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Abstract: In this article, I investigate the discursive field of the digital transformation of 
higher education and research policy in Switzerland. The qualitative analysis of political 
strategies and documents shows that actors in this policy field use open, ambiguous terms 
to characterise digitalisation. By building on this discursive strategy, the political actors aim 
not only to reduce uncertainty about the digital transformation as a complex phenomenon 
but also to build political consensus about the future development of this discursive field.
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Se vogliamo che tutto rimanga com’è,  
bisogna che tutto cambi.
(Tancredi Falconeri, «Il Gattopardo» di  
Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa, 1958)

1	 Introduction1

Digital transformation has been the defining topic in higher education and research 
(hereafter: HER) policy in recent years, both in Switzerland and elsewhere. Universi-
ties, funding agencies and political authorities have formulated strategies and drafted 
action plans to make comprehensible the complexity of the digital transformation 
and to derive political and organisational goals from it. In addition, higher educa-
tion organisations, research actors and states have invested large sums in the digital 
transformation of HER, not least to maintain or strengthen the competitiveness of 
their respective organisation(s) (Tratschin et al., this issue; Haase and Buus 2020), 
as well as the entire HER system (for Switzerland, e. g. Schweizerische Eidgenos-
senschaft 2016, 17).

The discussion regarding digitalisation is part of sociotechnical imaginaries: 
Political, economic and scientific actors create visions of the future that describe and 
frame the reciprocal relationships between social entities and digital technologies 
(Jasanoff 2015; Beckert 2016; Ruppert 2018; Meyer 2019; Saner 2019). Formulat-
ing political strategies and goals and adopting subsequent measures involve both 
discursive and non-discursive practices. By outlining the future development of 
society, political actors value and allocate attention, financial and other resources 
(Beckert 2016; Saner 2019; Bareis and Katzenbach 2022).

This paper focuses on organisational actors’ collective statements in the discourse 
on digitalisation of HER policy in Switzerland since 1998, a period characterised by 
various profound changes (such as tertiarisation, diversification and internationali-
sation) in this field. Such collective statements can be interpreted as “compromise 
products” (Emirbayer and Johnson 2008, 19) of competing positions in HER policy 
organisations. I argue that the statements in this field are characterised by ambigu-
ity (Eisenberg 1984; Leitch and Davenport 2007), polyphony (Andersen 2003;  
Schneider and Zerfass 2019) and arbitrariness. Thanks to these characteristics, they 
are especially suited to open spaces of collaboration with other actors. By combining 
conflictual and cooperative statements, they contribute to the constitution and per-
manence of the discursive field of digitalisation. The future scenarios drafted in this 
discursive field can be analysed as a case study of a collective conception of society.
1	 For their comments on earlier versions of this paper, I thank Sophie Mützel, Thomas Ruoss, 

Nadine Frei, Luca Tratschin, the participants at the REHES IV workshop in Lugano, as well as 
two anonymous reviewers. The author gratefully acknowledges support from the Swiss National 
Science Foundation (NRP 75 Big Data).
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First, the future scenarios articulate a political imperative to act to have an 
effect on grand societal challenges (public health, energy supply, climate change, 
food security, etc.) through investments in HER. In this way, different fields are put 
into social relations with each other. Second, the political discourse operates in a 
temporal dimension in that HER policy measures can shape and frame the future. 
In the emergence of new fields of knowledge, future visions contribute to coordinate 
and structure the expectations and actions of different actors (Tavory and Eliasoph 
2013; Meyer 2019). In this respect, the discursive field of the digital transformation 
of HER policy is suitable for analysing collective visions and narratives regarding 
their multidimensional interactions.

In this article, I will investigate HER policy actors’ strategies and documents 
to examine the role that societal visions of the future play in structuring digitalisa-
tion as a discursive field. The following research questions guide the analysis: How 
does the political discourse on the digitalisation of HER operate? How is HER 
framed in this discursive field? To answer these questions I draw on an existing 
data set on documents about digitalisation in Swiss HER policy between 1998 and 
2020 (Saner and Mützel 2023). I will analyse this material using a social science 
approach to discourse analysis (Keller 2011; 2013), identifying the main topics and 
reconstructing the collective statements, strategies and investments regarding digital 
transformation that actors in Swiss HER policy made.

2	 Theory Section

To investigate the research questions outlined, I will combine a discursive field 
theory approach with concepts from organisational communication to focus on the 
statements of collective actors regarding digitalisation in the field of HER policy.  
In this section, I will first introduce the concept of discursive fields (Foucault 1972; 
Keller 2011), in which policy goals, strategies and measures are formulated and al-
liances between different actors can be formed, despite possibly diverging interests. 
Second, I will highlight the role of ambiguity and polyphony as discursive strategies 
in organisational and political communication.

