
 FREQUENTLY ASKED 

QUESTIONS 
 

How are TAs represented and by whom? 

As stated in Art. 11 of the Geneva Graduate Institute's Règlement d’organisation, all teaching 

(TAs) and research assistants (RAs) at the Institute are members of the Assistants' Association 

(ADA). ADA, similarly to the Graduate Institute Student Association (GISA) is regulated by its 

Statutes (available also on the Institute’s website) and Articles 60 and following of the Swiss 

Civil Code. The association defends the interests of and represents assistants at the Geneva 

Graduate Institute. ADA is represented by an Executive Secretariat (Board) composed of three 

assistants, elected each year according to the procedures specified in the Association’s Statutes 

(Art. 11 and 14). TAs first voted to collectively mandate ADA and the Syndicat Interprofession-

nel des Travailleuses et Travailleurs (SIT) to negotiate with the Direction the improvement of 

contractual conditions during a General Assembly (GA) on 29th April 2022. This mandate was 

then renewed at subsequent GAs on 3rd June and 4th November 2022. The first two resolu-

tions were emailed and handed to the Direction in May and June, and the third one was sup-

posed to be handed in person during the meeting on 8th November. This means that SIT, 

alongside ADA, also represents all TAs as a collective, as well as the members of the union. On 

the 29th April and 3rd June, TAs also elected some colleagues as members of the TA negotiat-

ing delegation (TA delegates) with the explicit purpose of taking part in the negotiations 

(currently 10 delegates). These three parties, the ADA Board, SIT, and TA delegates are re-

ferred to as TA representatives. Nevertheless, we believe it is important that TAs more general-

ly are allowed to witness the negotiations to ensure transparency, open communication, and 

ownership of the process, which are crucial for social concertation. 

Why did the TAs go to the trade union SIT? 

TAs are essential to the functioning of the Institute: they support professors and ensure stu-

dents have the best possible learning experience. For many years, ADA and the TAs have 

worked to ensure better working conditions and a fair wage for teaching assistants, however, 

TAs remain living in precarity with low wages below industry standards. In line with our rights 

as workers to assembly and association, TAs decided to partner with SIT to increase our collec-

tive bargaining power and demand a fair wage and contractual conditions that allow us to live 

decently and in dignity in one of the most expensive cities in the world. This is also because un-

ion freedom is protected by Art. 28 of the Swiss Constitution and Art. 36 of the Constitution of 

the Republic and Canton of Geneva, and a local union is well suited to support us in reaching 

an agreed-upon solution of compromise through the consensual practice of social concer-

tation, which is the framework in which labour rights are negotiated in Switzerland. 

For further information, do not hesitate to email ada.president@graduateinstitute.ch or cbarrelet@sit-syndicat.ch  
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We have often heard and read that TAs are not workers. Our most recent contract 

states that PhD research at the Institute consists of academic training and personal 

development. If we were to include PhD research in TA contracts, wouldn't this fail 

to reflect the reality of TAs’ work? 

No. In fact, our current contract does not reflect the reality of PhD work. TAs at the Institute 

have a work contract that confirms our status as employees. This contract used to be full-time 

and included PhD research. Despite the odd structure of the remuneration, the 2021 call for TA 

applications clearly states that this was a full time position (meaning 40 hours). This activity 

rate was also used for the pre-filled work authorisation form provided by HR to each TA to be 

sent to the Office Cantonal de la Population et des Migrations (OCPM). Furthermore, retirement 

contributions are paid taking into consideration the contract’s activity rate (but just the wage 

part in terms of remuneration), which means that, according to the retirement fund to which 

Institute’s employees are registered for the second pillar, the Caisse de prévoyance de l’Etat de 

Genève (CPEG), TAs between 2016 and 2022 had a full-time contract paid 22,800CHF/year.  

RAs at the Institute have a work contract that includes both assistant tasks and PhD research 

and that is remunerated with a single source of income: a salary. In its 2020 Report on the In-

stitute, the Swiss Accreditation Council prompted compliance with the European Charter for Re-

searchers, specifically through the provision of fair wages and by ensuring equality, family poli-

cies and an end to precarious one-year contracts. As a result, and thanks to long-standing ad-

vocacy by TAs and PhD students more broadly, as well as the new Director’s reform, packages 

were created that remunerate the sole PhD work for two years (although with a scholarship 

that is the same granted to Master’s students despite the generally higher living costs of PhD 

students due to older age, longer stay, family responsibilities, etc.) and PhD and assistant work 

for other two. At the same time, the current 45% TA contract essentially goes back to a pre-

2016 situation in which TA contracts concerned exclusively assistant tasks. These contracts go 

against a larger trend in Switzerland and many universities elsewhere that include PhD research 

as salaried work and invalidates long-standing demands of TAs and PhD students more gener-

ally at the Institute. 

