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1. Introduction 

Founded in 1833 with 55 lecturers and 161 students the University of Zurich (UZH) is today the 

largest Swiss university with 26.267 students and 5382.2 staff (full-time equivalents). UZH is a 

comprehensive university and can clearly be identified as a flagship within the Swiss context, not only 

because it defines itself as one of Europe’s leading research universities (UZH 2011). In Switzerland 

all universities, except two federal institutions, are financed by the local Kanton. One of UZH’s main 

advantages is that it is situated in a Kanton with one of these federal universities, the ETH Zurich, a 

leading technical university in Europe. Since the funding for the ETH is coming directly from the 

federal level, the Kanton can focus its resources on the UZH and the local university of applied 

science (Züricher Fachhochschule), creating a competitive advantage for the university and a unique 

regional research area. Furthermore, the Kanton Zürich is by far the richest Kanton in Switzerland. 

It’s GDP in 2010 was with 121 Mio CHF nearly double the size of the one of the 2nd richest Kanton 

Bern (with 63 Mio CHF).1  

Together with the funding responsibility the Kanton also has the legislative power to regulate higher 

education. The main legislative act that influenced the development of the UZH was the decision by 

the Kanton in 1998 to significantly increase the autonomy of the institution. This step lead to reforms 

on several levels and will also mark the start for this analysis of the change processes that influenced 

UZH.  

2. Historical overview 

The University of Zurich was created in 1833 when the Kanton joined the higher educational 

institutions for theology, law and medicine to the new Universitas Turicensis (see UZH 2012a). The 

first Noble laureate of the university was Alfred Werner in 1913. At its 100 anniversary in 1933 UZH 

had 2033 students, in 1950 it had around 3000 students and in 1965 over 5000. With the growing 

student numbers there is a need for a more professional leadership that was the reason why in 1965 

the senate for the first time elected a designated rector one year before the start of his mandate to 

ensure a proper handover from the predecessor. In 1973 UZH reached the landmark of 10.000 

students. In 1975 UZH started a stronger cooperation with the second university in the city the 1855-

founded ETH, by creating double-professor-positions and moving complementary research groups 

together. In 1982 the Kanton implemented a new higher education law that generated the position 

of a full-time rector with a four year mandate and two part-time vice-rectors with two year mandates 

                                                           
1
 Compare: http://www.wirtschaftsatlas.bakbasel.com/wirtschaftsatlas.html (10.05.2012) 

http://www.wirtschaftsatlas.bakbasel.com/wirtschaftsatlas.html
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thus creating a more professional leadership structure. The leadership team was again expanded 

with an administrative director in 1985 and at the 150th anniversary in 1983 UZH had 15000 students. 

Five years later the university already reached the number of 20000 students. In 1992 the federal 

level started to engage stronger in higher education funding by providing more focus area and 

special research programs. Additionally, the amount of funds received as a basic grant was 

diminished. At the same time the student numbers dropped due to demographic differences but also 

higher semester fees. 

These changes were coinciding with an initiative within the university that was aiming to push the 

university towards a more autonomous institution. In 1991 the rector Hans Heinrich Schmid started a 

project titled “The future of the university”, which was soon transferred into the university-wide 

project “uni2000” (UZH 2008: 14). The aim of the project was to renew the organizational and 

leadership structure of the university to ensure the greatest possible amount of freedom and 

flexibility for the university, while also sharing the responsibility for the outcomes with the state 

(UZH 2008: 14). The concept was first debated with the rectorate, the deans’ conference and a 

selected group of professors until it was voted upon by the senate in 1993. The project mainly relied 

on university resources, using the expert capacity of the organization’s members to come up with 

coherent proposals.  

The Kanton’s senior civil servant responsible for higher education was reluctant to join the process, 

especially since it would limit the government’s influence (UZH 2008: 15). In 1994 the senate of the 

university officially asked the government to join the reform initiative and to debate jointly how to 

move UZH forward. The responsible civil servant generally welcomed the reform project but asked 

the university to transfer its plans into a more concrete action lines before the government would 

fully join the discussions. The university reacted to this by creating ten working groups that took up 

the task to specify the reform strategy addressing issues like the legal framework, the university’s 

vision, the governance structure, research, teaching or administration processes. Decisions of a more 

basic nature were additionally debated with the public authorities as well as in the senate and its 

committees. Parallel students and lecturers were invited to comment on the processes at certain 

points and the public was informed by leaflets. The final push for the reform process came in 1995 

when the senior civil servant responsible for higher education was replaced with a new one who was 

more open to a joint reform process. Only two months after starting his mandate the officeholder 

declared the reform process to be a joint university-government initiative and integrated it into the 

Kanton’s general new public management reform process. This influenced the university’s reform 

process by introducing concepts like customer orientation or output indicators. The rector made 

clear in a speech at the Dies academcius in 1996 that the reform process was not started due to the 
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new public management trend but rather based on the needs of the university. However, he saw a 

lot of similarities between the needs for change of the university and the concepts coming from new 

public management. At the same time he also made clear that the only partially quantifiable nature 

of teaching and research at the university would also be a factor that needed to be reckoned. 

As a first tangible reform step the Kanton’s administration transferred the responsibility for the 

budget, the human resources management and the appointment of professors to the university. To 

ensure the coordination of this university-wide process the institution installed in 1996 a vice-rector 

for university reform, who also took the lead of the day-to-day business of the reform project. In the 

same year a draft version of a new higher education law written within the university is circulated for 

debate in the institution’s governance bodies. Especially single aspects of the proposal concerning 

entrance regulations (numerus clausus), study duration, legal status of students, tuition fees and 

participatory rights of the different groups within the university spark intensive debates. Although 

both the student union and the lecturer’s association questioned the law the senate passed the 

proposal with 235 votes in favor, one vote against and three abstentions and the proposal was 

forwarded to the public authorities (UZH 2008: 17). The debate continued in the public sphere since 

the law needed to be accepted through a referendum. The groups that spoke up against the law 

were following the same arguments that had already before been sued in the debate within the 

university. They were not opposing the general idea of a greater autonomy of the institution but 

rather specific regulations in the new law. The referendum passed and the new law took effect in 

October 1998. Already in August the new university board was elected and the new by-law of the 

university was implemented in early 1999 (UZH 2008: 18). The new rector Hans Weder made clear in 

2000 that the new law was only the beginning of a process. He stated that the university could only 

claim autonomy if it would be willing to organize itself accordingly. Based on this the internal 

organization of the institution was bit by bit transformed to cope with the new situation and the 

university leadership started to act as a management body with the newly created university board 

as a counter-institution responsible for controlling the leadership (for the developments and changes 

since 1999 see cf. 5-8).  