2.1	 The Digital Transformation of Higher Education and Research as a  
Discursive Field

The digital transformation of society has recently gained much attention in social 
scientific analysis and description. It has been described as a semantic strategy 
(Süssenguth 2015), as a process (Grunwald 2019), as society 4.0 (Baecker 2018), 
as the reduction of societal complexity through regularities or “patterns” (Nassehi 
2024), as a utopia (Rebhorn 2019) or in contrast, as a dystopic form of surveil-
lance capitalism (Zuboff 2019), to mention only a few. Although these approaches 
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offer differing theoretical frameworks for macroscopic analysis of societal change, 
the scope of this article is somewhat more modest. In this work, I aim to address 
and interpret the discourse on the digital transformation in a specific policy field 
in Switzerland, that is, HER.

Following Michel Foucault, discourses can be understood as interconnected 
sets of statements, texts, images and symbols (as well as other materials) that, “sys-
tematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault 1972, 49). Discourses 
are based on relatively autonomous rules of formation that cannot be exclusively or 
deterministically attributed to specific social positions or actor interests (Foucault 
1972, 42). Therefore, a discourse analysis aims to investigate and understand these 
rules as well as the power relations that underlie a particular system of statements. 
The sociology of knowledge approach to discourse analysis (SKDA) expands the 
notion of discourse as, “performative statement practices which constitute reality 
orders and also produce power effects in a conflict-ridden network of social actors, 
institutional dispositifs, and knowledge systems” (Keller 2011, 48; italics in original). 

Building on this discourse concept, discursive fields are understood “as being 
social arenas, constituting themselves around contested issues, controversies, prob-
lematizations, and truth claims in which discourses are in reciprocal competition 
with one another” (Keller 2011, 52). The discursive field is where the differentia-
tion of concepts, objects, modalities of expression and thematic as well as strategic 
choices takes place. Formulating political goals, strategies, and measures around the 
digitalisation of HER represents such an arena that integrates political viewpoints, 
strategies, investments, regulatory frameworks and other policy measures by vari-
ous organisational entities (Selwyn 2013). Actors in this discursive field articulate 
their positions and try to convince others. Thus, a discursive field is an open space, 
delimited by communicative and material practices, which an actor or superordi-
nate body does not control or rule (Keller 2013, 71). Rather, it forms a potentially 
conflictive and cooperative arena simultaneously.2

A central dimension for analysing discursive fields are power effects: The SKAD 
approach “[…] refers to different kinds of intended or non-intended consequences 
emerging out of a discursive field or discourse formation, that is the range of ‘changes 
in the world’ that are linked to the social processing of discourses” (Keller 2011, 60). 
This necessitates an in-depth analysis of the material and symbolic implications that 
results from the system of collective statements in a discursive field.

2.2	 Ambiguity and Polyphony in the Construction of Discursive Fields

In organisational communication, clear and direct communication is only one 
possibility when the “goal is to be clear” (Eisenberg 1984, 30). In other situations, 
particularly during intense phases of organisational transformation and high degrees 
of uncertainty, of which digitalisation is a vivid example (Meyer 2019), more am-
2	 In this sense, discursive fields represent promising spaces of opportunities (Eyal 2013b; Saner 2022).
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biguous communication can be a viable option to accomplish organisational goals. 
Strategic ambiguity can “be understood as a form of discourse strategy, which […] 
constitutes the means by which actors achieve goals within discourse” (Leitch and 
Davenport 2007, 5). It allows multiple, sometimes contradictory, interpretations 
within discursive fields to coexist and actors with conflicting interests to achieve 
their respective goals.3 Therefore, ambiguous communication can help to integrate 
actors with diverging intentions into a common framework to cope with complexity 
and reduce uncertainty.

Polyphony is another important characteristic in an emerging discursive field. 
Drawing on multiple fields of inspiration (from music to organisational sociology), 
Schneider and Zerfass (2019, 18) define polyphony in the following way:

Polyphony describes a state that stands for plurality and unity at once. A 
multiplicity of different and equal parts constitutes an ambiguous whole, 
which cannot be reduced to its single parts. Polyphony arises within the 
process of purposeful placement of the different parts and the perception of 
the provoked unity. It develops in a spatial as well as a temporal dimension.

Organisational actors always speak to diverse publics, that is, multiple societal fields 
and are thus constituted in and by multiple narratives and discourses. They are, in 
Åkerstrøm Andersen’s (2003) words, “polyphonic organisations”. This applies in 
particular to political entities who permanently interact and communicate with 
various audiences (e. g. lobbyists, entrepreneurs, journalists, scientists, the general 
public) (Andersen 2003, 167–168). Therefore, political actors must communicate 
in many voices to legitimise and plausibilise their actions and decisions not only 
within the political field but also vis-à-vis other environments.

