
Background

Both citizen science and participatory research rely on motivated citizens who voluntarily take part in scientific research 
projects. However, citizens’ motivation has so far only been studied among those already participating in projects. Thus, these 
studies neither provide information about the general population’s attitude towards participatory research, nor about the con-
ditions that would be required to elicit their participation. Our study aims to close this gap for the Swiss population.

Methods 

In our study, the statistical population consisted of residents in Switzerland, aged 18 years and up. We conducted 1,394 inter-
views either online or, for households without internet access, through survey letters. Our interviewees were from all language 
regions in Switzerland. This survey took place between 2 October 2020 and 20 December 2020. We evaluated our results accord-
ing to age groups, gender, language region, and educational background. 

Key Findings

Participatory research is not well known.

8% of our respondents are familiar with the term “citizen science” and 15% with the term “participatory research”.

Only a few respondents have previously taken part in a participatory research project.

5% have previously been involved in a participatory research project, mainly at universities or universities of applied science.

However, we see great potential.

48% of our respondents can envision taking part in a participatory research project. The majority (83%) would invest at least a 
few hours a month. People who reported being interested were mainly younger people, people with higher education, or people 
with a keen interest in scientific topics.

Social and environmental questions are among the most popular ones.

The most popular topics were society and social issues (55%), environment/animals (49%), technology/(natural) science (48%),  
medicine/health (44%), and art/culture (21%).

Respondents from all over Switzerland are interested.

People from German-speaking Switzerland were found to be more likely to participate in a project (50%) than people from the 
French-speaking area (42%) or from the Italian-speaking area (36%). We did not find a major urban–rural divide.
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Ich würde gern 
mal mitforschen.

Sono particolarmente 
interessato all`analisi.

Eu vuless gugent parte- 
cipar a la retschercha.

I’d like to develop  
a research question.

Je m’intéresse  
à la recherche.

“For us, participatory research means that citizens can 
take part in the research process at eye level with scien-
tists. Participants should be free to choose if, how, and to 
what level of intensity they would like to get involved.” 

Research Team Participatory Research Switzerland

Research Questions

• What is the current state of Swiss citizens’ motivation 
and willingness to actively take part in participatory 
research?

• Under which conditions would people be prepared to 
volunteer their time and energy for participatory  
research projects?
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What prevents respondents from getting involved in partic-
ipatory research?

Reading example: Of all respondents who would not be will-
ing to participate, 40% indicated that they felt they lacked 
the required knowledge.

Obstacles
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Interest in research phases

What kind of activity would interested respondents like to 
do, or what phase would they wish to participate in?
 
Reading example: of all respondents who indicated interest 
in participation, 50% would like to collect and classify data.

Of all respondents interested in participatory research, 
what are the differences with regard to education, age, and 
gender? 

Reading example: Among our respondents, young people, 
males, and people with higher education qualifications (e.g. 
university) are more likely to contribute to participatory 
research.

Socio-demographic differences

What attitudes do respondents have towards participatory 
research?

Reading example: 22% of all respondents strongly agreed 
with the following statement: “I think participatory research 
is very meaningful.”
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Attitudes

Overall, there is high potential 
for stronger involvement in 

participatory research 
in Switzerland.

There are differences 
regarding age and 

educational 
background.

www.fhnw.ch

Outlook
The findings of our study indicate a high potential of 
citizens interested in participatory research.

For the future, we need to:
• directly address the specific target groups for 

projects.
• clearly present the different subtasks and activities 

within a project to the people interested.
• increase visibility of participatory projects to the 

general public.

As target groups for participa-
tory research are diverse, 
these groups should be 

addressed directly and for 
specific projects.

Contact      
FHNW University of Applied Sciences and Arts 
Northwestern Switzerland
School of Social Work 
Institute for Integration and Participation 
Riggenbachstrasse 16, CH-4600 Olten
Dr. Alexander Seifert, alexander.seifert@fhnw.ch
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