no cases without information).
Due to rounding differences, added 
values may deviate slightly from 100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.
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Support for newly hired academics with partners who (potentially or actually) relocated, 
2001-2011 (in %)
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Chart 10

Basis: all responding professors who
began their current job between 2001
and 2011, who lived in a steady partner-
ship at the time, and in which at least
one person considered relocating 
or actually relocated (N=683; no cases
without information). Values based on 
20 cases or less are disregarded. 
Due to rounding differences, added 
values may deviate slightly from 100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.
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Support for newly hired professors and assistant professors with partners who (potentially 
or actually) relocated, 2001- 2011 (in %)
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Chart 11

Basis: all respondents (N=10’635, of
which 2.6% gave no information). Bar
sections with values below 4% are not
marked. Due to rounding differences,
added values may deviate slightly 
from 100%.

Source: Online survey of academic 
personnel at Swiss universities.
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Agreement with the statement «Universities should show greater understanding for the situation 
of dual-career couples», 2011 (in %)

41

Men 2‘269

Women 2‘528

Total 4‘797

Non-professorial staff without PhD

39 11 17

43 5 15

41 8 16

Men 5‘610

Women 4‘753

Total 10‘363

Total
32 41 10 12

41 40 6 12

Professors

Men  833

Women 251

Total 1‘084

543 11 5

49 38 8

10

Men 2‘508

Women 1‘974

Total 4‘482

Non-professorial staff with PhD

35 41 10 10

46 6 1037

39 39 108

36 40 8 12

I agree absolutely

I tend to agree

I tend to disagree

I disagree absolutely

I can't say

36

39 42

5

4

29

36

32

5

5 5

4



42

career couples more support. The differences between academic levels
are minimal, but women voice this opinion more frequently than men.

A minority of all respondents are critical of promoting dual-career
couples. Men are more sceptical than women, professors (male and fe-
male) are more critical than junior academics. A third of all respondents
fear that DCC supportive measures may result in untransparent hiring
practices, and just over a quarter fear that DCC measures could lead to
positions being filled by candidates with sub-par qualifications. A simi-
larly low percentage worry about negative effects on the work climate at
faculties or departments. Criticism that DCC supportive measures invest
financial resources in the wrong place is even rarer. 
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3 Female professorial 
appointments

45

The Federal Programme for Equal Opportunity at Swiss Universities was
launched in 2000. In the programme’s third phase (2008-2011/2012),
alongside the focus on «dual-career couples», two existing modules were
continued: the module «Female professors» with the aim of improving
women’s chances in professorial appointment procedures; and the mod-
ule «Promotion of female junior academics», consisting mainly of men-
toring projects to support female junior academics (for more information
on this module, see section 4).

The module «Female professors» awarded the universities financial
incentives to appoint female candidates to full or associate professor-
ships. The amount of the incentive varied from year to year because 
the annually allotted total sum (2008-2010: CHF 800’000 per year, 2011
and 2012: CHF 700’000 per year) was divided by the number of newly
appointed female professors. These funds were coupled with the expec-
tation that a discussion of assessment criteria in appointment procedures
be initiated, that female candidates were specifically invited to apply,
and that the universities actively pursued the goal of guaranteeing equal
opportunity for women in appointment procedures (cf. Bachmann/Roth-
mayr/Spreyermann 2004).

Percentage of new female professors has stagnated at 23%
The Federal Programme pursued the goal of seeing one in four profes-
sorships occupied by women by the year 2012. To achieve this, the per-
centage of females in new appointments during the third programme
phase (2008-2011/2012) should have been at least 40%. In actual fact,
22.9% of all new appointments at Swiss universities were female (for the
third phase, excluding the two ETHs). This percentage is only slightly
higher than the levels in the second programme phase (22.4%), but is
noticeably higher than the levels from the first phase (17.9%) (chart 12).
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Due to the high fluctuations from year to year, it is difficult to identify an
overall trend over the course of the entire Federal Programme. In inter-
views with experts which were part of the evaluation process, the stag-
nation in the third phase may have resulted from the lack of progress in
ensuring greater transparency in appointment procedures. Although
measures such as gender guidelines for job postings and appointment
committees exist almost everywhere, personnel resources are partially
lacking when it comes to implementing measures such as placing dele-
gates for equal opportunity in appointment committees, or raising
awareness among committee members.

