2020 Annual Report
of the Swiss Lung Association Research Fund

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Research Fund in numbers

for nine years now, the Swiss Lung Association has successfully
managed its fund to promote research in the field of lung health
and diseases. Its particular emphasis is on the provision of grants
to young researchers.

In 2020, a total of 21 research teams submitted applications
for grants totalling CHF 2.3 million.

Association Research Fund. This enabled
us to fund another seven innovative projects in 2020 and to present our Research
Award to a young researcher.
More details of the activities of the
Research Fund are provided on the following pages of this Annual Report.
An article by the Vice President of the
Research Committee, Prof. Dr. med. JohnDavid Aubert, provides an exciting look
behind the scenes of everyday clinical
and research life during the COVID-19
pandemic.
For this reason, the Swiss Lung Association
works closely with the cantonal Lung
Associations and the Swiss Societies for
Pneumology and Paediatric Pneumology
(SGP and SGPP).
The high quality of the funded projects
is guaranteed by a high-calibre Research
Committee. This year we would like to
extend a special thank you to the members of the Research Committee who,
despite a very heavy workload due to
the pandemic, nevertheless managed to
supply their expertise to the Swiss Lung

And now, enjoy your read!

Of these, 17 teams applied for the open
procedure (Type 1). The total Type 1
funding this year again amounted to
CHF 500,000.

In the topic-specific procedure (Type 2),
four research teams competed for
funding. The total funding amounted
to CHF 125,000. As in the previous year,
the main theme was «Projects for
Lung Health».

Projects supported in 2020
Effects of low oxygen levels in the air on people with COPD
2020-01, Dr. med. Mona Lichtblau, University Hospital Zurich, CHF 50,040
The role of microorganisms in asthma with obesity
2020-04, Dr. Niki Ubags, Lausanne University Hospital, CHF 145,500
How much do even low levels of air pollution damage the lungs of children in Switzerland?
2020-09, Dr. med. Jakob Usemann, Children’s Hospital Zurich – Eleonorenstiftung,
CHF 60,000
A simpler method of diagnosing diaphragmatic dysfunction
2020-10, Dr. med. Georgia Mitropoulou, Lausanne University Hospital, CHF 60,595
Drug tolerance in chronic respiratory infections
2020-13, Dr. med. Lucas Boeck, University Hospital Basel, CHF 87,962
Altitude-induced breathing, sleep and cognitive impairments in healthy individuals
2020-16, Dr. Michael Furian, University Hospital Zurich, CHF 95,154
Efficacy of ready4life – less addictive behaviour thanks to a smartphone coaching app?
2020-18, PD Dr. Severin Haug, University of Zurich, CHF 125,000 (Type 2)

Thomas Burgener, Lawyer
President of the Swiss Lung Association

www.lungenliga.ch/projects
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Spotlight on a new project
PD Dr. Severin Haug, University of Zurich; Sarah Eichele-Eschmann, Lung Association of both Basels

Efficacy of ready4life – less addictive behaviour
thanks to a smartphone coaching app?
Adolescence is a time of great change –
not only in physiological terms, but also
psychologically. Social contacts change,
too. It is a time when young people are
more willing to take risks and are more
susceptible to substance abuse.
Addictive behaviour such as smoking,
alcohol and cannabis consumption is
widespread among adolescents and
young adults. Some 28 percent of
people between the ages of 20 and 25
smoke cigarettes regularly, according
to Addiction Monitoring in Switzerland,
while 38 percent of people in this age
group consume alcohol excessively at
least once a month. Effective tools to
reduce young people’s susceptibility to
addiction are important, and these must
already be implemented during the
adolescent phase (16- to 19-year-olds).
ready4life is a digital coaching programme from the Lung Association to
strengthen life skills in general, but with
a particular emphasis on preventing addiction. It is specifically aimed at young
people doing apprenticeships, as they are
particularly vulnerable to developing
risky substance use compared to young
people with a higher level of education.
ready4life is a smartphone app that is
based on motivation and behavioural
change. The programme has so far been
carried out with more than 15,000
young people in Switzerland and subsequently evaluated. Depending on their
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risk and resource profile, participants can
choose two of the six programme modules
available – stress, social skills, internet use,
tobacco, cannabis and alcohol. They then
receive four months of coaching through
a chatbot, a text-based dialogue system.
The programme evaluation revealed a
good level of acceptance and a promising
degree of effectiveness. However, this has
not yet been investigated in a controlled
study.
The proposed study will seek to gauge the
effectiveness of ready4life for the prevention of addiction among vocational college
students in Switzerland. The participants
in the intervention group will take part in
the chatbot-based coaching programme,
while the young people in the control
group will be invited to take part in a survey only. The cantonal Lung Associations
are going to recruit a total of 1,318 participants at vocational colleges for the study.
An evaluation focusing on the addictive
behaviour of the participants is conducted
after six months, i.e. two months after the
end of the programme.
The study seeks to discover whether
the smartphone-based intervention programme helps to reduce addictive behaviour in adolescents or to prevent the
development of an addiction. The results
will help to identify different subgroups
of students and differences in addictive
behaviour. This in turn can contribute to
improving the ready4life programme.

