
Statement : The costs of medical studies

Introduction
The Swiss Medical Students' Association (swimsa) is the voice of over 10’000 medical
students. We actively engage in the public discourse on our current and future role in
the healthcare system. We would like to address the ongoing discussion regarding the
public expenditures that society makes to fund the medical curriculum until the federal
licensing exam. The current rhetoric observed in the media and political instances is
unfair to medical students and is not representative of the real costs of their education.
This statement is the result of swimsa’s research, undertaken to bring a new
perspective to this debate.

Context
The supposedly high cost of medical studies at the university level is a recurring topic in
the public discourse.1–6 Regrettably, this matter is currently being misused in two areas
of interest for swimsa while being backed by figures that merit to be questioned.

1. The primary concern for us is that it is levied against medical doctors in their
efforts to gain acceptable working conditions. The typical idea is that the cost
of medical studies is so high for the state, that medical doctors become deeply
indebted towards society. This debt should justify almost any working conditions
for them, exemplified by demanding requirements specific to medical doctors.
Notably, the expectation for doctors to work at a 100% rate,7,8 or the fact that
resident doctors are typically hired on 50-hour contracts instead of the standard
42-hour contracts should be mentioned. 9,10 This clashes with young doctors’
and medical students’ increasing wish for more sustainable working conditions,
including a better work-life balance. The latter is crucial for their own health and
their patients’ quality of care.11,12

2. Another important concern is that the insistence on the supposedly high cost of
medical studies could discourage the creation of new study places in
medicine, at a time when it is vital to train more medical doctors to ensure that
the Swiss healthcare system can function properly and self-sufficiently in the
future.13 This phenomenon is particularly worrying in political instances, such as
in the figures that the federal council communicates to members of the national
parliament and the figures that the latter routinely use in their parliamentary
work. 14,15
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Development
swimsa wants the detailed cost of medical studies to be as transparent, accessible to
the public and understandable as possible.16 Official estimates exist, even though they
struggle to be comprehensive and precise. While estimates related to the training taking
place within the medical faculties present good accuracy, the Federal Statistical Office
(FSO) explains that it is more difficult to achieve estimates of the cost of clinical training
in hospitals.17 This is due to both an incompatibility in accounting standards and to the
inherent difficulty of estimating which exact costs are attributable to medical students in
the hospital.

The FSO publishes estimates of the costs of medical studies yearly and was the only
data available until 2018. Since then, the «Erhebung der Kosten für die Lehre und
Forschung in der Humanmedizin» (EKOH) project was commissioned by the Swiss
University Conference (SHK/CSHE) and publishes yearly estimates of the cost of
medical studies as well. It aims at improving the integration of hospital data and provide
more accurate estimates.18,19

FSO and the EKOH project achieve similar figures.17,20 Using FSO data, several major
Swiss medias have stated that the total cost of medical education per student amounts
to around 720’000CHF. 1,2,5,8 This corresponds to 120’000CHF per student and per
year. Based on the same data, swimsa finds that the most accurate gross cost is
around 30'000CHF per student and per year. Furthermore, the net cost is not
calculated, although medical students also generate value during their studies.

The most cited figures stem from the wrong cost indicators.
The costs of all fields of study are estimated by the FSO using three cost indicators,
which are also used by the EKOH project.17,18 Each indicator aggregates data collected
from the universities and provides a cost per student and per year (CHF/student/year),
which you can find here for the latest year available:

Indicator I Costs associated with medical education FSO: 28’203
EKOH: 31’108

Indicator II Costs associated with medical education +
costs associated with medical research taking
place within medical faculties

FSO: 124’358
EKOH: 160’844

Indicator III Costs associated with medical education +
costs associated with medical research taking
place within medical faculties - research
funded through third parties (e.g., grants,
private investments).