Thus, ambiguity and polyphony constitute discursive strategies to engage and 
include actors with different interests and goals. Their strategic openness by linking 
more consensual and cooperative as well as conflictual and controversial statements 
and practices contributes to the constitution and permanence of a discursive field. 
By envisioning promising future scenarios, the actors involved in a discursive field 
not only produce a common object but also frame and shape its further development 
(Beckert 2016; Saner 2019; Bareis and Katzenbach 2022).

Considering the aforementioned power effects, ambiguous, polyphonic com-
munication represents a distinct strategy. Here, power is not understood as the 
concentration and monopolisation of resources or knowledge in a single entity, but 
as the ability to forge relationships, involve multiple actors with different interests 
and build consensus on controversial issues (Rose 1992; Eyal 2013a; Vedres 2022). 
In relation to this article’s object of study, the discursive field of the digitalisation 

3	 Different fields have described ambiguity as a discursive strategy, including the construction of 
emerging markets (Suckert 2018), religion (Bauer 2011), politics (Leitch and Davenport 2007; 
Vedres 2022) and professions (Dorschel and Brandt 2021).
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of HER, this means that actors prove powerful when they succeed in convincing 
others of their views and objectives, so that divergent, potentially contradictory 
visions of the future converge.

3	 Data and Method

I reconstruct and interpret the collective statements, strategies and investments re-
garding digitalisation that actors make in Swiss HER policy through a social science 
approach to discourse analysis (Keller 2011; 2013). In doing so, I will reconstruct the 
interpretative schemes and the content-related structures that are articulated within 
the discourse. The documents and strategy papers on the digital transformation of 
HER policy are the material basis for this. First, I explain how I collected strategy 
papers in the corpus. Then I describe the discourse-analytical procedure and the 
process of coding the material.

3.1	 The Corpus

The sample consists of documents and strategy papers that address the digital trans-
formation in and of HER policy in Switzerland. Strategy papers form an important 
instrument in constructing the abovementioned discursive field: In them, different 
actors articulate multiple future scenarios to be achieved with political means and 
financial investments, linking these to various policy measures. Thus, strategy pa-
pers represent organisational actors’ collective statements and compromises of their 
different, coexisting wings, convictions and world views (Emirbayer and Johnson 
2008), which includes political actors such as government agencies (Andersen 2003). 

The starting point for compiling the sample was the documents of the Federal 
Council’s strategy “Digital Switzerland” (hereafter: SDS). Through these, I collected 
36 strategy papers and other documents that are devoted in whole or in part to the 
aforementioned topic area (Saner and Mützel 2023). The actors include political 
institutions such as the Federal Council; the State Secretariat for Education, Research 
and Innovation (SBFI); the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO); the Fed-
eral Office of Communications; the ETH Board; and the Conference of Cantonal 
Ministers of Education, as well as scientific commissions, business associations and 
think tanks (see Table A1 in the appendix).4

The period of the documents examined ranges from 1998 to 2020, with the 
vast majority published after 2014. The older strategy documents were considered 
in order to examine continuities and ruptures in the Federal Council’s strategies. 

4	 I did not include the digitalisation strategies of cantonal universities or universities of applied 
sciences as organisational actors because my research interest lies on the federal level. All documents 
examined, the coding scheme and the codebook are stored in the SWISSUbase data repository 
(Saner and Mützel 2023).



A Tamed Transformation	 479

SJS 49 (3), 2023, 473–498

This period is marked by profound institutional change in the field of HER policy. 
To mention only the most important institutional changes (Lepori and Fumasoli 
2010): The system of universities of applied sciences was institutionalised (Weber et al. 
2010; Kiener 2013), professional teacher education was academicised (Criblez 2010; 
Criblez et al. 2016), several new universities were founded, the internationalisation 
of universities was intensified and a fundamental study structure reform was carried 
out as part of the Bologna Process (Bieber 2010). Finally, public financing of higher 
education by the federal government and the cantons was reorganised (Eckert 2019).

A central component of the political discourse on digitalisation in Switzerland 
is formed by the Federal Council’s strategy documents, action plans and reports on 
the “Information Society Switzerland” (hereafter: ISS) and the SDS. Although there 
were certainly some prior technology policy initiatives after the Second World War 
(Straumann 2001; Geiss 2021), the Federal Council launched the first comprehensive 
strategy for dealing with “new communication and information technologies” at the 
end of the 1990s. The ISS was adopted in February 1998 and revised in 2006 and 
2012, with goals, principles and policy areas being continuously adapted (Abun-
Nasr 2009). The subsequent SDS strategy was launched in April 2016 and revised 
twice in September 2018 and September 2020.

The six strategy documents form a subsample within the corpus. In addition to 
their common authorship (i. e., the Federal Council), they formulate political visions 
about the future relationships between technology and society. This makes them 
particularly interesting for an in-depth analysis across the period under considera-
tion. Moreover, the Federal Council’s strategies address a broad, hybrid audience, 
indicating an ambiguous, polyphonic mode of communication.