The goal of 25% female professors a long way off
The ambitious programme goal was not realised. In mid-2012, the per-
centage of female professors was 17.8% (chart 13), and at 15.9% when
both ETHs are included. The Swiss Federal Statistical Office has esti-
mated that the percentage of female professors in the year 2020 will lie
between 22% and 24% (FSO 2011). The model for the prognosis consid-
ers subject-specific and gender-specific fluctuations among all profes-
sors, the existing student-to-professor ratios, and the general age of the

Discipline BS BE

Humanities and Social Sciences 26.9% 32.6%

Economics and Business Administration 8.3% 4.2%

Law 26.7% 27.8%

Exact and Natural Sciences 7.7% 8.3%

Medicine and Pharmacology 8.9% 15.5%

Technical Sciences --- ---

Interdisciplinary 33.3% 0.0%

Percentage of female professors per 

discipline and university 2011

Table 2

Basis: full and associate professors (SHIS personnel category I) at the
cantonal universities. Blue lettering: 25% or more female professors;
beige lettering: less than 10 professorships.

Source: Swiss Higher Education Information System SHIS/FSO.
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teaching staff. Past trends in appointing professors (the percentage of
women) are projected into the future. The slow increase in the proportion
of women is partially due to the reduced rates in retirements and in the
lower number of students predicted for the coming years.

Highest number of female professors in the humanities and 
social sciences
The percentage of women differs greatly in the various disciplines. By far
the greatest number of female professors at cantonal universities (27%)
is found in the humanities and social sciences (table 2). The discipline with
the second-highest percentage is law, with 21%. Here, the universities in
Geneva, Bern and Basel all have percentages of 25% or higher. In all re-
maining fields, the percentage of female professors at all cantonal uni-
versities is 12% or lower. When taking each university individually, the
proportions do not change noticeably with the exception of economics
and business administration at the University of Geneva, where 25% of
the professors are female. At the Università della Svizzera italiana, women
make up 20% of the professors in the exact and natural sciences, where
the only discipline is information technology.

FR GE LS LU NE SG USI ZH Total

23.0% 17.0% 30.5% 36.0% 32.7% 17.4% 6.7% 30.2% 26.5%

4.3% 25.0% 18.9% 0.0% 9.1% 7.6% 4.8% 10.0% 10.6%

22.2% 30.3% 14.7% 14.3% 17.4% 10.0% --- 23.3% 20.9%

14.8% 6.8% 5.8% --- 4.0% --- 20.0% 11.1% 8.7%

11.1% 11.6% 10.9% --- --- --- --- 8.8% 11.1%

--- --- --- --- --- --- 11.8% --- 11.8%

--- --- 0.0% 0.0% --- --- --- --- 10.0%



Chart 13

Basis: full and associate professors at 
the cantonal universities.

Source: Swiss Higher Education Infor-
mation System SHIS/BFS (1990-2001),
CRUS (2002 -2012).

Chart 12

Basis: full and associate professors 
at the cantonal universities.

Source: CRUS.
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Percentage of females among newly appointed professors, 2000 - 2012 (in %)

Percentage of females among full and associate professors, 1990 - 2012 (in %)
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Chart 14

Basis: full and associate professors 
at the cantonal universities.

Source: CRUS.
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Percentages of female professors at cantonal universities 2008-2012 (in %)
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Highest percentages of female professors in Lucerne, Neuchâtel 
and Geneva
No Swiss university achieved the programme goal of having one in four
professorships occupied by women by 2012. The highest percentages
of female professors are at the universities in Lucerne (22.9%), Neuchâtel
(20.8%) and Geneva (20.4%) (chart 14). An upward trend can be estab-
lished at most universities, particularly at the Università della Svizzera
italiana and at the universities in Fribourg, Lausanne and Zurich. An ex-
ception to this trend is found at the University of Lucerne, where since
2008, the percentage of female professors decreased from an unusually
high 30% to 23%. It must be noted that a global comparison of the uni-
versities is not particularly informative because the results vary greatly
due to subjects offered. It is probably not by chance that deviating results
in either direction are found at smaller universities with specialist areas.

Almost one in three assistant professors is a woman
Women are much more highly represented at the level of assistant pro-
fessor than among the full and associate professors; it should be noted
that assistant professorships have the status of junior academic positions.
In mid-2012, 30% of the 532 assistant professorships at cantonal univer-
sities were occupied by women (29% when the two ETHs are included).
The percentage of women among newly hired assistant professors in the
aca-demic years 2007/2008 to 2011/2012 was 29% (with the ETHs: 28%).

