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MAS in Development and
Cooperation
Since 1970, the ETH Zurich NADEL
Center for Development and Cooperation has taught a postgraduate program
in development and cooperation. The
Master of Advanced Studies (MAS) in
Development and Cooperation, prior
to 2005 known as the Nachdiplomstudium (NDS), offers students who already have a Master’s degree a multi-disciplinary environment in which they
can acquire an understanding of local
and global development challenges, as

well as the tools and methods needed
to identify innovative solutions to address these challenges. The program
combines coursework at ETHZ with
on-the-job training at an international
organization, providing students with
the theoretical background and practical experience necessary to successfully
pursue a career devoted to more inclusive and sustainable societies.

veloped a tracer study in order to
understand which students join the
MAS program, their evaluation of
the program, and how the program
contributs to their professional career development. The survey was
sent to 206 individuals who started
the MAS between 1994 and 2012.
In total, 134 alumni responded to
the questionnaire. Figure 1 summarizes the response rate according to
MAS alumni survey with
alumni class, with notably higher
134 respondends
response rates for the most recent
In September 2015, NADEL de- graduates.
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Figure1: Response rate by alumni class
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Figure 2: Universities attended by NADEL students
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Figure 3: Academic background of students (Master equivalent degrees)
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On average students have two years of work
experience before joining the MAS
Over the years, the gender balance in the MAS
program has varied only slightly. Each class was
around 40% male and 60% female. For the typical
student, the time between completion of university studies and matriculation in the MAS program
was two years. This figure has not changed over
the years, however, nowadays, university studies
are completed in fewer years, so students are able
to begin the program at a younger age. The average
age of recent MAS students is around 29 years old.
The year before joining the MAS program, 65% of
the respondents were already working, 20% were
interns, and 12% were students. Hence, most
MAS students come into the program with some
prior work experience and, as a result, can contribute to stimulating discussions with their classmates
and lecturers.
Students are from a wide variety of academic
backgrounds
The majority of the universities attended for Master’s studies before the MAS in Development and
Cooperation were located in Switzerland (77%),
16% were in Germany, and the remainder of
the universities were in other countries (7%). As
seen in Figure 2, MAS students studied at all of
the major universities in Switzerland. Figure 3
shows the academic backgrounds, at the Master’s
level, of the students who completed the MAS in
Development and Cooperation. The figure clearly highlights one of the unique features of the
program – its accessibility to individuals from all
fields of study and the diverse backgrounds of its
participants.
Students join the MAS in Development and
Cooperation for various reasons
From a list of 10 reasons why one might attend
the MAS, alumni were asked to rank the most
important factors influencing their decision to
participate in the MAS program. For 80% of the
respondents, the most important reasons for joining the program were the reputation of ETHZ,
better international job prospects, and a change in
career. Alumni primarily learned about the MAS
program from former participants or Cinfo.

Overall how relevant to your professional activities would you rate the contents of the courses?

The NADEL postgraduate program has three components: a study semester, on-the-job training, and a
final semester.

Overall how interesting would you rate the contents of the courses?
Overall how would you rate the didactics (teaching methods) of the courses?
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Figure 4: Evaluation of study semester courses
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Study semester
During the study semester students obtain a solid understanding of important historical, socioeconomic, political, and environmental development processes. They also learn about global
challenges, as well as about technologies and policies to address these challenges. The courses are
taught in a combined lecture and workshop format that allows for extensive discussion between
classmates and lecturers. The alumni were asked
to rank, on a scale of 1 to 4, how relevant the
contents of the curriculum were with respect to
their professional activities, how interesting the
contents of the courses they attended during the
study semester were, and finally, how they evaluated the didactics of the courses. Their responses
are summarized in Figure 4.
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Figure 5: How alumni rate their on-the-job training experience
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Figure 6: Evaluation of final semester courses
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On-the-job training
During the on-the-job training, students travel
abroad and work with multilateral, bilateral, or
non-governmental agencies that are engaged in
international development and cooperation. This
job assignment lasts between 8–10 months and is
designed to immerse students in a complex and
intercultural working environment where they use
the theories they learned during the study semester
to approach the realities on the ground. The overseas on-the-job training is a unique feature of the
MAS program, significantly contributing to each
student’s personal and professional experience, as
shown in Figure 5.
Final semester
When students return to Switzerland after the
on-the-job training, they complete the program
with a final semester in which they deepen their
knowledge of methods and policies. During this
semester, students attend courses on methods to
identify innovative solutions and on policy implementation strategies that improve the livelihoods of the poor. The 3–5 day block courses
are jointly taught by ETH lecturers and practitioners in order to link cutting-edge research

NADEL course „Training für Moderatorinnen und Moderatoren“, June 2016

with policy making and practice. The
students are given the option of taking
the block courses on either a full-time
or part-time basis, but must complete
the MAS program within two years after they return from their on-the-job
training.
Alumni were asked, on a scale of 1 to
4, to rank how relevant the contents
of the final semester curriculum were
with respect to their professional activities, how interesting the contents of
the courses were, and again, how they
would evaluate the didactics of the
courses. Results are shown in Figure 6.
When comparing Figure 6 (evaluation
of final semester) with Figure 4 (evaluation of study semester), it is evident
that the alumni found the final semester courses to be more relevant to their
professional careers than the study semester courses. This is to be expected
given that the final semester is more
applied, has a more direct link to professional development cooperation
work, and follows the students’ field
experience, which they can directly
draw from during classes. That said,
the first study semester is an essential
element of the program as it provides
the students, who are from diverse academic backgrounds, with the foundations of development processes.