3.2	 The Analytic Strategy

All documents were coded using ATLAS.ti. In an open, inductive coding process 
(Flick 2016, 388–92), I coded the text passages relevant to the research question 
with summarizing or explanatory categories (Friese 2012, 92 ff.). In this process, a 
category system emerged, which I reviewed and revised in a total of three passes. 
By reading and coding the text passages several times, I was able to expand and dif-
ferentiate the category system (cf. the coding scheme in Saner and Mützel 2023). In 
addition to structuring the content of the material, the inductive approach allows 
us to elicit the central discourse strands, themes and interpretations articulated in 
the documents.

The documents in the sample were primarily coded using specific terms or 
combinations of terms. For example, the text passages whose content is coded as 
“digitalisation as social transformation” very often include processual terms such 
as automation, modernisation, structural change, transformation, or development 
(see Table A2 in the appendix). To better account for the meaning and development 
of such terms, I developed a keyword approach to discourse analysis (Leitch and 
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Davenport 2007): After identifying the relevant terms in the documents and count-
ing their relative frequencies, I aggregated them to more encompassing topics that 
can be evaluated and compared in an aggregate form. This approach allowed me to 
analyse the developments of central categories as well as the shifts in meaning in the 
political discourse about digitalisation of HER over time.5 More generally, analysing 
keywords enables the linking of utterances, speech acts and other communicative 
measures on an organisational meso-level with the analysis of discursive structures 
on a macro-level (Leitch and Davenport 2007, 9). This is particularly interesting 
for the sub-corpus of strategy documents, as they formulate sociotechnical future 
scenarios for Switzerland over two decades. The resulting 22 topics vary from mul-
tiple conceptions of digitalisation (see section 4.1) to document- and genre-specific 
content (e. g., “plan, strategy, implementation”) to general political topics (e. g., 
“equal opportunities, discrimination”; Saner and Mützel 2023).

In the following empirical part, I will concentrate on those topics that are 
closely related to my research question: First, I analyse the multiple conceptions 
of “digitalisation” in the corpus. I then turn to the objectives of Swiss HER poli-
cies regarding digital transformation. Third, I investigate multiple evaluations of 
the object of study. Finally, I look at the changing relationship between the Swiss 
political system and the outside world regarding digitalisation.

4	 The Digital Transformation of Research and Higher Education Policy  
in Switzerland

4.1	 The Multidimensionality and Arbitrariness of Digitalisation6

The discursive field of digitalisation of HER is characterised by a striking ambigu-
ity and arbitrariness: Even though the term “digitalisation” is ubiquitous, it is not 
defined or explained in any of the documents examined, a finding that is supported 
by other studies of digital education strategies (Selwyn 2013; Förschler 2018; Haase 
and Buus 2020). Thus, the term remains underdetermined in the discursive field, 
which makes it open and connectable to multiple perspectives. Nevertheless, the 
following three divergent conceptions of digitalisation can be identified:

›	 Digitisation as the conversion of analogue into digital signs
›	 Digitalisation as a technology (field)
›	 Digitalisation as social transformation

First of all, digitisation in the literal sense refers to the conversion of analogue into 
digital, that is, discrete, machine-readable characters – a process that began in the 

5	 The comparison of certain word frequencies must be put in relation to the rapidly growing text 
volume of the strategy documents.

6	 All quotations in the following are translated from German by the author (exceptions are indi-
cated).
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military, academic and industrial large-scale computing machines of the 1940s and 
continues to this day (Gugerli and Zetti 2019). The ISS used the attribute “digital” 
only when explicitly talking about “digital content”, certificates or signatures. Oth-
erwise, they addressed technological aspects of the information society under the 
acronym “ICT”, that is, information and communication technologies. The SDS 
strategy documents build upon this understanding, but link and expand it with the 
now ubiquitous concept of “digital data”.

In the documents examined, the latter two conceptions are predominant. 
Digital technologies are understood to mean “new technologies from information 
and communication technology (ICT) as well as more powerful computers and 
network infrastructures that represent the technical basis of digitalisation” (SBFI 
2017, 3). At the same time, the texts increasingly use the term as a synonym for 
technology per se. However, the meaning of digitalisation as a technology (field) only 
becomes apparent in combination with the third understanding, digitalisation as a 
social transformation. The term already indicates a process logic (Grunwald 2019) 
and is aimed at the various – political, economic, technological, organisational and 
other – dimensions of “digital transformation”. The SDS is increasingly based on 
the logic of a progressive process: Digitalisation is characterised as “progressive” or 
“increasing” (SDS 2016, 3) and is closely linked to terms such as “development”, 
“change”, or “transformation”.