3. Organizational structure 

The University of Zurich today consists of seven faculties: the theological faculty, the faculty of law, 

the faculty of economics, the medical faculty, the vetsuisse faculty, the faculty of humanities and the 

faculty of science (UZH 2011). Each faculty consists of several institutes which are organized 

according to the separate fields of research and teaching. The responsibility for research, teaching 

and providing services lies with the faculties and institutes, with the faculties being in charge of 
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issuing academic degrees, doctorates and deciding the by-laws of study programs and lifelong 

learning activities (UniG 1998). 

The central administration is divided in five main areas. Each area is coordinated by a member of the 

university leadership.2 The administrative divisions in charge of communication, legal affairs, gender 

equality, the university archive, professorships and the rectorate are headed by the rector. The 

divisions in charge of research, EU grants, technology transfer and support for young researchers are 

headed by the vice-rector for science and medicine. The vice-rector for humanities and social science 

coordinates the administrative divisions for teaching, university didactics, study program 

development, the language center, lifelong learning, the Graduate Campus, the children’s university 

and the pensioner student program. The vice-rector for law, business administration and economy is 

in charge of the administrative divisions for academic services, internationalization, students, 

lecturers, IT services, alumni, fundraising, career services and the central library. Finally, the 

administrative director heads the administrative divisions for finances, personnel and infrastructure, 

including the controlling, human resources, accounting, logistics, buildings facilities as well as security 

and environment. Additionally, the university has four independent administrative bodies: the 

ombudsperson, the internal revision, the appeals committee and the central evaluation committee.  

Today’s governance structure of the university is on the central level characterized by four main 

bodies.3 Generally it can be said that the most powerful organ is the university board, which was 

created in the framework of the autonomy reform and took over many of the responsibilities that 

used to lie with the public authorities. It is the highest decision making body and consists of seven to 

nine members with the Kanton’s senior civil servant responsible for higher education as an ex officio 

member. The remaining members of the board are elected by the Kanton’s government, which also 

selects the president of the university board (UniG 1998). The mandate of the board members is four 

years and they can be re-elected twice. The university board is in charge of all major requests 

towards the government. This includes requests concerning the university’s lump sum budget, 

changes in the financial and personnel regulations as well as changes in the admission restrictions. 

Furthermore, the university board approves the university’s report to the government. The board 

also has the direct oversight over the university and decides upon its by-laws, the university’s mission 

statement as well as the financial, the evaluation and the development plan (UniG 1998). It 

authorizes the by-laws of the institutes, of the study programs and the PhD and habilitation 

regulations. The university board also has the power to elect and dismiss the rector and the vice-

rectors. It agrees on the appointment of the administrative director and appoints, promotes and 

                                                           
2
 For an overview see: http://www.uzh.ch/about/management/structure/leitung-zdu.html (04.04.2012) 

3
 For an overview see: http://www.uzh.ch/about/management/structure/organisation.html (04.04.2012) 

http://www.uzh.ch/about/management/structure/leitung-zdu.html
http://www.uzh.ch/about/management/structure/organisation.html
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dismisses all professors as well as the head of the central evaluation committee. Additionally, the 

board has the possibility to create, reorganize and dissolve faculties, institutes, chairs and other 

organizational structures of the university. It can also create centers of excellence and decides upon 

the immatriculation, semester and examination fees. 

The second body is the senate. It consist of all professors, the delegates of lecturers and students and 

as advisory members all emeriti. The senate has the right to propose the election or dismissal of the 

rector and the vice-rectors to the university board. Furthermore, the senate can comment on all 

topics related to the university as a whole (UniG 1998). The third body is the university leadership. It 

consists of the rector the vice-rectors and the administrative director. The leadership is the main 

operative decision making organ for all questions concerning the institution as a whole. It is 

responsible for the coordination of research, teaching and all service activities. Additionally, it 

decides upon all organizational questions that are not explicitly within the realm of other governance 

bodies. The leadership executes the budget and decides upon the by-laws of the institutes provided 

that the university board agrees. The leadership conducts all appointment negotiations with 

professors and proposes the candidates to the university board. Finally, the leadership writes the 

university’s report to the government and sends it for approval to the board. All issues that are not 

directed at any specific body fall in the decisions making responsibility of the university leadership. 

The rector chairs the leadership and is in the charge of the external representation of the university 

(UniG 1998). The final central governance body is the enlarged university leadership. It consists of the 

university leadership, all deans and the delegates of the lecturers and the students and is the highest 

decision making body in academic affairs. The main duties of the enlarged university leadership are 

the decision on the university’s mission statement provided that the university board agrees, 

elections to all permanent commissions of the university, awarding academic titles, approving 

organizational regulations of the faculties, deciding upon the regulations for the election of the 

representatives of the lecturers and students in university bodies, accepting the by-laws of all study 

and PhD programs as well as the development and financial plan provided that the university board 

agrees (UniG 1998).  

On the faculty level there are two main governance bodies, the dean and the faculty assembly. The 

faculty assembly consists of all the professors as well as representatives of the lecturers and the 

students. The representatives of the administrative and technical staff attend the meetings of the 

faculty assembly as consultative members. The assembly is the highest decision making organ of the 

faculty and it has the right to propose by-laws for study and PhD programs to the enlarged university 

leadership, decide upon the organizational structure of the faculty provided that the enlarged 

university leadership agrees, elect the dean, awarding PhDs and proposing to award other academic 
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titles to the enlarged university leadership. The dean is responsible for the external representation of 

the faculty and all matters of the faculty that are not explicitly in the scope of other bodies (UniG 

1998). On the level of the institutes this structure is mirrored with the institute assembly and the 

head of the institute as the main governance bodies.  

Since the year 2000 the University of Zurich constantly grew. The number of students at UZH 

increased from 20.617 up to 26.267 in the year 2011 (compare A.1. in the appendix). This growth was 

accompanied by an increase of staff in all three groups: professors, academic staff and non-academic 

staff. The number of professors grew significantly from 386.6 full time equivalents in 2003 to 527 in 

2011 (compare A.2. in the appendix). This lead to an improvement of the student-professor ratio 

from 60.33 students per full time equivalent in 2003 to 49.84 students per full time equivalent in 

2011 (compare A.4. in the appendix). In the same time the academic staff increased from 2231.1 to 

3057 and the non-academic staff from 1552.6 to 2006 (compare A.3. in the appendix).  