Whether or not an assistant professorship (a temporary position)
is transformed after a trial period into a lifetime position (tenure track) is
a decisive factor in a successful academic career. There were a total of
114 assistant professorships with tenure track at the cantonal universities
in the academic years 2007/2008 to 2011/2012; women occupied 29%
of the positions. The highest percentage of women is found with the 
professorships of the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) (38% of
122 positions), the lowest with the remaining assistant professorships
(25% of 225 positions).
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4 Promotion of female 
junior academics
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In the module «Promotion of female junior academics», continued from
earlier phases of the Federal Programme, a total of 25 projects were car-
ried out in the third programme phase. The projects were geared mainly
towards female PhD candidates and junior female academics with a PhD.
In isolated cases they were also open to male PhD candidates and junior
male academics. The most important support measure was mentoring,
which was offered in one form or another in 19 projects. Types of men-
toring include one-on-one mentoring, group mentoring and peer men-
toring. In addition, the phase offered shorter courses and workshops that
were partially embedded in a mentoring project. A third supportive
measure for junior academics was sabbaticals which temporarily relieved
participants of some of their duties. Because sabbaticals are expensive,
only a limited number of them could be allotted; the applications for sab-
baticals greatly exceeded the number granted.

Participants have a positive opinion
In separate self-evaluations, participants express a predominantly posi-
tive opinion of the supportive measures. With mentoring, one of the
biggest challenges is finding enough female professors to act as men-
tors. In addition, creating horizontal networks among mentees was more
difficult than establishing contact between mentee and mentor. In refer-
ence to sabbaticals, difficulties arise when locating a suitable replace-
ment during a sabbatical. In addition, there is a certain degree of
uncertainty as to the role promoting excellence should play when select-
ing participants and how to best assess the cost-benefit ratio (high costs
for a low number of participants).

The possibility of including men discussed
Looking forward, a new task arises: embedding the various projects in
an overall strategy to promote junior academics and then establishing
them in existing university structures (i.e. the universities finance the pro-
grams). Individual projects have already been adopted by the univer-
sities. In doing so, it proved challenging to retain the central focus on
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equal opportunity. In similar contexts, discussions arose about the extent
to which projects should be open to men.

Number of female PhDs has doubled since 1990
The long-term effect the projects in the module «Promotion of female
junior academics» have on academic career development is not fully
known and is currently being investigated. It is, however, clear that the
percentage of women who earned a PhD has more than doubled since
1990: from 20% to 43% in 2011 (excluding PhDs in the field of medicine,
where the professional qualification (MD) is clearly of greater importance)
(chart 15). Apart from the field of medicine, the humanities and social sci-
ences lead the way with over half of all PhDs having gone to women
(2011: 52%) since 2006. The exact and natural sciences are in second place
(42%), followed by law (37%). The lowest percentage of women earning
PhDs was in the field of economics and business administration (31%).

The large increase in women with a PhD cannot be attributed
solely to the Federal Programme. The trend is related mainly to devel-
opments that occurred prior to the phase of doctoral study and there-
fore, an area outside the Federal Programme’s focus on junior academics.
These developments include a major increase in the number of women
earning a «Matura» (Swiss university entrance qualification) and the fact
that over half of all first-year students are now women. In addition, the
percentage of women completing their studies is quickly catching up to
that of men. It is most plausible that the Federal Programme has posi-
tively affected women during the transition to doctoral study and later
in successfully earning a PhD.

Large increase in women with a habilitation in economics and 
business administration
Unfortunately there is too little statistical information on the post-doc
phase to enable a conclusive statement on the career chances of women
with the exception of statistics on habilitations. The relevance of these
statistics is however limited to German-speaking Switzerland and cannot
be applied equally to all disciplines. The percentage of women with a
habilitation has more than doubled since 1993 and was just under a quar-
ter of all scholars with a habilitation in the time period between 2008
and 2011 (173 of 731 habilitations at the cantonal universities). These
numbers are highest in the humanities and social sciences (34%) and
since 2000 have increased most in the field of economics (from 5% in
2000-2003 to 30% in 2008-2011).
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Chart 15

Basis: PhD theses at the cantonal 
universities. The technical sciences and
interdisciplinary fields are counted 
in the total sum; due to low occurrence 
(less than 20 cases per year), they 
were not given their own categories.

Source: Swiss Higher Education Infor-
mation System SHIS/FSO.

58



Females with a PhD per discipline, 1990 -2011 (in %)
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5 Recommendations
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The topic «dual-career couples» was the focus of the evaluation of the
third phase of the Federal Programme. The evaluation located a latent
conflict of interest between the idea of the focus and implementation of
the measures. In general (not only in the Federal Programme) measures
to promote dual-career couples are linked to two overarching objectives:
advantages gained for a university or a higher education location in the
competition for the best minds and improved career prospects for
women (Gramespacher 2012; Hochfeld 2012; Obexer-Ruff/Rothäusler
2012; Winde 2012).