4.2	 The Rise of Data and Artificial Intelligence

These shifts in meaning in the discursive field can be empirically traced in the strategy 
documents (cf. Figure 1): The topic area “digitalisation as social transformation” 
increases markedly after 2006. While the term “structural change” appears only 
once in the ISS 2006, it becomes a central principle in the SDS 2016 (“actively 
addressing structural change”). From then on, “structural change” and “digital 
transformation” are no longer just opportunities to be seized; they turn into the 
main focus of political attention.

The pronounced process semantics are accompanied by a relative loss of 
importance of the topic “technology”: Although “ICT” is the central term in the 
strategies on the information society, the acronym loses significance (SDS 2016) and 
later no longer appears at all (SDS 2018). The related topic area of “information, 
communication, media” experiences an even greater decline. Simultaneously, a shift 
can be identified from the “ICT” of the information society to “data and artificial 
intelligence” as well as “infrastructure” of the digital society – two policy fields that 
were still irrelevant in the first two strategy documents have become increasingly  
important in recent years and take on a significant role in the collective future designs 
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articulated in the discursive field.7 Actors in HER policy increasingly recognise the 
constitutive importance of data and algorithms as operational principles in various 
fields. The proclamation of a new “data policy” (BAKOM 2018) thus substantiates 
the representation of Switzerland as a data(fied) society (Schäfer and van Es 2017; 
Houben and Prietl 2018).

However, the use of process semantics is not consistent: Despite the frequent 
use of terms such as “development” or “transformation”, the same documents also 
speak of a “digital society” or “digital world” alongside “digital Switzerland” (SDS 
2016, 17). Although digitalisation is described as dynamic and “progressive”, the 
existence of a pre-existing digitality is also recognised. Accordingly, the documents 
outline a vision of a Switzerland that is already digitally structured on the one 
hand, while on the other hand it is subject to an unfinished, dynamic development 
process, that is, it is always “in the process of becoming digital”. The complex, dia-
lectical relationship between the present and the future points to the emergence of 
knowledge and technologies within established paths, which in turn shape further 

7	 Despite these shifts, the technology-indexing topics in the strategy documents remain constant 
with a cumulative relative share of 3.5-3.8% of all words in the corpus, except for the ISS 2012.

Figure 1	 Development of Technology-Indexing Topics in the Strategy  
Documents 1998–2020
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development. Conversely, future implementations and modes of use also change 
the evaluation of historical events and processes.

Furthermore, the use of the term “digitalisation” is ambiguous and arbitrary 
because different descriptions of society (such as “information society”, “knowledge 
society”, and “digital society”) coexist, with no demarcation in previous or current 
reports. The synchronicity and parallelism of these terms results above all from 
the continuation of the Federal Council’s strategies (Abun-Nasr 2009): Since they 
explicitly refer to previous strategies in their introductions, they therefore produce 
continuity between the various documents.

The Federal Council’s strategy documents, which are aimed at a broad public, 
accordingly imagine the “digital transformation” as a continuous, linear development 
(Godin 2006) which thus becomes to a certain extent predictable and plannable. 
It thereby contributes to reducing the uncertainties associated with digitalisation. 
The strategy documents thus signal continuity precisely through the transformation 
process that has been embarked upon, that is, “stability through change” (Esposito 
2014, 102), and transfer this into a political format with the SDS. The arbitrariness 
of the concept of digitalisation, organised and ordered in this way, not only allows 
the strategies to be connected to other actors in the sense of a boundary-object 
(Star and Griesemer 1989; Star 2010; Tratschin 2021), but also allows uncertainty 
to be dealt with and reduced (Beckert 2016; Meyer 2019). The contingencies and 
uncertainties of the future, which are exemplarily condensed in the multidimensional 
concept of digitalisation, are prospectively extrapolated through political ideas of 
linearity and continuity.

4.3	 The Objectives of “Digital Switzerland”: Maintaining Prosperity and  
Competitiveness through Innovation

The continuity in the political ideas on the future of Switzerland is not only expressed 
in the use of discursive frames; the documents also show significant overlaps in terms 
of content. Such overlaps are prominently evident in the fundamental objectives: The 
use of ICT or digital technologies to maintain Switzerland’s prosperity and competi-
tiveness marks the primary objective of the strategies throughout the period under 
review. The first core objective of the SDS 2016 specifies the positive economic effect 
by directly linking digitalisation with innovation, value creation, economic growth, 
and prosperity (SDS 2016, 7). The other core objective emphasises the relevance 
of digital technologies for the formation of political opinion and participation, the 
transparency and security of digital technologies, and sustainable development (SDS 
2016, 6f.). In this way, the strategy’s objectives establish a coherence in the content 
of the political objectives over a longer period and show consistency in a phase of 
technological, economic and social change.