Doesn’t the current 45% contract improve TA conditions?  

No. Since November 2021, the activity rate in TA contracts has been unilaterally reduced from 

100% to 70% to the current 45%. In doing so, the allocated time we had to work on our PhD 

research, our core activity, has been reduced by half to 30%, which is remunerated with a 

scholarship on which no social contributions are paid. This has not resulted in a proportional 

increase in the number of years PhD candidates can use to finish their thesis. Removing PhD 

research from the TA contract erases doctoral research as our core activity and goes against 

industry standards in Switzerland, where a minimum threshold of PhD work is always account-

ed for in TA contracts. 

In addition, with a 45% activity rate contract, PhDs that are also parents face higher barriers to 

access child care. By not considering our PhD work as work, the Institute avoids paying full so-

cial contributions at our expense, costing us full access to our social rights and constitutes an 

important difference with RA contracts. TAs are entitled to making social contributions as much 

as any other worker, and reducing them is not an advantage. On the contrary, it substantially 

limits our access to social protection and retirement benefits, also including the ability to deduct 

medical expenses and childcare from our taxes. Furthermore, due to the limited funding be-

yond the fourth year (PhD packages are only for this duration) and to the precarity faced by 

pre-reform PhD students, it is common for PhD students who worked as RAs to fund the end of 

their research through unemployment compensations, which is not possible for TAs.  

For further information, do not hesitate to email ada.president@graduateinstitute.ch or cbarrelet@sit-syndicat.ch  
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The Direction sustains it can send letters to régies and child care institutions on a case-by-case 

basis, explaining the salary and scholarship structure as well as compensate for the missed un-

employment contributions while on a 100% TA contract. However, these provisional measures 

are ad hoc and vary upon individual cases, failing to address  TA concerns in a sustainable, in-

stitutionalised, and systematic way.  

Finally, since 2016, the salary TAs received has not been increased  (22,800CHF/year) and our 

total net remuneration after tuition fees (2,977CHF/month), remains below the monthly mini-

mum wage threshold in Geneva. Addressing the precarious contractual conditions of 

TAs is the Institute’s responsibility, and this cannot be tackled through ad hoc and 

individualised arrangements: it needs to be tackled structurally. 

Why don’t you just get a second job? 

Finding an additional (25%) job as suggested in the introductory meeting for TAs in September 

2022 would leave exclusively 30% of our remunerated time for doctoral research, our main 

purpose for being here. Yet, the requirement to finish in 4-5 years remains unchanged and no 

funding is provided for a 6th year extension. It is not clear on which grounds non-Swiss TAs 

could take on an additional remunerated activity nor what is the exact mechanism that OCPM 

would mobilise to authorise it.  

Since our main purpose for being in Switzerland is our doctoral research, the OCPM stipulates 

that further employment must be related to our PhD. Such secondary, part-time positions that 

could be combined with our TA responsibilities are not easy to come by. Moreover, the incor-

rect assumption of easy access to consultancies fails to recognise our diverse migration status 

and academic backgrounds. Finally, and more importantly, our core activity is the production of 

a PhD dissertation that meets the standards of academic excellence the Institute aspires to. Ex-

pecting us to find additional employment while dedicating only 30% of our time on our doctoral 

thesis without allowing additional time to finish our PhD programmes is unreasonable and abso-

lutely exceptional, insofar as TA positions are part of the Institute’s funding of doctoral candi-

dates. 

Wouldn’t a full-time contract affect non-EU/EFTA TAs’ status? 

No. Both EU/EFTA and non-EU/EFTA doctoral students are granted a B permit for education for 

a maximum of 8 years and can be authorised to engage in an additional lucrative activity for a 

maximum of 15h/week during the semester and 40h/week during breaks. If relevant for their 

thesis, they can take on full-time posts, which include TA positions at the Institute and in other 

universities in French-speaking Switzerland (as the centre of the contract is the PhD thesis).  