4. Budget and allocation mechanisms 

The University of Zurich receives money through several sources. The largest amount of funding 

comes from the Kanton Zurich. The decision about the allocation of these funds were taken by the 

public authorities of the Kanton and the rector only got in charge of the budget after a new law was 

passed in 1982 (UZH 2008: 45). These funds make up roughly half of the university’s income and 

support mainly the core of the institution. The income from the Kanton Zurich increased from around 

370 Mio CHF in 1998 to around 562 Mio CHF in 2010, thus keeping track with the growing number of 

students (compare A.5.).  A second source of income is support through the federal level. This 

support is based on the “Universitätsförderungsgesetz” (university support law) and covers both 

basic support and project funding (UZH 2007: 89). These funds grew from around 67 Mio CHF in 1998 

to around 116 Mio CHF in 2010 (compare for all other sources of income A.6.). Due to the federal 

structure of the higher education system in Switzerland and the responsibility of the respective 

Kanton for its citizens another source of income for the university is the inter-kantonal re-allocation 

of funds for students who study in other Kantons then their home ones. Based on an inter-kantonal 

agreement the sending Kanton pays the receiving institution money for each received student 

(Leitner/Ecker/Steindl 2011: 11). The income received through these channels grew from 55 Mio CHF 

in 1998 to 129 Mio CHF in 2010. The amount of self-generated income through service provision and 

other activities of the university increased less significant and shows a more wave-like development 

with several phases of decreases and increases following each other. Overall it increased from rougly 

88 Mio CHF in 1998 to 103 Mio CHF in 2010. The income generated by UZH through tuition fees 

remained more or less stable over the years. In 1998 the university received around 20 Mio CHF 
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through this source and in 2010 it was around 25 Mio CHF. Taking into consideration the growing 

number of students, the amount of tuition fees received per student actually decreased from around 

976 CHF per student in 2000 to around 945 CHF per student in 2010. Today all students at UZH have 

to pay a tuition fee of 640 CHF per semester and 49 CHF for other services. PhD students have to pay 

a tuition fee of 140 CHF per semester as well as the 49 CHF.4 The amount of tuition fees charged is 

decided by the university board and the Kanton’s government. It is decided that the amount of 

tuition will be raised in 2013 to 720 CHF for students and 150 CHF for PhDs (VSUZ 2012). Foreign 

students have to pay additional tuition fees depending on the level of qualification they want to 

obtain. At the BA level from 2013 onwards an additional 500 CHF per semester are charged and on 

the MA and PhD level foreign students have to pay an additional 100 CHF per semester (VSASU 2012) 

The final source of income is third party funding. This category covers both private third party funds 

as well as money received through the Swiss Nationalfonds or European sources. Unfortunately the 

yearly reports of the university only specifically list the income generated in this area from 2002 

onwards, however already in the limited timeframe from 2002 until 2010 the amount received by the 

university grew from around 135.5 Mio CHF to 225.5 Mio CHF. So the university was able to generate 

an increase in all of its sources of income in the period observed, with the amount of tuition fee 

being the least significant one. This is one of the reasons for the surplus of 14.2 Mio CHF generated 

by UZH in 2009 and 16.3 Mio CHF in 2010 (UZH 2010a: 68). 

The available funds are distributed in several ways. All distribution is laid down in the development 

and financial plan of the institution. The biggest part is distributed from the university to the 

different faculties and institutes as basic budgets. These budgets are not connected to any 

performance measurements; however the different faculties and institutes can make up their own 

rules on how to further distribute their part of the budget. For example the physiological institute 

divides half of its funds based on performance measures (UZH 2008: 48). Additionally, the university 

uses some of its budget to support segments of excellence. It defined 6 research foci on the 

university level, 15 university-wide centers of excellence and centers of excellence on the faculty 

level and supported them with extra funds (ibid.). These funds come out of the university’s “research 

credit” and are divided based on strategic decisions as well as competition between the different 

centers of excellence. In this process a priority is given to supporting young researchers. From the 

start of the university’s “research credit” in 2001 until 2010 774 projects have been supported with 

around 51 Mio CHF out of which 67% have been on the PhD level (UZH 2010a: 8). For 2011 the 

                                                           
4
 For details see: http://www.uzh.ch/studies/application/generalinformation/fees.html (09.04.2012) 

http://www.uzh.ch/studies/application/generalinformation/fees.html
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university decided to enlarge the amount of funds available for the “research credit” by 1.3 Mio CHF 

tackling especially the support for Post-Doc projects (UZH 2010a:9).  

5. Changes in strategic planning and leadership 

After receiving autonomy from the state structures UZH started a process to become a more 

strategic actor in the Swiss, European and worldwide higher education scene. In January 2001 the 

enlarged university leadership of UZH accepted a mission statement. This four-page document 

describes the identity of the university, its aims and duties in relation to research, teaching and 

provision of services as well as its relation to its members and its environment (UZH 2001). The 

language of the document is rather abstract and symbolic and it makes rather general claims on the 

character of the university. In January 2012 the mission statement was amended and an updated 

version was accepted by the university board. 

The new mission statement is in many aspects similar to the previous; however there are a couple of 

changes that might be an indicator of changes in the self-conception of UZH. The new mission 

statements stresses in its first part the need for academic freedom and ethical responsibility of 

researchers (UZH 2012b). Another change is that in the first and second part of the new statement 

the importance of interdisciplinary research and the successful competition of UZH for researchers 

and students with leading international universities are underlined. Also in the second part UZH now 

defines itself clearly as a research university and admits itself to research-based teaching. In the 

same part a sentence that used to stress that service provision by the university is not supposed to 

interfere with research and teaching has been cut out of the new statement (UZH 2001 & UZH 

2012b). The amended mission statement of 2012 inserted a new part concerning the university’s 

governance. In this part several statements that have been in the previous statement under different 

headlines are summarized and combined with new claims. The new aspects tackle the service-

orientation of the administration, the transparent and responsible usage of funds, the procurement 

of third-party funding as well as the governance principles of subsidiarity, participation, transparency 

and interest trade-off (UZH 2012b).  

Besides the mission statement the university has a set of strategic goals. These have been first 

approved by the university board and leadership in 2004/05, underwent minor revision in 2010 and 

have been approved again in March 2010 by the university board (UZH 2010b). The list of strategic 

goals consisted of 14 concrete objectives for the university; however in January 2012 the university 

board accepted a new set of strategic goals. The new set of objectives consists of eight concrete aims 
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with between two and four measures attached to them, all of which are supposed to be reached by 

2020. The eight goals are as follows (UZH 2012c): 

- Research: To hold a leading role in the European research landscape, with pockets of 

excellence that compete on a world-scale. Faculties are expected to identify focus areas and 

through this sharpen their research profile as well as the visibility of UZH. 

- Teaching and lifelong learning: To systematically enhance teaching as well as study programs 

at UZH. Teaching is supposed to be research-based and comply with highest quality 

standards with a special focus on the Master- and PhD-Level. 

- Recruitment and support for young researchers: UZH recruits excellent researchers and 

offers outstanding working conditions. Especially young researchers receive early and strong 

support to give them a good basis for the further career. 

- University hospital: UZH enhances the development of the university hospital; it leads the 

strategic planning of medical research and teaching together with its partners. 