The topics “prosperity”, “quality of life” and “competition” are extremely con-
stant – at a very low level – in the period studied. Alongside the technological aspects, 
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they form the substantive core of the discourse since they are repeatedly referenced 
in all strategy documents. Conversely, the linking of technological developments 
with HER policy becomes the most important framework for maintaining the 
prosperity of a knowledge-based society or economy: HER face the task of ensuring 
the production, distribution and transmission of new knowledge and technologi-
cal innovations (Jessop 2008). Policy measures to promote and transfer scientific 
and technological innovations into the economic sphere are central elements of the 
strategy to achieve the objectives.

In the strategy documents, the increasing importance of this narrative can be 
seen in the prevalence of the topics “economy” and “science, research and innovation” 
(cf. Figure 2). Although the documents examined show education in general and the 
education and training of skilled workers in particular as a central focus, the topic 
“education” loses relevance after 2012. “Science, research and innovation”, on the 
other hand, are not limited to the thematic field of the same name, but frame and 
permeate various important fields of action (such as “economy”, “infrastructure”, 
“data and artificial intelligence”, etc.). In other words, the documents attributed a 

Figure 2	 Development of Topics “Science, Research & Innovation”, “Economy”, 
and “Education” in the Strategy Documents 1998–2020
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transversal effect to them in the discursive field under investigation. Achieving a high 
quality of life and economic growth in the future through research-based innovation 
has become a central reference point of research and science policy efforts in recent 
decades (Blümel 2016; Rammert et al. 2016). In this way, strategy papers mark the 
cross-field connectivity of the objectives instead of specific political solutions and 
situate them in the desired continuity of the “digital transformation”.

4.4	 Opportunities and Challenges: Positive and Negative Evaluations  
of Digitalisation

For some, the digital revolution is the perfect storm brewing; for others, it is 
the opportunity for the next step in society’s development. (Expertengruppe 
2018, 25)

The framing of digitalisation as a social transformation implies socioeconomic 
change and transformation, which, as contingent events in the future, are inherently 
fraught with uncertainties (Beckert 2016; Meyer 2019). They must therefore be 
made plausible and legitimised in political discourse (Jasanoff 2015). Assessments 
and evaluations of the future of “digital technologies” fulfil an important function 
here: Positive and negative evaluations of technologies coexist, which makes it 
possible to address and process the uncertainty of ideas about the future (Esposito 
2014). Thus, the articulation of negative horizons of possibility, such as expected 
dangers or risks that need to be avoided or minimised, helps direct further develop-
ment towards certain aspects through measures and investments in research funding 
(Beckert 2016, 175).

The strategy papers fundamentally frame the “digital transformation” as an 
“opportunity” to preserve or increase prosperity. By initially emphasising primarily 
the positive aspects of digitalisation, the documents signal continuity or even opti-
misation of the current socioeconomic situation. The frequent use of “opportunities” 
and “potentials” arising from digitalisation marks a “rhetoric of potentiality” (Dickel 
and Schrape 2015; Hänzi 2015) which largely dispenses with fixed, contoured ideas 
of the future; rather, it operates by opening up spaces of opportunities in which 
“digital technologies” can release their “potentials” beyond the horizon of existing 
knowledge and given sociotechnical conditions.

However, since transformations are contingent, open-ended processes, a 
reduction in prosperity is also possible. This is addressed indirectly, as an implicit 
negative horizon, if the “opportunities [...] of ongoing digitalisation” are not seized. 
The strategies therefore not only emphasise the “opportunities” and “potentials”, but 
also focus on possible “risks” and “dangers” of digitalisation, especially in connection 
with security in “cyberspace”. Simultaneously, an increased reference to issues of 
digital inequality, which must be prevented, and data protection can be observed.
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Overall, positive and negative assessments of digitalisation appear synchronously in the 
discursive field: The discussion of opportunities, possibilities and potentials is often 
followed by descriptions of possible challenges, difficulties and dangers.8 Viewed in 
aggregate, the topics of “opportunities, possibilities” and “challenges, risks” develop in 
parallel to each other in the strategy documents (with the exception of ISS 2012), that 
is, there are almost equal numbers of terms with positive and negative connotations 
in each case (cf. Figure 3).9 The “rhetoric of potentiality” is thus linked to the risk 
discourse of the digital transformation of society, the economy and science.

The SDS not only identifies positive and negative evaluations of the com-
ing digital future, but also formulates a vision for solving the looming challenges: 
In order to cope with socioeconomic “structural change”, characteristics induced 
by digitalisation such as “transversality”, “interdisciplinarity” or “networking” are 
brought into line with those “assets” assumed to be characteristic of Switzerland 
such as “multiculturalism, willingness to engage in dialogue and consensus, and 
direct democratic processes characterised by pragmatism” (SDS 2016, 5). The 
strategies update the fundamentals of the Swiss understanding of the state against 

8	 The antagonistic logic of “opportunities” and “risks” of digital technologies is a recurring element 
in the documents studied.