Indeed, between 2016 and 2022, TAs from the EU/EFTA and not from the EU/EFTA at the In-

stitute had a full-time (100%) contract, which ensured them B permits for education with ac-

cessory activity year by year. Even though administrative procedures at the OCPM often seem 

unclear and ad hoc, and are more demanding for non-EU/EFTA citizens, TAs’ E form for the au-

thorisation to work on a B permit for education provided by HR (both for EU/EFTA and non-EU/

EFTA applicants) always stated clearly that our employment rate was 100% at 40h/week.  

Similarly, both EU/EFTA and non-EU/EFTA RAs benefit from the same permit scheme. There is 

no reason to believe this will be different with a full-time contract remunerated with a full 

wage. Clearly, any proposal discussed in the negotiation will need to be supported by legal ad-

vice to avoid repeating a situation in which a contract is proposed and suddenly changed on 

similar legal bases. The solution to precarity cannot be precarious contracts for any 

doctoral student. 

For further information, do not hesitate to email ada.president@graduateinstitute.ch or cbarrelet@sit-syndicat.ch  
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What about the PhD reform that is being implemented? 

Except for the welcomed improvement in providing more stability and security in terms of guar-

anteeing four years of funding, the main issues for current TAs and PhDs more generally hold 

true in the reform. Crucially, with the reform, TA remuneration remains the same, below the 

monthly minimum wage threshold in Geneva. Further, the package foresees two years of schol-

arship for PhD researchers at around 1,600 CHF per month, which aggravates precarity as this 

remuneration is even lower than the salary TAs receive. Whilst providing stability in terms of 

funding for the duration of the PhD programme, the PhD reform guarantees four years of 

precarity. 

But the Institute has budget constraints, will accepting TA demands bankrupt us? 

No. It is more than reasonable for TAs to demand a fair and decent income that is also re-

spectful of the minimum wage law in Geneva and complies with industry standards. Moreover, 

we do not expect any sweeping change to be implemented immediately, but are look-

ing forward to negotiating a progressive move towards a mutually co-created solution within a 

shared timeline. Once a compromise is reached, the Institute can plan the necessary budget 

allocation. Furthermore, offering a dignified income to TAs may turn out to not be a financial 

burden. Indeed, the transition to a fairly-remunerated contract for TAs would cost 

around 1% of the Institute’s 2021 budget. 

For instance, a full-time TA contract entailing a yearly gross remuneration of 51,500CHF (this 

figure, which would represent an acceptable wage, does not refer to an exact demand but is to 

illustrate the costs of TAs’ demands, which need to be negotiated collectively with the Direc-

tion) would represent a yearly cost of 61,410.22CHF per TA (after adding employer’s social 

charges), or 60,410.22CHF after tuition fees are deducted. The current cost of one TA for the 

Institute (with the 45% contract) is 45,668.78CHF/year or 44,668.78CHF/year after tuition fees. 

Currently, then, the cost of 68 TAs (the current number) at the net of tuition fees is 

2,935,477.04CHF/year, which accounts for 2.65% of the Institute’s budget as stated in the 

2021 Activity Report (110,929,634CHF). If we consider the 2021-2022 100% contract, that en-

tailed a cost for the Institute, at net of tuition fees, of 39,548.94CHF/year per TA or 

2,689,327.92CHF/year for 68 TAs, accounting for 2.42% of the Institute’s 2021 budget. From 

2021-2022 to 2022-2023, then, the Institute’s cost for TAs increased by 9.15%, accounting on-

ly for 0.22% of the 2021 budget. 

With a 51,500CHF-wage, 68 TAs would cost the Institute 4,005,894.62CHF/year at net of the 

tuition fees, which accounts for 3.61% of the Institute’s 2021 budget. A 36.46% increase in the 

budget allocated to TAs, possibly enough to address our precarious contractual conditions, 

would result in a mere 0.96% increase in the Institute’s 2021 budget (or 1.19% with 2021-

2022 as baseline).  

Note that in the 2020-2024 Convention d’Objectifs between the Institute and the Canton of Ge-

neva, the expected budget is of 110,118,638CHF for 2022 (which was already passed in 2021), 

110,968,638CHF for 2023, and 111,718,638CHF for 2024 and between 2016 and 2021 the In-

stitute’s budget has already increased by 23.1%.  