- Knowledge transfer and openness of the university: UZH supports an active exchange with 

the public and its alumni as well as the cooperation between research and business. 

- Organizational development: Through efficient leadership, comprehensive information 

provision and a modern administration the organizational conditions are improved and 

additional freedom for research and teaching is generated. 

- Infrastructure: UZH has the appropriate infrastructure to position itself internationally and 

through greater freedom concerning planning and execution of constructions as well as a 

better financial basis it can execute its development plan for buildings. 

- Financial basis of the university: UZH broadens its financial basis. 

Both the structure of the list as well as the concrete timeframe are changes compared to the earlier 

version. Language wise some of the aims in the new list of strategic goals are quite similar to parts of 

the list from 2010, however especially the measures attached to each of the goals are much more 

specific and measurable (UZH 2012c). For example one of the measures for the eighth goal is that the 

university founds an independent foundation to broaden its financial basis or another measure 

connected with the third goal is that the quality and visibility of the PhD programs is enhanced 

through the creation of the Graduate Campus, a project to support young researchers and provide 

them with additional skills.  

Other documents beside those two that outline strategic plans for the university are on the one hand 

the guideline for the implementation of the Bologna Process at the University of Zurich (UZH 2004). 

This document was adopted by the university board and sets a frame for the implementation of the 
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different tools of the Bologna Process at the different faculties of UZH. On the other hand UZH also 

has a fundraising policy. This document was accepted by the university leadership in June 2009 and 

lays out the rules and regulations for all fundraising activities both of the central level as well as the 

faculties and institutes.5 

The main instrument for the implementation of the mission statement as well as the strategic goals 

and the attached measures is the rather strong hierarchical governance structure that was created 

after the university gained its extensive autonomy. Since all important decisions are taken by either 

the university board and / or the (enlarged) university leadership the central actors have a lot of 

leverage towards the faculties, especially since only the deans are directly involved in the decision 

making on the central level because the senate mainly has a consultative function. Additionally, the 

university’s leadership can use resources to steer the organization, like they do for example with the 

university’s “research credit” (see above). Another example for a resource based steering approach is 

the creation of the Graduate Campus in 2011. This structure is mainly financed through third-party 

funds and is supposed to provide PhDs and Post-Docs with opportunities to obtain skills and 

competencies but also other support services. The project is headed by the vice-rector for the 

humanities and social sciences, accompanied and evaluated by peers and is supposed to enter the 

testing phase in 2012 and should be fully operational by 2016 (UZH 2010a: 9). 

Besides the two aforementioned projects there are several other strategic achievements of UZH 

since the increase in autonomy that needs to be pointed out. Firstly, the university expanded it 

cooperation with other higher education institutions, especially with the ETH. Through the creation 

of joint research centers, joint professorships and shared infrastructure both institutions try to pool 

their resources to enhance their efficiency (UZH 2008: 60 & 133-134). Another successful 

cooperation is the creation of the research cluster for banking and finance, which is a joint project of 

UZH and five banks and insurance companies. Other successful cooperations include the creation of a 

center for democracy research together with the Kanton of Aarau and a cooperation agreement with 

the University of Basel. A second achievement was the creation of Unitectra the technology transfer 

organization of the UZH as well as the Universities of Bern and Basel. This joint-project is a non-profit 

corporation and completely owned by the University Zurich and the University Bern (UZH 2008: 52-

56).6 Unitectra has the aim to transfer research results into new products and services through the 

creation of commercialization strategies and their joint-realization with the involved scientists. The 

corporation works both with established as well as new spin-off companies. A third strategic 

                                                           
5
 UZH also has a strategy for the enhancement of the university’s quality, adopted by the university leadership 

in 2008, unfortunately this document couldn’t be obtained in the framework of this paper (see OAQ 2008). 
6
 Compare: http://www.researchers.uzh.ch/unitectra.html (11.04.2012) 

http://www.researchers.uzh.ch/unitectra.html
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improvement was the creation of an independent central evaluation committee in the year 2000. 

This body is supposed to assure the quality of all parts of the institution by assessing them in a six-

year rhythm (UZH 2008: 134). A fourth achievement was the reform of the university’s leadership 

structure. In 2006 the rectorate was strengthened and received more authority on strategic 

questions (ibid.). A fifth achievement was the transfer of the full responsibility for the appointment 

of professors from the public authorities to the rectorate (UZH 2008: 16 & 44 & 69). With this step 

the university and the rectorate gained a serious amount of autonomy and power. The leadership 

was now able to steer the development of the institution through assigning additional professors to 

areas of excellence thus supporting the profile formation of the institution. A final achievement of 

UZH was the acceptance into the League of European Research Universities (LERU) in 2006.  

The acceptance into the university network LERU also provided a reference point for the university. 

In many of its documents UZH defines itself as one of Europe’s leading research universities referring 

also to its membership in LERU (UZH 2008: 63). Also the chance to exchange best practices in the 

framework of LERU is underlined (UZH 2010a: 6). Another reference point of UZH is the cooperation 

between the University of Zurich, the University of Vienna and the Humboldt University in Berlin. The 

cooperation is based on a perceived similar situation of the institutions: All three are “similar sized”7 

comprehensive universities with technical universities in their direct proximity. Since 2004 the 

leadership of these three institutions meet three times per year to debate how to optimize 

operations and to exchange best practices on quality management (UZH 2008: 63). A final reference 

point for UZH are university rankings and league tables. In its anniversary publication it points to its 

position in the top 100 of the Shanghai ranking as well as its top 10 position in the ranking of the 

University of Leiden (UZH 2008: 44).  

The relationship between the university and the public authorities stayed rather stable after the new 

1998 higher education law gained UZH its autonomy. Since then the main influence factor of the 

public authorities is that the Kanton’s senior civil servant responsible for higher education is heading 

the university board. An important influence factor for the relationship between the public 

authorities and the university is the peculiar political system of Switzerland. On the level of the 

Kanton’s the legislative and executive branch are divided and elected separately by the people, 

creating a situation where the different bodies might have diverging demands from the university. 

Additionally, the strong element of direct democracy gives the inhabitants of the Kanton on the one 

hand the possibility to come up with legislative proposals themselves but on the other hand also 

                                                           
7
 The definition of all 3 universities being similar sized is drawn from UZH 2008: 63. However, when taking the 

student numbers into consideration the University of Vienna with its roughly 91000 students is clearly larger 
then the other two instituions (the Humboldt-University has around 30000 students). 
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forces the executive and legislative branch to get the approval of the people for far reaching 

legislative changes (as for example when the new higher education law was passed in 1998).  