FSO: 89’847
EKOH: 110’410

Table 1: sources for indicators and figures: FSO original indicators and EKOH figures from the year 202217,21

Figures in (CHF/student/year)
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As explained in table 1, indicator I includes all the costs directly generated by the
training and teaching of medical students, like staff or infrastructure. Indicator II, the one
often cited in the media, factors in the cost of the teaching and training of medical
students, as well as the integrality of costs arising from research conducted within
medical faculties. That entails not only the running costs of research, but also
external research grants, although they are not an expense but rather an income for
the faculty or hospital. There is also indicator III, which is based on indicator II, but
deducts research grants and other third party funded research. There is no evident
reason why indicator III should be overlooked in favor of indicator II.

Research is essential to medical education. A significant part of medical research takes
place within medical faculties and the associated teaching hospitals. It creates
synergies, fosters innovation and improves patients’ care. Students certainly benefit
from this proximity with research. Yet research’s core purpose is to advance science
and not medical education. Medical research primarily serves society by improving the
quality of healthcare and prevention.

This is important to note when looking at the costs of medical education. The two
worlds of medical research and education are intertwined and coexist, but as the
previous indicators show, they can be looked at separately in the costs they generate.
Table 1 shows that medical research costs are three- to four-fold higher than those
purely generated due to education. As such, it is important to differentiate between
costs stemming from research and those directly generated by the education of
medical students.

Consequently, an indicator focusing on the costs of teaching and training of medical
students would be the best option to describe the cost of medical education. This is
precisely what cost indicator I includes, amounting to around 30’000CHF/year/student.

Medical students generate some value during their studies.
Cost indicator I indicates the costs medical students generate. However, they also
produce value. As already noted in a FSO report from 2003, the economic value of
medical students’ contributions during their studies is not accounted for when
estimating the cost of medical studies.22 Nevertheless, students contribute at least
twice during their studies:

1. Firstly, medical students work in hospitals during their elective term for 6 to 11
months. They receive a monthly financial compensation of around 1’000CHF. This
amount is notably low when considering the five years of academic training that
students have acquired prior to those internships, meaning that money is spared on
their compensations.
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2. Secondly, medical students contribute through the writing of their master’s thesis.
Universities expect students to dedicate several hundreds of hours to their projects,
and students do not receive financial compensation for this work. Through these
research opportunities, medical students contribute to the development of medical
research.

Thus, the figure of around 30’000CHF/student/year (indicator I) should be referred to as
the gross cost of medical studies, while the net cost is unknown, and lower due to
financial contributions of students .

Medical studies have not gotten more expensive over the last twenty years.
In a report published in 2003, the FSO estimated the cost of medical studies for the
year 1999. The costs per student and per year were estimated to lie between
35’000CHF and 42’500CHF.22,1 Their most recent estimate for the year 2022 lies at
28,203CHF/student/year. This suggests that the total cost per student has
decreased by about 30% in the last two decades, even more when considering
inflation.

Call to action
swimsa calls on…

...all cantonal and national public decision-makers to...

1. ...start using cost indicator I as the standard indicator to estimate the cost of
medical studies.

2. ...inform their audiences on the composition of the cost indicators they use,
allowing everyone to form a fact-based opinion.

3. ...recognize their responsibility to society when reporting on the costs of medical
studies, knowing that a contribution in the public discourse using contentious
and suboptimal data can lead to a stalling in discussions of public interest and of
importance to the medical students community.

Conclusion
The current public debate on the costs of medical education is largely based on a
misguided choice of data. The real gross cost of training medical students amounts to
less than 25% of the most relayed figures. This misrepresentation is leaving a mark in
the Swiss public opinion and is playing against medical students and doctors. In
addition, the value that medical students generate is not considered in the current
estimates. The most accurate estimates are given by indicator I, with a figure of
around 30’000 CHF/student/year.

1 This report estimated two different costs for the pre-clinical years and the clinical years. The average lies
between the two estimations.
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swimsa asks all concerned parties to keep this information in mind and to help us
change the dominant rhetoric. There is a need for a constructive debate on topics such
as the working conditions of medical doctors or the creation of new study places in
medicine, which is continuously opposed by the misleading argument of the
supposedly high cost of medical education.
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