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Coordinated Research Networks 
Why operate international coordination offices in Switzerland? 

o How does sustainable land use in mountain areas succeed 
worldwide and which findings are relevant for Switzerland? 

o Which technological, economic and social adaptations have to be 
realized for a circular economy? 

o Health, quality of life, energy, transport: what requirements must 
urban planning meet when climate change is taken into account, and 
how can conflicting goals be addressed? 

 

 

Decision-makers in business and politics need a scientific basis to tackle complex global 
challenges. In most cases, it is expedient to draw on the knowledge of various disciplines from the 
sciences/humanities/technical and medical sciences as well as from practice and to link them in a 
meaningful way. Local, regional and global aspects must be taken into account to avoid 
undesirable effects. This cannot be achieved without a long-term continuous and coordinated 
scientific exchange across disciplinary and spatial boundaries. 

Synergies and efficiency 
Coordination offices of international research networks are located at these interfaces. They do not 
conduct their own research and do not allocate any financial resources. They structure the 
exchange among researchers and with practitioners. This is done, for example, by providing tools 
such as databases and publications, or by organizing workshops. In this way, research questions are 
addressed in a goal-oriented manner through professional exchange, and the use of resources is 
optimized without restricting the autonomy of the individual actors. Often, the activities of research 
networks trigger additional financial or in-kind contributions by the participating institutes or 
countries, which additionally strengthen the network. It is not easy to quantify these effects, but 
according to a number of publications, it can be assumed that the funds used for research networks 
have a large impact per amount invested. 

Coordination is a must 
A prerequisite for achieving the positive effects is the establishment and operation of a 
coordination office run by persons competent in the subject area. A proven model is the affiliation 
of such a unit to a chair or institute that makes important contributions to research in the area. An 
international and interdisciplinary steering committee guides the activities. 

Beneficial for the location 
The assumption of tasks for the benefit of a global scientific community visibly enhances the 
international standing of the research location in the relevant field. The operation of such network 
hubs is associated with a major gain in information for the location, with positive effects on the own 
research. Young academics in particular benefit from the geographical proximity, for example 
through further training opportunities and direct contact with researchers in workshops. On top of 
this, national stakeholders can easily establish contacts with experts. It makes sense to establish 
coordination offices when a country has specific strengths in a topic, a great interest in the 
knowledge produced, or when this opens up new opportunities. 
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Situation in Switzerland 
The individual projects of the networks, which usually last a few years, are made possible by the 
regular research funding of the participating countries, including Switzerland. In Switzerland, 
however, there is currently no sensibly conceived funding vehicle for the coordination that is 
necessary over longer periods of time. 

Since the year 2000, on the initiative of Swiss researchers, several such coordination offices have 
been established1 and (co-)financed by the Swiss National Science Foundation. Others have been 
brought to Switzerland on a rotating basis by leading researchers and supported by universities, 
including so-called Global Research Projects of Future Earth, the global platform for international 
scientific cooperation2. In 2017, the task of supporting such networks was transferred to the Swiss 
Academy of Sciences (SCNAT). Since then, the Scientific Commission for Research Networks has 
been responsible for their quality assurance and funding. The annual federal funding amounts to 
almost CHF 1.5 million for five networks until 2024, supplemented by contributions from the home 
institutions of the grantees. 

Prospects for the promotion of global research networks  
For the scientific treatment of complex global challenges (see examples at the beginning), 
interdisciplinary research strategies are indicated. Coordinated networks of researchers have been 
successful and efficient in terms of resources, which is why their importance will continue to 
increase. This raises the question for Switzerland whether it wants to establish a funding mechanism 
for this that is equally accessible to all researchers. The SCNAT Research Networks Commission has 
thoroughly considered the requirements for such a funding scheme and has identified three 
essential elements: 

o Continuity: a qualitatively convincing research network can be supported over a longer 
period of time (> 10 years).  

o Flexibility: the establishment of research networks can be supported if this is the best 
option for dealing with emerging challenges.  

o Quality: scientists familiar with the subject matter lead regular calls for proposals and 
international reviews. 

None of the funding vehicles currently operating in Switzerland meets all three points. A funding 
concept designed by the Research Networks Commission can close this gap. It is limited to what is 
absolutely necessary to fulfil the requirements. Nevertheless, the current financial framework is not 
sufficient. An additional CHF 1.5 million per year would have to be made available. This funding of 
CHF 3 million per year should be achieved after a transitional phase lasting until 2029. Without this 
increase, at least one of the three elements mentioned above - and thus a funding vehicle suitable 
for research networks - cannot be realized. 

 
1 e.g. Mountain Research Initiative (MRI), Global Mountain Biodiversity Assessment (GMBA), Past Global 
Changes (PAGES) 
2 bioDISCOVERY; Global Land Programme (GLP); futureearth 