The university receives a large part of its budget from the Kanton and has to report yearly to the 

public authorities on its activities. Further influence is exercised through the revision of legal 

provisions under which the university operates. However, after the new higher education law from 

1998, the legal provisions only underwent minor changes with the most significant being the 2004 

changes in the process of professorial appointments and the permission to universities to participate 

in private and public enterprises to exploit research results (UZH 2008: 69). A more recent attempt to 

change the procedure of the election of the rector by abolishing the right of the senate to propose a 

candidate was prevented. This proposal was raised from within the parliament, debated in the 

Kanton’s assembly for a longer time but was finally voted down in December 2010 after several 

actors from within the university positioned themselves against it (UZH 2010a: 16&50).  

6. Changes in research organization and funding 

With the growing autonomy and the focus towards becoming one of Europe’s leading research 

universities UZH also underwent significant changes in its research organization and funding. First, 

UZH defined six university-wide research focus areas, which are interdisciplinary and are supposed to 

support the cooperation between faculties.8 Furthermore, they identified 15 centers of excellence 

that allow researchers to link their efforts to enhance their efficiency and the university made all 

faculties define their own areas of excellence as well (UZH 2008: 48).9 A second change came across 

with the growing cooperation with the ETH. UZH and ETH divided their areas of excellence and 

pooled their research resources (see above) but also engaged in close cooperation in research 

organization. One example for this is that seven of the centers of excellence of UZH are run jointly 

with the ETH and another center is run together with the ETH and the University of Basel (ibid.). The 

two universities in Zurich also share professorships; in 2008 they had over 20 shared so-called double 

professors who were working for both universities and two joint institutes. ETH and UZH also work 

together in the provision of research support services by for example combining their libraries (UZH 

2008: 62). Another change in the research organization is a growing orientation towards the Anglo-

Saxon model of research groups instead of the chairs (UZH 2008: 48). This also led to a shift of large 

research projects from within the institutes into the centers of excellence (UZH 2008: 24). This was 

                                                           
8
 A list can be found here: http://www.uzh.ch/research/priorityprograms.html (13.04.2012) 

9
 A list of the university-wide centers of excellence can be found here: 

http://www.uzh.ch/research/competence.html (13.04.2012) 

http://www.uzh.ch/research/priorityprograms.html
http://www.uzh.ch/research/competence.html
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partly due to the growing amount of interdisciplinary research conducted within the university but 

also together with external partners (UZH 2008: 25). 

Also the funding base of UZH’s research activities changed quite drastically in the last decade. While 

in 1980 UZH received around 14 Mio CHF from third party funding this number rose to 185 Mio CHF 

in 2006 (UZH 2008: 46). This also affected the staff situation since in 2006 for example 32 professors, 

858 academic staff members and 200 administrative and technical staff members were financed over 

third party funds (ibid.). Other already mentioned funding instrument to steer research that were 

introduced after obtaining more autonomy are the university’s “research credit” and the 

flexibilisation of the institutes’ budgets according to output measures (see above & UZH 2008: 48). 

An important factor in the growth of external funding for research are the Swiss and European 

research programs. In the time between 2001 and 2007 the Swiss federal government awarded and 

funded 20 National Research Focuses (Nationale Forschungs Schwerpunkte), in five of those UZH was 

the leading house and in 12 others it participated (UZH 2008: 46). In the framework of another 

program, the encouragement professorship (Förderungsprofessur) of the Swiss National Fund, UZH 

was also very successful in obtaining additional staff that also supported the research efforts. In 2007 

the university held 28 of these professorships and in 2010 it still held 23, out of which 18 were in the 

faculty of science (UZH 2008: 48 & UZH 2010a: 9). This also underlines the very strong position of the 

fields of science concerning the research output of UZH. Both the biological (life science) as well as 

the medical research can be regarded as excellence areas of the university together with the area of 

banking and finance (UZH 2008: 68). In this field the creation of the Swiss Finance Institute, a 

cooperation between the UZH and several banks, can be seen as a major initiative. This center of 

excellence is supposed to create around 30 professorships in 5 years and thus will most probably 

have a significant research output (UZH 2008: 46). 

Another area where UZH actively used its new autonomy to reach its goal of becoming a leading 

research university is the successful procurement of European research funds. Since 2004 Swiss 

researchers can lead EU funded projects (UZH 2008: 46). As a reaction UZH together with the ETH 

created Euresearch Zurich, a coordination office that is supposed to provide information on EU 

programs, consult researchers who are preparing an application and support the project 

management if an application was successful.10 The focus of Euresearch Zurich lies on the FP 7 and 

ERC grants. This activities lead to additional research funds for UZH from the European level. In 2010 

the university received around 31 Mio CHF through FP 7 and 20 Mio EUR through ERC grants (UZH 

2010a: 6). 

                                                           
10

 Compare: http://www.euresearch.uzh.ch/about/index_EN 
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Another way of changing the basis of research funding is a growing cooperation with industry and 

business when it comes to innovation and applied research. The new higher education law of 1998 

also improved the autonomy of the university in this regard because it transferred the property 

rights as well as the earnings of innovations made in the university from the Kanton to the institution. 

Since then 1/3 of the profit goes to the researcher, 1/3 to the research group and 1/3 to the 

university (UZH 2008: 52). As a reaction to the new regulation concerning profits from research 

results UZH started together with two other universities unitectra, a knowledge transfer organization 

(see above). This organization doesn’t provide kick-off funds or free office-space but works purely on 

the basis of competitiveness and risk-taking on the side of the researchers that want to create a spin-

off company (UZH 2008: 55). This approach is supposed to safeguard against applicants who only 

want to use the free services but are not willing to really progress with their plans. Even though this 

limits the number of spin-off companies, those that get a support have a higher success rate (ibid.). 

Furthermore, unitectra only works in the fields of science and medicine, while the marketization of 

research output from humanities and social science is still handled by UZH’s legal administration. In 

the year 2010 unitectra coordinated 542 projects for UZH with private and public partners and 

helped scientists to have 35 patents registered (UZH 2010a: 18). 

Besides the aforementioned centers of excellence in research UZH also has a center for higher 

education didactics. It was founded in 1988 and has the aim to support professors and academic staff 

by providing them with teaching skills (UZH 2008: 88). Besides this center the university also took 

three other measure to strengthen the priority given to teaching activities (UZH 2010a: 33). It created 

besides the several faculty or institute based prices, a university-wide yearly price for exceptional 

teaching. Additionally, the university started together with the central evaluation committee a 

system of regular course-evaluation through the students (UZH 2008: 92). The final measure to 

strengthen teaching efforts by the central level was the creation of a “Day of Teaching” (Tag der 

Lehre). This event consist of several workshops and panel discussion, which offer input on for 

example the usage of ICT or research in teaching (UZH 2010a: 33).  

7. Changes in research-related education aspects 

The University of Zurich also used its autonomy for an innovation process in the area of education. 