These objectives are not always compatible. Put pointedly, a DCC policy
legitimised mainly by competitive advantages will tend to limit itself to
recruiting new professors and to measure the value of the DCC measures
against the probability of a couple remaining at the university in ques-
tion. In addition, such a policy will lean towards accepting gender-spe-
cific inequalities over the course of an academic career as a given. From
the perspective of equal opportunity however, it is essential that univer-
sities support dual-career couples from early stage, that they offer sup-
portive measures independent of any potential future decisions on
relocation, and that they include their «own» junior academics in their
DCC policy.

The DCC supportive measures currently practised at Swiss universities
generally give evidence of the first objective, which is geared primarily
towards an elitist recruitment policy. This is reflected in the fact that pro-
motional practices are predominantly used in professorial appointments.
In addition, dual-career couples represent only a part of the clientele at
the newly established or expanded welcome centres and dual career
services offered at universities. As a result, an automatic correlation 
cannot necessarily be made between an established DCC policy and an
increase in equal opportunity for women and men at Swiss universities.
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As part of the overall efforts to strengthen the aspect of gender equality
in current DCC practices, the evaluation prompts the following recom-
mendations:

Treating dual careers as the norm
DCC promotion solely as a programme for persons in the upper echelons
of academia is of limited value in creating gender equality. The challenge
of accommodating two careers is a major life factor for a majority of jun-
ior academics – for women more frequently than men. In addition, effec-
tive measures must already be in place before it becomes clear which
couples will succeed in a dual- career constellation. As such, universities
are called on to adjust their personnel policies and their working condi-
tions to recognise a dual career as the norm.

Relieving the rush-hour effect at the level of the non-professorial staff 
with a PhD
Particularly in the post-doc phase, academics are at a point where major
career choices and high demands on mobility coincide with the decision
to have children or with the phase of having young children. All measures
aimed at reducing the pressure caused by these demands and decisions
support advanced junior scholars. At the same time, these measures are
fundamental elements in strengthening the representation of women in
top academic positions.

Larger networks in DCC job placement
To ensure that welcome centres and dual career services actually con-
tribute to the creation of equal opportunity between women and men,
it is of singular importance that such services have the necessary expert-
ise to find suitable employment for partners and that they have a solid
network outside their own university. It is, however, questionable whether
this know-how can be acquired within the present fragmented structures.
A more intense co-operation between the services at the individual uni-
versities should be considered. 

Transparent DCC guidelines
If DCC promotion is to effectively contribute to increasing equal oppor-
tunity, it must do more than simply accommodate particularly renowned
professors or those with bargaining power. Instead, the maximum num-
ber of dual-career couples at the junior academic level must be given
the reassurance that Swiss universities are aware of the difficulties the
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couples face in co-ordinating two careers – and that the universities will
help alleviate these difficulties. This calls for transparency about what
dual-career couples can expect from universities. It is therefore of crucial
importance to define clear hiring and appointment procedures (e.g. job
postings, interviews with candidates). It is also necessary to openly state
in which phase of these procedures the discussion will turn to concrete
negotiations of DCC supportive measures.

Discussion of possible collaboration with the Swiss National 
Science Foundation
Universities have a limited interest in DCC promotion in the case of their
own junior scholars if they (the universities) believe these individuals will
not remain at their institution. For this reason, it could be helpful to as-
sess potential forms of collaboration with the Swiss National Science
Foundation (SNSF) to support junior scholars in a dual-career constella-
tion. With the Marie Heim-Vögtlin Programme, the SNSF already has an
instrument to support female academics who have «come along» with
their male partners. In addition to supportive measures, funding from the
National Science Foundation could also prove advantageous in factors
surrounding quality control. 

Improvement of compatibility through modern personnel policies 
and family-friendly work environments
If academic careers are to be open to couples with children who practise
an egalitarian division of family responsibilities, the compatibility of an
academic career and family must be guaranteed. For this, a structural
and cultural shift is necessary to ensure that a career in academia is not
unconditionally associated with a lifestyle that rules out other activities
and responsibilities. In addition, it would be desirable to see universities
clearly declare themselves as family-friendly institutions. 

Recognition of family obligations when assessing academic potential
When assessing careers and publication records, differences attributable
to the amount of time available and a person’s actual ability to relocate
should be given due consideration for both genders. 