9	 For the entire corpus, however, the code “challenges” predominates by a factor of 1.3.

Figure 3	 Development of the Topics “Challenges, Risks” and “Opportunities, 
Possibilities” in the Strategy Documents 1998–2020
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the backdrop of the rhetoric of a network(ed) society (Castells 2010). This suggests 
a certain continuity between current and future values that are necessary for the 
digital transformation. However, how these can be reconciled is not made explicit. 
Moreover, a techno-deterministic reading of digitalisation, which is also present 
in the documents, suggests that the digital transformation offers precisely no time 
for lengthy democratic negotiation processes. By linking them, on the other hand, 
the policies signal a balance between positive and negative framings, which in turn 
offers inclusion to heterogeneous stakeholders.

4.5	 Digital Switzerland Goes International

Switzerland is ranked 8th in the world in digitalisation. (Former Federal 
Councillor Doris Leuthard, Digital Switzerland Conference, 20.11.2017)

Finally, the strategy documents are characterised by a changed relationship between 
the self-referencing of the Swiss political system and political relations with the outside 
world such as other states or international organisations. While the strategies on the 
information society in 1998 and 2006 primarily addressed the political actors in 
Switzerland, the number of international references increased markedly after 2012. 

Figure 4	 Development of the Topics “Relationship between Switzerland  
and the World” and “Confederation, Cantons, Administration” in 
the Strategy Documents 1998–2020
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The analysis of the topics “Relationship between Switzerland and the world” and 
“Confederation, cantons, administration” makes this clear: While the prevalence 
of both topic areas initially increases, the frequency of domestic references (“Con-
federation, cantons, administration”) decreases sharply, while references to external 
actors such as other states, the European Union or international organisations 
increase significantly (see Figure 4).

This applies distinctly to HER: Diagnoses of the current state of the Swiss 
HER system in international comparison are combined with an analysis of the op-
portunities and challenges of digitalisation. The reports examine the current state 
and compare it with other nation states or the European Union. The comparisons 
are made on the basis of specific metrics, rankings and bibliometric procedures 
such as the frequencies and impact of publications, citations or patents (SBFI 2017; 
IDAG KI 2019, 42 ff.).

The conclusions drawn from this are usually as follows: Switzerland, or rather 
its HER system, is very well to excellently positioned, enjoys international recogni-
tion and is, at least in certain areas, a global leader in research (Economiesuisse and 
W.I.R.E. 2017; Federal Council 2016; ICTswitzerland & Economiesuisse 2011; 
SBFI 2017; SECO 2017a). Although problems and weaknesses are also addressed 
(such as the lack of equal opportunities, the low STEM quota in general and the low 
proportion of women in technical courses in particular), there is continuous self-
assurance about Switzerland’s “top position”. The goal of maintaining “Switzerland 
as a top international location for research and innovation” becomes the central core 
postulate of HER policy efforts from 2012 onwards.

In contrast, the challenges of the “digital transformation” are kept open and 
general. The actors in the discursive field imagine innovation as well as knowledge 
and technology transfer as central instruments to counter the supposed “backslid-
ing” of the research and development performance of Swiss universities, colleges, 
and companies in international comparison. The scenario of an imminent loss of 
the global “top position” forms the negative horizon against which “rapid” and 
“coordinated” action must be taken (SBFI 2017, 41 ff.). Although it is recognised, 
for example, that the two Federal Institutes of Technology (ETH Zurich and EPFL), 
compared to their size, have particularly numerous and influential publications in 
the research areas that are framed as central to digitalisation (i. e., computer sciences 
and engineering), the absolute number of professorships alone justifies additional 
financial resources in the millions for the two technical universities in an interna-
tional comparison (“lack of capacity”).

The increasing orientation towards international references is not induced by 
the political discourse on digital transformation alone: In the university field, rankings 
integrate universities into a global field that creates specific hierarchies and visibility 
(Heintz 2008; Sauder and Espeland 2009). Following this institutional logic, actors 
in HER policy need to legitimise their activities and funding initiatives by referring 
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to similar programmes in other HER systems (primarily countries in the European 
Union, North America and East Asia; e. g., SNSF 2015, 2018; SBFI 2017; Experten-
gruppe 2018; IDAG KI 2019). Mutual observation thus promotes the coordination 
of distributed activities across different HER systems (Parreira do Amaral 2018). 
As a result, the application of similar strategies and measures helps to structure and 
stabilise the further development of emerging fields of knowledge across nation-state 
and field boundaries (Zapp and Ramirez 2019; Zapp et al. 2021).