With the creation of the university board that took over most of the Kanton’s legal powers the 

decision making process concerning new study programs for all three levels BA, MA and PhD is now 

happening entirely inside the university. After the institute and faculty assembly have agreed on a 

new or revised study program, it is passed on to the enlarged university leadership and if decided 

upon positively finally reaches the university board where the final decision is taken (compare part 3). 
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In the process of creating and revising study programs the responsible professors can get support 

from the university’s central administration. Here mainly the teaching administration and the center 

for higher education didactics provide support. To ensure a university-wide coordination on teaching 

issues UZH has a commission for teaching that serves as a consultative organ but also proposes 

guidelines or strategies to decision making bodies.11 With the guidelines on the implementation of 

the Bologna Process at the University of Zurich, the university board also created a common binding 

framework for all study programs at UZH. Since the Bologna Process structures are already 

implemented in all faculties since 2007, the guidelines are widely used (UZH 2008: 90). They also 

define the process of revision of study programs and prescribe the documentation needed as well as 

the process of revision and the involved parts of the administration (UZH 2004: 8-9). An exemplatory 

process concerning the revision of study programs is the one that took place in 2010/2011 at the 

faculty of humanities. Here all study programs were revisited in a process that involved the 

responsible vice-rector and a group of peers. This group then proposed changes to the by-laws to the 

responsible bodies to be voted upon (UZH 2010a: 19). Also the faculty of law underwent a similar 

process in 2010 8UZH 2010a: 32). One of the aims of the revision process at the faculty of humanities 

was to create more interdisciplinary study programs including PhD programs and through this also 

fuse several institutes to larger organizational constructs (UZH 2010a: 48). 

On of the reasons why UZH can reform its study programs rather independently is also that the 

accreditation process in Switzerland is working on a voluntary basis (except for medical studies). The 

Swiss accreditation agency OAQ offers program accreditations but the institutions are not obliged to 

go through this. Based on the information provided on the web site of OAQ only the study program 

of the medical faculty underwent an accreditation.12 Besides the program accreditation OAQ also 

conducts institutional audits. Based on a mandate from the federal government it conducted two 

rounds of audits, one in 2003/04 and one in 2007/08, which looked into the internal quality 

assurance mechanisms of all Swiss universities.13 The final reports of the 2007/08 audit are published 

on the web site, unfortunately the self-reports of the universities are not available.14 

A project that is still in the starting phase but which will influence the organization of teaching at UZH 

is the “Research-based Teaching and Learning” project (UZH 2010a: 19). This project is carried out at 

UZH but in cooperation and exchange with the partners in the LERU network and it is supposed to 

strengthen the connection between research and teaching (Tremp 2010).  

                                                           
11

 Compare: http://www.lehre.uzh.ch/lehrkommission.html (13.04.2012) 
12

 Compare: http://www.oaq.ch/pub/de/verfahren (13.04.2012) 
13

 Compare: http://www.oaq.ch/pub/de/05_02_00_audits.php (13.04.2012) 
14

 Compare: http://www.oaq.ch/pub/de/Schlussberichte_de_php.php (13.04.2012) 

http://www.lehre.uzh.ch/lehrkommission.html
http://www.oaq.ch/pub/de/verfahren
http://www.oaq.ch/pub/de/05_02_00_audits.php
http://www.oaq.ch/pub/de/Schlussberichte_de_php.php
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Another are where UZH is actively reforming its teaching efforts is E-learning. Through the creation of 

an E-learning center in 1999 the university started to coordinate all E-learning efforts (UZH 2008: 99). 

This center also supports the faculties in the implementation of E-learning measures and develops 

the university’s E-learning strategy (UZH 2010a: 34). In this strategy for the years 2010-2014 the 

university sets itself clear goals, both qualitative and quantitative ones, for its further work in this 

area. Until 2014 E-learning is supposed to support the positive image of UZH with it becoming the 

leading Swiss university and one of the top three LERU universities concerning E-learning 

infrastructure and services (UZH 2010c: 4). Through this both the university’s marketing as well as 

the interdisciplinary cooperation is supposed to be strengthened (UZH 2010c: 5). Quantitatively UZH 

wants to ensure that by 2014 over 80% of all users can use the E-learning infrastructure on a daily 

basis, over 50% of all users can weekly draw on E-learning tools in their teaching, over 30% of all 

internal trainings and workshops for university employees can utilize these tools and all modules 

with more then 100 students can be supported with E-learning measures (UZH 2010c: 6). 

A general aim of UZH in the area of teaching is the improvement of the student/professor ratio. In 

the framework of the Bologna Process implementation the university invested heavily in this field. In 

2007 it provided 16 Mio CHF, in 2008 21 Mio CHF, in 2009 24 Mio CHF, in 2010 27 Mio CHF and in 

2011 30 Mio CHF to improve the student/professor ratio as well as reorganize the PhD education 

(UZH 2008: 89). 

The reform of the PhD education was on the agenda of UZH already directly after it gained its 

autonomy. In 1999 a commission was installed that was supposed to look into ways to revise the 

support of young researchers and the PhD level (UZH 2008: 107). In 2001 the already mentioned 

“research credit” was introduced as a way to give PhDs a possibility to apply for research funding 

(ibid.). Between 2008 and 2010 all faculties reformed their PhD programs and created new by-laws. 

The new programs now offer two ways to receive a PhD, either the classical Doctorate that is 

connected to a specific professor and is backed up by a limited amount of curricular activities, or the 

structured PhD programs or graduate schools. Young researchers who are part of the latter programs 

are integrated in bigger research contexts and interdisciplinary work. Their dissertation is also not 

supervised by only one professor but by two, which minimizes the dependency of the candidate (UZH 

2010a: 8-9). The ideas behind this new form of doctoral education is already outlined in a 

presentation by the rector of UZH from 2009. The new concept is based on best practice examples 

collected in the framework of LERU and combines a common structure with the room for subject-

specific characteristics (Fischer 2009). It is supposed to create international visibility and connect the 

PhD education with the areas of excellence in research while offering high quality services to the PhD 

candidates. A special focus should also be on interdisciplinary PhD programs and Joint Degree PhD 
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programs.15 Other newly created support structures are the already mentioned Graduated Campus 

or the right of PhDs to dedicate 40% of their working to their own research (UZH 2010a: 9). 

The access to study programs at UZH is one of the areas which is still partly regulated through the 

public authorities. Following the new higher education law of the Kanton Zurich, it is the right of the 

government of the Kanton upon proposition fo the university board to decide upon admission 

restrictions (UniG 1998: 7). Additional access requirements are defined by the university or the 

respective faculties. For the university the guidelines on the implementation of the Bologna Process 

at the University of Zurich define a common set of access requirements for all three levels, the BA, 

the MA and the PhD (UZH 2004: 5-6). These general requirements can be supplemented by 

regulations given through the faculties. 