Greater security in planning and careful attention to compatibility issues
in the case of relocation
Demands to relocate and the condition of temporary employment re-
duce the hopes of a stable situation for all junior scholars. This is partic-
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ularly true for couples in which both partners are pursuing a career in ac-
ademia. Structural reforms to better harmonise criteria for excellence and
the planning needs of dual-career couples are therefore called for. 
Demands to relocate at an early career stage are easier for dual-career
couples to deal with and interfere less with the decision to start a family.
Tenure-track positions are another method to provide stability to a junior
academic.

As a result of the evaluation the following recommendations regarding
the other two modules in the Federal Programme, «Female professors»
and «Promotion of female junior academics», were formulated:

Clear objectives for professorial appointment procedures
Measurable intermediate goals (e.g. one-quarter of all professors are 
female by the year 2012) should continue to be defined. But it is very
important that specific and concrete goals be established for each disci-
pline. It makes little sense to measure all the disciplines with the same
standard especially in the face of the pronounced differences that exist.
In addition, the percentage of women required in new appointments
must be operationalised; this is the only way to directly influence the
overall percentage of female professors.

Continuation of cross-university monitoring
If the percentage of female professors is to be successfully raised, a com-
prehensive monitoring of all new appointments is essential – even if, with
the beginning of 2013, the module «Female professors» no longer exists
in its previous form. It would also be ideal if improvements were made
in compiling statistical data on junior academics with a PhD. Unfortu-
nately, official data are lacking precisely in a phase that is of critical im-
portance in an academic career.

Integrating experiences from the Federal Programme in general 
academic career development policy
The academic career development policies that to-date have been 
financed in part by the Federal Programme are soon to be moved to the
general programmes for academic career development at the universi-
ties. When this happens, it is critical that the aspect of gender equality
is not lost in the mainstreaming process and that the insights gained from
the Federal Programme’s projects are widely brought into play.
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Appendix

Swiss Federal Equal Opportunity at Universities Programme 
2000 -2011/2012
Passed in 1999, the Swiss federal act to promote universities introduced
«project-linked funds» to help the cantons and the federal government
carry out projects of national interest. The Swiss University Conference
(SUC) is responsible for selecting the projects. In the year 2000, the Fed-
eral Equal Opportunity at Universities Programme was launched; its sec-
ond phase began in 2004, the third in 2008. Direction of the Federal
Programme was transferred to the Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Uni-
versities CRUS in 2008. The State Secretariat for Education, Research and
Innovation SERI is responsible for credit management, controlling and
revision.

Currently, the new SUC programme P-4 «Equal Opportunity for Women
and Men at Universities/Gender Studies» (2013-2016) is under way. The
sub-programme «Equal Opportuntiy for Women and Men at Universities»
is designed to support the individual universities in implementing plans
of action for sustainable structures and measures that promote equal 
opportunity for women and men.

Programme realisation (coordination and management)
Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities CRUS 
Sennweg 2, Postfach 607, CH-3000 Bern 9

Programme direction
2008-2011/2012: Programme direction of the Swiss Federal Equal Oppor-
tunity at Universities Programme
President: Prof. Dr. Yves Flückiger, University of Geneva 

2013-2016: Programme direction of the SUC programme P-4 «Equal 
Opportunity for Women and Men at Universities /Gender Studies» 2013 -
2016 
President: Prof. Dr. Doris Wastl-Walter, University of Bern
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Head office
Gabriela Obexer-Ruff, Dr. sc. ETHZ
Coordinator of the Federal Equal Opportunity Programme 2008 -2011/2012 
and SUC programme P-4 2013-2016
Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities CRUS
Sennweg 2, Postfach 607, CH-3000 Bern 9
Tel. +41 (0) 31 306 60 23 
E-mail: gabriela.obexer-ruff@crus.ch

Contact evaluation team
Philipp Dubach, Dr. phil. hist. (Director); Iris Graf, lic. rer. soc.; 
Heidi Stutz, lic. phil. hist.
Büro für arbeits- und sozialpolitische Studien BASS
Konsumstrasse 20, CH-3007 Bern
Tel. +41 (0) 31 380 60 83
E-mail: philipp.dubach@buerobass.ch

Complete evaluation report 
The complete evaluation report was published by the State Secretariat
for Education, Research and Innovation SERI. It is available for download
(PDF file, in German only) on SERI’s homepage: 
www.sbfi.admin.ch (English page) > Documentations > Publications > Universities

Printed copies can be ordered in the online shop for publications by the
Swiss federal government (webpage in German, French and Italian):
www.bbl.admin.ch > Themen > Bundespublikationen 

Electronic version of the publication
The present publication is available for download as a PDF-File on the
CRUS’ homepage:
www.crus.ch (English page) > Programme CUS P-4 Equal Opportunity / Gender

Studies > Publications
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