Recommendations to improve and
should take place before the on-theenhance the MAS
job training.
48% of the alumni rank their MAS •On-the-job training recommendations:
experience as “excellent”, 50% rank
improve organisation of the on-the-job
the experience as “good”, and 2%
training selection process, clearer Terms
give the experience a “neutral”
of References (TORs), stronger supranking. When asked to recomport from NADEL and the back-ofmend improvements to the MAS
fice organisation during the project
program, only 30% of alumni had
assignment, more career guidance and
suggestions for improvements, with
coaching for job entry.
most comments on the following •Recommended international divermain issues:
sification: more lessons in English,
•Course program recommendations:
stronger focus on multilateral demore courses on approaches and
velopment organizations, internamethodologies, study semester should
tionalize student body, diversify
include electives, both semesters
teaching staff.

Margaux Tharin (MAS 2014–2016), Project “Promoting Sustainable Agriculture In
Eastern Khatlon“ Caritas Tajikistan
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Fig.7

Figure 7: Time needed to find a job after completion of the MAS program
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Figure 8: Relation between contents & activities of the MAS and
first employment after MAS
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Fast transition to the labour market
Figure 7 indicates that NADEL’s postgraduate program enhances students’ opportunities
on the job market, with 70% of the respondents reporting that they found a job within 3
months of completing the MAS. A large majority (77%) of the alumni report that the MAS
program’s contents and activities were either
“related” or “highly related” to their first employment after NADEL (see Figure 8). Overall,
92% of the alumni reported that the NADEL
program facilitated their career development.
Where do MAS students find employment?
Alumni were asked to describe their first, second,
third, and fourth employments after NADEL
by sector. Graduates can be found in all sectors,
including NGOs, bilateral development organizations, other parts of the public sector, international development organizations, foundations, universities, and the private sector.
As shown in Figure 9, most MAS graduates
work for NGOs, followed by bilateral development organizations. Approximately 10% of
the alumni responding to the survey work in
international organizations and 18% in private
organizations, many of which are also linked
to development. Table 1 lists the organizations
that MAS alumni (1994–2012) have been or
are currently employed in.
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Figure 9: Employment sectors of NADEL alumni
(n=number of responses)
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On-the-job training in the project “Social assessment for the
Rehabilitation of Public Schools in Sindhupalchok” (Nepal)
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SECTOR

ORGANIZATIONS

Bilateral development
organization

SDC, SECO, GIZ, KfW.

Foundation

Foundation World Without Mines, Jacobs Foundation, International
Breast Cancer Study Group (IBCSG), Max Havelaar-Stiftung, sahee
foundation, SwissTPH.

International development organization

EFTA, European Commission, Inter-American Development Bank
(IADB), International Organization for Migration (IOM), Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), Permanent
mission of Switzerland to WTO, UN Women, UNICEF, United Nations
Development Program (UNDP), World Food Program.

NGO

ACTED, AGRIDEA, Alliance Sud, Biovision, cfd: Christlicher Friedensdienst, Caritas, CO-OPERAID, Fastenopfer, Greenpeace, Helvetas
Swiss Intercooperation, HEKS, IAMANEH Schweiz, INTERTEAM,
Plan International Schweiz, Solidar Suisse, SWISSAID, Swisscontact, Terre des hommes, Swiss Refugee Council, swisspeace, Steps
for Peace, Ref. Kirchen Bern-Jua-Solothurn, Welthungerhilfe.

Private sector

Agentur Umsicht, ANPI S.A.C., bio.inspecta AG, Blue Orchard,
Choba Choba, Coop Switzerland, Elektrizitätswerk der Stadt Zürich,
ELITE Simulation Solutions, Ernst Basler + Partner, Federation of
German Industries (BDI), GEOTEST AG, GFA, Hunziker Betatech AG,
Planco Consulting, responsAbility Investments AG, Triodos bank,
UBS AG, self-employed (consultant, lawyer, mediator).

Other public sector

Cantons, Federal Office for the Environment (FOEN), Ministry of
Social Development (Chile), Swiss Embassy in Peru, Swiss Federal
Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA), various universities and
research centers.
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On-the-job training in the project “Regional Peer
Exchange on Disaster Risk Reduction“ (Myanmar)
1 “Roles and Responsibilities during Disaster”
being explained
2 A member of the Village Disaster Management
Committee (VDMC) pointing out the consequences of the last landslide
3 Discussion in a small group on coping strategies

The NADEL network
Through the MAS program, students
develop strong personal friendships
and a unique professional network.
When asked how many MAS students
they personally know, 48% of the respondents said that they know 1 to 25
students personally (which is equivalent to one MAS cohort), 49% of the
respondents know 26 to 50 students,
and 3% personally know 51 to 75 students. When asked how many students
they are in personal contact with on
a regular basis (e.g., at least twice per
year), 77% responded that they are in
contact with 1–10 alumni, 16% are in
contact with 11–20 alumni, and 1% are
in contact with 21–30 alumni. To the
question: “Would you be interested in
joining a NADEL alumni network?”
52% responded “yes”, 41% responded

Table 1: Employment of MAS alumni

“maybe”, and 7% would not be interested in joining an alumni network. In
combination, these results indicate that
an informal NADEL alumni network
already exists at a small scale, but could
be formalized and extended. In 2015,
a NADEL ETH alumni network was
established.
Moving forward
Along with ongoing student course
evaluations, NADEL will use the results
of this tracer study to further develop its
MAS program, to improve its student
recruitment process, and to facilitate
students’ career opportunities. Some
changes have already been made for the
new cohort 2016–2018. In 2016, NADEL conducted a similar tracer study
among its CAS (Certificate of Advanced
Studies) alumni.
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