As an exemplatory measure taken by UZH to increase the applications to study programs with high 

economic relevance, one can point to an initiative by the faculty of science. It is called “Sciences at 

the University of Zurich – from the school to academic studies” (Naturwissenschaften an der 

Universität Zürich – von der Schule zum Studium) and was organized for the first time 2010. Around 

500 school students visited the faculty and got introduced to the different study programs (UZH 

2010a: 49). 

To strengthen the connection between the university and the labor market and at the same time 

offer possibilities for further education, UZH has the provision of lifelong learning activities as a part 

of its strategy. The activities of UZH in this area are supposed to provide a mutual knowledge 

exchange between the academic sphere and professional life.16 UZH offers four different types of 

educational lifelong learning programs, all of which use ECTS. The Master of Advanced Studies (MAS) 

is the highest further education degree that is offered by UZH. It consists of 60 ECTS and leads to an 

academic title. However, this MA degree does not qualify to enter a PhD program afterwards. In the 

year 2010 around 550 students were taking part in one of the MAS programs at UZH (UZH 2010a: 52). 

The Diploma of Advanced Studies (DAS) consists of 30 ECTS and gives in depth knowledge of a 

specific subject area. However, it does not deliver an academic title as such. Both the MAS and the 

DAS can be studied extra-occupational. The third further education program is the Certificate of 

Advanced Studies (CAS). It consists of 10 ECTS and delivers specific knowledge on a rather precise 

area. Finally, UZH also offers single further education courses that last one or up to several days and 

don’t have a specific degree but simply offer a certificate of attendance.17 All these programs are 

offered by the different faculties in their respective disciplines. The whole area of lifelong learning is 

                                                           
15

 Compare also: http://www.sae.uzh.ch/instrumente/doktoratsstufe.html (13.04.2012) 
16

 Compare: http://www.weiterbildung.uzh.ch/wb.html (13.04.2012) 
17

 Compare: http://www.weiterbildung.uzh.ch/wb/zulassung.html (13.04.2012) 

http://www.sae.uzh.ch/instrumente/doktoratsstufe.html
http://www.weiterbildung.uzh.ch/wb.html
http://www.weiterbildung.uzh.ch/wb/zulassung.html
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coordinated and supported by the university’s center for further education. This center not only 

offers the location for all the courses but also advices both institutes and faculties as well as 

interested individuals on the university’s activities.18 

Although the university embraces the connection to the working life with for example its lifelong 

learning activities or the research cooperation with banks or the knowledge transfer center unitectra, 

it also debated the concept of employability critically. Since UZH aims at distinguishing itself from the 

university college sector it strongly opposes a concept of employability that is geared towards 

qualification for a specific job (Berufsbefähigung) but rather follows a concept that focuses on the 

ability to be successful at the labor market as a whole (Arbeitsmarktfähigkeit) (UZH 2008: 91). The 

focus is less on a confined set of skills needed for a specific job but more on the general competence 

to react to changing needs of employers and steadily progress with one’s education also in the 

framework of lifelong learning. 

Since UZH uses European and international universities as its reference models it also works towards 

internationalization. This process also gained momentum after the new higher education law granted 

the university additional autonomy. In 2000 UZH created its International Relations department (UZH 

2010a: 20). This administrative division coordinates all internationalization efforts and supports the 

faculties and institutes when dealing with related issues. This department also supported the 

creation of UZH’s internationalization strategy. This policy was prepared together with the 

commission for international relations and approved by the university board. In this strategy 

document UZH defines seven key aspects of its internationalization (UZH 2006): 

- UZH cooperates in research and teaching with strategically chosen and internationally 

renowned universities and networks. 

- The university supports the mobility of students, academic staff and researchers as well as 

the integration of an international dimension in teaching. 

- UZH is aiming to be an attractive working place for the best scientists in the world. 

- The university supports its young researchers to gain international experience. 

- UZH also wants to cooperate with developing countries to actively support the North-South 

dialogue. 

- The University of Zurich strengthens its international appearance. 

- UZH supports English-language study programs on the MA and PhD level. 
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 Compare: http://www.weiterbildung.uzh.ch/wb/zwb.html (13.04.2012) 
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In an effort to strengthen the intake of international PhDs the university specifically aims at catch the 

attention of excellent candidates through the attractiveness of its programs, sufficient English 

language information on the web site, German language courses and the participation in European 

support programs for young researchers (UZH 2006). Another measure taken by the university to 

support international PhDs is the creation of a handbook for incoming international PhDs. This is 

supposed to give the new young researchers guidance and help them with everyday problems (UZH 

2010a: 20).19  

In 2010 UZH had 17% international students (UZH 2010a: 7). Concerning the development of student 

mobility within its study programs the teaching commission of UZH developed a position paper in 

September 2010. In this paper the commission identifies five recommendations for the further 

internationalization (UZH 2010d): 

- UZH should prioritize vertical mobility between the first and second cycle since most of the 

Swiss students choose the institution for their BA program according to the proximity to their 

hometown. Especially for the MA level UZH wants to attract the best Swiss and international 

students. 

- A participation of students in Erasmus exchange programs should generally be possible. 

Especially the lengths of modules and the scheduling of exams should take into consideration 

the needs of mobile students. 

- To support horizontal mobility students should receive early information on mobility 

windows and learning agreements. 

- UZH should create strategic partnerships with specific institutions also to support horizontal 

mobility through measures like Joint Degree Programs, the exchange of modules or academic 

staff. 

- UZH motivates students to also take their own responsibility and inform themselves on 

possibilities to be mobile. 

One of the Kanton’s measures to support a growing number of international students especially on 

the MA and PhD level is that the additional tuition fees that foreign students have to pay are much 

lower on these two levels then on the BA. While on the BA level they need to pay additional 500 CHF 

per semester, on the MA and PhD level it is only 100 CHF (VSASU 2012). 
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8. Changes in the personnel policy 

One of the first areas where the Kanton gained additional autonomy to UZH was the personnel policy. 

Already in 1996 before the new higher education law as passed the authority over to regulate 

personnel issues passed from the Kanton to the university (UZH 2008: 16). In 1999 the university 

board passed a new personnel decree, which had to be accepted by the Kanton’s government and 

regulates all employment issues regarding UZH (UZH 1999). Generally, the employees of UZH are 

consideres as employees under public law. The responsible body for all personnel issues within the 

university, except professors and members of the university leadership, is the university leadership. 

For issues relating to professors and the university leadership, the university board acts as the 

responsible body (UZH 1999). If a position is financed by third party funding, inlcuding the Swiss 

Nationalfonds, then the university also has the possibility to hire someone under private-law. In 2010 

around 25% of the university’s employees, including technical and administrative staff, were financed 

over thrid party funding (UZH 2010a: 66). However, it is unclear how many of those have been 

employed based on a private-law contract.  