In short,we are not facing a budgetary issue, but an allocation one. Paying TAs a fair wage is 

well within the Institute’s means, thus, we ask the Direction to re-prioritise its expenses.  

For further information, do not hesitate to email ada.president@graduateinstitute.ch or cbarrelet@sit-syndicat.ch  
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If you want to negotiate, why did you not provide information on the election and 

identity of ADA Board representatives? 

It is alarming and problematic that meetings of significant  importance can be 

called off on procedural bases. With regards to the meeting scheduled with the Direction 

for 8th November at 14:00, procedural concerns could and should have been very easily ad-

dressed by email, phone (the Director of Cabinet has the mobile number of the secrétaire syn-

dicale from SIT), or in person during the reunion. This is especially the case as the delegation 

participating went beyond the ADA Board and TA delegates and included SIT. 

In any case, it is important to highlight that information about election procedures was never 

asked. ADA Board's elections are regulated by ADA's Statutes, which are publicly available (also 

on the Institute’s website) to the Direction and to any member of our community who wishes 

to consult them. Voting procedures are specified under Art. 11.4 and .5.  

In May 2022, the resignation of two ADA Board members prompted an early election, which 

took place in June and from thereon, this Board configuration has worked with different admin-

istrative functions at the Institute, including numerous meetings and correspondence with the 

Direction. The third ADA Board member was formally elected and election results communicat-

ed to assistants on 7th November at 4:30pm. Never in the past has the Direction requested in-

formation on voting procedures to either ADA or GISA. More importantly, this is not required by 

Art. 11 of the Institute's Règlement d’organisation, which institutes ADA and GISA.  

It is worrying that the Direction can arbitrarily decide whether to hear the concerns 

of TAs (or any other group part of the Institute’s community including students, members of 

PAT, or faculty for that matter) based on the internal voting procedures of independent 

associations. These concerns about representativity from outside the relevant constituency 

(assistants in this case) seek to question the legitimacy of the long-standing efforts of TAs to 

have their contractual conditions improved. For the current negotiation, 50 out of 68 existing 

TAs signed a petition urging the Direction to meet TAs’ demands and engage in prompt  and 

open negotiations with the delegation. Similar requests of sharing ADA’s internal working and 

documents (e.g., GAs’ minutes) substantially limit our freedom of association and independ-

ence. Focusing on internal procedural matters and questioning the legitimacy of TA 

representatives work to circumvent and delay addressing the main issue at hand: 

solving TA precarity.  

Furthermore, the ADA Board reached out to the Direction to agree on logistical details for the 

negotiation meetings on 6th November and stated on 7th November, as requested, that the 

elected TA representatives, i.e. the ADA Board, the secrétaire syndicale from SIT, and TA dele-

gates (who had already attended previous meetings in June), would be participating. Notably, a 

meeting was held between the Direction, ADA, and GISA (including class representatives) on 

Monday 7th November to define the working agenda for the 2022-2023 academic year. Not on-

ly did one ADA Board member participate, no questions or issues on voting procedures or the 

constitution of the ADA board were raised.  

For further information, do not hesitate to email ada.president@graduateinstitute.ch or cbarrelet@sit-syndicat.ch  
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Why did you send a letter to the Département de l’Instruction Publique, de la For-

mation et de la Jeunesse (DIP)? 

TA representatives sent a letter to the DIP on the 26th September 2022 to gauge the public 

funder’s perspective on the structure and changes in TA contracts. For instance, the Swiss Ac-

creditation Council’s 2020 Report mentioned earlier made recommendations about TA contracts 

and TAs’ lack of financial stability. The decision to inform one of the two main public funders of 

the Institute should not come as a surprise. Communication with public funders is com-

mon practice for unions in Geneva and is part of establishing a transparent process 

in the context of social concertation. Moreover, the letter sent to the DIP aimed to keep 

them informed of the negotiations but did not invite them to take part in them and no action 

was requested from them. On 3rd October, the DIP shared the letter with the Institute’s Di-

rection, which responded on 3rd November while the meeting was cancelled on 7th Novem-

ber. As the above-mentioned procedural questions, any concern in these regards could have 

been addressed in the negotiation meeting itself. 

For further information, do not hesitate to email ada.president@graduateinstitute.ch or cbarrelet@sit-syndicat.ch  
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