The analysis illustrates the extent to which the examined HER policy meas-
ures and the discursive means transform the goals and content of the strategies into 
HER policy concepts. Competences, innovation, adaptation and internationality 
translate the contingencies of digitalisation into processable variables that are con-
nectable for the actors of HER policy. In the documents analysed, so-called “future 
technologies”, such as data sciences, artificial intelligence and robotics, are framed 
as new fields of knowledge not only for dealing with social problems with the help 
of “digital technologies” but also for keeping up in the international competition 
for locations. However, the instrumentalist conceptions of digital technologies and 
a one-sided, technology-deterministic approach to progress tend to ignore many 
social, political and organisational aspects. The orientation towards technical and 
economic rationalities, on the other hand, is not new, but rather represents a central, 
historical guideline of Swiss HER policy since the second half of the 20th century 
(Gugerli et al. 2005; Honegger et al. 2007). In this respect, the discourse on HER 
policy remains oriented towards stability and continuity despite the changing terms 
and the all-transforming rhetoric of digitalisation.

5	 Discussion

This paper has examined how digitalisation strategies and measures operate and how 
HER is framed in this discursive field. The analysis shows that actors in HER policy 
use open, ambiguous terms to characterise digitalisation, creating a polyphony of the 
subject matter: Despite a pronounced rhetoric of process and transformation, the 
documents studied show a surprising continuity and stability in the discursive field of 
digital transformation. For example, the strategies all share and refer to established, 
long-term political goals such as increasing the prosperity and competitiveness of 
science and the economy. This is all the more remarkable given that, during the same 
period, the Swiss higher education field underwent profound institutional changes 
(Lepori and Fumasoli 2010), including processes of tertiarisation, internationalisa-
tion and the reform of study structures. The “digital transformation” is imagined 
as a continuous, linear development (Godin 2006), which thus becomes to some 
extent predictable and plannable. By building on this discursive strategy, the docu-
ments aim not only to reduce uncertainty about a world perceived as increasingly 
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complex (Beckert 2016; Meyer 2019) but also to build political consensus in the 
discursive field of HER policy.

In the discursive field under investigation, HER are imagined both as driving 
and as driven by digitalisation, in that they permanently produce innovations. At 
the same time, however, they must always process and adapt the innovations of other 
fields. Various HER policy activities are taken as measures to promote innovation and 
are accordingly geared towards crossing field boundaries and, in particular, linking 
the fields of HER more closely with the economic field. The interpretative openness, 
ambiguity and polyphony of central terms such as “digitalisation”, “competences” 
or “innovation” is not so much a weakness of the discourse as it is a structural and 
connecting element, and thus a strategic one: They allow actors from different fields 
to refer to them strategically in order to establish transversal collaborations. The 
discursive framing as opportunities and challenges unites divergent evaluations of 
digital technologies, formulating offers of inclusion for a broad audience. The staging 
of a collaborative process also involves actors beyond the directly involved political, 
technical-scientific, and economic stakeholders. In this respect, the ambiguity and 
polyphony of such discursive practices contribute to the coordination of actors 
beyond the HER policy field, resulting in power effects in the discursive field since 
they allow actors in other fields to coordinate their respective digitalisation strategies 
with the core objectives. This, in turn, stabilises the whole network around “Digital 
Switzerland” and strengthens the political coalition about the future development 
of HER (see Förschler 2018 for the German case).

The promotion of so-called “future technologies”, such as the data sciences, 
artificial intelligence and robotics, is a central element of the new “data policy”: 
These technologies are framed as fundamental “basic sciences” for addressing the 
challenges and problems of the future in a data-driven way. They are considered 
central factors for “competitiveness”, not only of HER, but also of the economy and 
the nation-state as a whole (Jessop 2008). In this respect, the strategies of federal 
policy makers contribute to the stabilisation of such fields of knowledge, which in 
turn create incentives for other actors, especially economic and academic actors, 
to also become active in these areas. The statements, measures and investments of 
actors in HER policy thus have foundational effects in the spaces between the fields 
of politics, science and economics in which such arrangements emerge and develop 
(Eyal 2013b; Saner 2022).

This also manifests the close alignment with the narrative of international 
competitiveness, which integrates HER into economic policy interests, if not equat-
ing them. It points to the historical continuity of techno-economic rationalities in 
Swiss HER policy since the second half of the 20th century. By using polyphonic, 
ambiguous terminology and a ubiquitous rhetoric of transformation, the discourse 
thus shows an only supposedly contradictory orientation towards stability and con-
tinuity. In this respect, the discursive logic of process signals stability and continuity 
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precisely through the transformation process that has been embarked upon, in which 
everything remains the same because it changes (Esposito 2014; Brunsson 2017). 
Because digitalisation is constructed as a plannable and predictable political object, 
it remains a tamed transformation arranged under Helvetic conditions.
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