Generally all full professorships are limited to six years with the possibility to be prolonged for 

another six years; assistant professors are limited to three year contratcs with the possibility to 

prolong their employment up to a maximum of nine years (UZH 1999). The salaries of employees are 

following the salary-scheme for public employees. However, the responsible regulating body in the 

university can define a salary surplus for employees holding leadership positions such as deans, vice-

deans or vice-rectors. The salaries of temporary teaching staff (Lehrbeauftragte) is regulated by the 

university board (UZH 1999). 

Concerning the internationalisation of its staff, it is layed out in UZH’s mission statement that it is 

aiming at being an international institution and especially concerning the recruitment of its PhD 

students several measures are taken to enlarge the number of international employees (see above). 

Also on the level of professors UZH wants to attarct top researchers from all over the world by 

providing them with an attractive environment (see above). In 2010 the overall percentage of 

international employees in the teaching staff of UZH was around 35% with 53% of the professors 

being from outside of Switzerland (UZH 2010a: 65).  

9. Conclusion 

UZH underwent a massive change-process after it gained its additional autonomy in 1998. But 

already the way in which the change in the university’s legal basis was initiated and pushed forward 

is to a certain extend the expression of an autonomous university. Even though UZH depended on 
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the support of the public authorities to finalize the new higher education law, it was an initiative 

from within the university that pushed the public authorities to gain the institution a higher amount 

of autonomy. Furthermore, the text of the law and the new structure of the relationship between 

the public authorities and the university were crafted within UZH. So it was the university that 

convinced the Kanton’s authorities with its persistent lobby work and a coherent legal proposal to 

significantly increase the degree of autonomy. Since the new law had to be accepted in a referendum 

the university also was forced to communicate the rationale behind the higher amount of autonomy 

to the general public and lobby the voters for their support. 

Once the law came into effect the main change in the university’s governance was the creation of the 

university board as the highest decision making body that took over most of the Kanton’s 

responsibilites. The board acts as the body representing the societies wishes and needs towards the 

institution and through the ex-oficio membership of the Kanton’s senior civil servant responsible for 

higher education it is also the main connection between the public authorities and the instituion. 

Generally, the new governance system of the university after the increase in autonomy is rather 

hierarchical with the university leadership as the main internal body that is balanced out by the 

university board. The senate is reduced to a consultative function and the enlarged university 

leadership is the only real decision making body on the central level where the faculties are 

represented. Thus the new governance mode is also favoring the central leadership over the faculties 

and creates a top-down steering model.  

The new governance setup is combined with a budgetary allcoation process that also favors the 

central level over the faculties. The financial plan of the institution lays out all spending and is 

decided upon by the enlarged university leadership and the university board. Furthermore, the 

central level used the growth in third party funding to implement some of its strategic projects, such 

as the Graduate Campus. Although the university’s independence from the Kanton grew since 1998 

the financial commitment of the Kanton didn’t diminish but rather grew over the years.  

As a reaction to the newly gained autonomy UZH defined a mission statement and a set of strategic 

goals that recently have been revised. When comparing the old and the new mission statement as 

well as list of strategic goals it becomes clear that the aims of the university are getting more clearly 

defined over the years. Furthermore, by combining aims with specific measure and a set timeframe 

the university moves towards a set of strategic goals that is actually measurable and can be used as a 

accountability tool. The aim of UZH to become one of Europe’s leading unviersities and in certain 

fields to be respected on a world scale underlines the ambition that was also behind the quest for 

more autonomy. Through the identification of areas of excellence in research and the purposeful 
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support of these areas with additional central funds and a growing amount of private funding and 

Swiss and European research funds UZH placed itslef prominently on the map of European 

universities. One example for this success is the acceptance of the university into LERU. This process 

of specialisation was also supported through the growing cooperation with the ETH in Zurich. This 

allowed UZH to share costs and divide research fields to enforce synergistic effects. The creation of 

unitectra as a knowledge transfer institution strengthened the relation between the university and 

the industry / business sector.  

Also the study programs of the university were affetced by the growth in autonomy. First, with the 

university board taking over most of the Kanton’s responsibilities the final decision on study 

programs now lies entirely within the university. Together with the voluntary accreditation system in 

Switzerland this gives the university a large amount of autonomy in teaching-related issues. The 

creation of a central evalutaion committee and a set of guidelines on the implementation of the 

Bologna Process structures at the university can be seen as a reaction to this growth in autonomy. An 

area, where the university only holds most of the decision making power is the question of access to 

its study programs. Here the Kanton still has some influence, however it can only be active if the 

university board proposes a limitation in access.20 Following the university’s strategy the leadership 

of the institution worked actively to enhance the student/professor ratio. To support the aim to 

become a more visible research university in Europe UZH also reformed its PhD programs. Following 

best practise examples from LERU and through a stronger connection between the university’s areas 

of excellence and the PhD programs UZH wants to attract more international PhD candidates and 

strengthen its reputation. Also the freshly started researched-based teaching project and the 

startegy to be a leading E-learning institution within LERU support the aim of being more visible. The 

connection with industry and business is enhanced over the strong lifelong learning programs that 

UZH started to implement. At the same time there doesn’t seem to be a strong focus on 

employability in the BA or MA study programs but rather a critical debate on the concept trying to 

separate the university from the university colleges. Following the effort to gain visibility also the 

internationalizauion of the institution’s study programs gained importance after the growth in 

autonomy. One of the clearest examples for this is the creation of the International Relations 

department in 2000 and the strategy on internationalization in 2006. Especially the intake in 

international MA and PhD students is advanced. This effort is also supported by the Kanton throuhg 

lower additional tuition fees for international MA and PhD students (compared to international BA 

students). 
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Generally it can be said that already the process in which UZH gained its additional autonomy was 

heavily inlfuenced by the university itself. It lead to a rapid and significant increase in the institution’s 

procedural autonomy. Following the acceptance of the new higher education law the university 

embarked on a change process that aimed at competing with the top research universities in Europe 

and in certain araes of excellence competing on a world-scale. To achieve this the university used a 

rather hierarchical top-down governance model combined with elements of a more marketized 

approach.  
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Appendix 

 

All data on student and staff numbers are taken from the offciail statistics of the University of Zurich 

(http://www.uzh.ch/about/portrait/figures.html). The data on finances are taken from the yearly 

reports of the university (http://www.uzh.ch/about/portrait/annualreport.html).  

A.1.: Development of the number of students at UZH 2000-2011: 
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A.2.: Development of the number of professors at UZH 2003-2011: 

 

 

 

A.3.: Development of staff at UZH 2003-2011: 
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A.4.: Development of student/professor ratio at UZH 2003-2011: 

 

 

 

 

A.5.: Development of income from the Kanton Zurich 1998-2010: 

 

 

A.6.: Development of other sources of income of UZH 1998-2010: 
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