Projects completed in 2020

Terminated prematurely: Non-invasive measurement of cerebral blood flow
to lower the CPAP pressure
2014–22, Prof. Dr. med. Ramin Khatami, Klinik Barmelweid, CHF 74,700
Effects of chronic cigarette smoke exposure and lung infections on microbial flora
and emphysema in mice
2015-12, Prof. Dr. Charaf Benarafa, University of Bern, CHF 98,100
New therapeutic strategies for the treatment of allergic asthma
2017-07, PD Dr. Alexander Eggel, University of Bern, CHF 130,000
(this project was financially supported by the Uniscientia Foundation)
Fluctuation dynamics of biomarkers to predict exacerbations in asthma
2017-14, Prof. Dr. med. Urs Frey, University Children’s Hospital Basel, CHF 117,000
www.lungenliga.ch/projects

Thank you
The Swiss Lung Association would like to thank all individuals, the foundations
working in the background and the cantonal Lung Associations, who have so generously supported the Swiss Lung Association Research Fund with their donations.
The Swiss Lung Association is particularly grateful to the following institutions that
provide funding for specific projects:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Evi Diethelm-Winteler Foundation
Georg and Bertha Schwyzer-Winiker Foundation
Irène and Max Gsell Foundation
MBV AG Microbiology and Bioanalytics
Parrotia Foundation
Lindenhof Foundation Bern, Teaching and Research Fund
SWF Foundation for Scientific Research
Uniscientia Foundation
Uranus Foundation
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Lung Association Research Award 2020

Each year, the Lung Association presents an
award for the best publication by a young
researcher in the field of respiratory research and lung health. This award is worth
CHF 10,000 and recognises outstanding,
completed research projects by researchers
who are at the beginning of their careers.
In 2020, the award went to Dr. med. Sabina
Guler from the Inselspital in Bern for her
publication in the «European Respiratory
Journal» entitled «Functional aging in
fibrotic interstitial lung disease: the impact
of frailty on adverse health outcomes.»

Dr. med. Sabina Guler about
her study on frailty
«Interstitial lung disease is
caused by damage to the
cells surrounding the alveoli.
This leads to large-scale
inflammation and fibrotic
scarring in the lungs.
Interstitial lung disease
and pulmonary fibrosis
have a very dramatic
impact on the lives of
those affected.

Since pulmonary fibrosis occurs more
frequently in old age, many patients have
age-associated limitations (‹frailty›) that
additionally threaten their quality of life.
‹Frailty› is defined as an accumulation of
age- and health-related deficits, taking
the body, the psyche and also the social
circumstances into account.
The study examined 540 patients with
pulmonary fibrosis and found an accelerated ageing process (‹frailty›) in those
affected.
It is not so much chronological or
biological age (telomere length), but
functional age (‹frailty›) that determines
reduced quality of life, frequent hospital
stays and the early death
of those affected.
The ageing population
of patients with chronic lung diseases is
a growing challenge
that we should
address in an interdisciplinary and
interprofessional
way.»

Dr. med. Sabina Guler, winner of the Lung Association Research Prize 2020, with Fabian Putzing and Jenny Herzog
from the Research Fund of the Swiss Lung Association

«I would like to express my sincere
thanks to the Swiss Lung Association
and the Research Committee for the
Research Award 2020 that has been
presented to me.
I am also very grateful to the over 500
Canadians with pulmonary fibrosis who
took part in the frailty study and, of
course, to my mentors in Canada and
Switzerland.»
Sabina Guler

Usually, the award ceremony takes place
during the annual congress of the Swiss
Society of Pneumology. It was cancelled
in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
We are therefore all the more pleased that
we nevertheless had the opportunity to
hold a retrospective award ceremony for
Sabina Guler on a smaller scale at the
offices of the Swiss Lung Association.
Apart from the ceremony, the staff of
the Swiss Lung Association were able to
attend a lecture on her award-winning
research, and talk to the researcher about
the research results and their significance
for sufferers.

www.lungenliga.ch/award
6

7

On the benefits and difficulties of research
in times of pandemic
Research on SARS-CoV-2, on the other
hand, was pursued very intensively – the
media reported on it daily. But not every
researcher can and must specialise in
COVID-19. Ten (!) new publications on
the topic every day show how competitive this field of research already is.
Like other institutions that support research, the Research Committee of the
Swiss Lung Association has taken measures to ensure that researchers who have
received funding can adapt their schedules to the exceptional circumstances.
The pandemic we have found ourselves
in for over a year is challenging to us all.
There are scarcely any professional or
leisure activities that have not been
profoundly affected or even completely
suspended.
Research in the field of respiratory diseases was not spared from these turbulent
developments either: clinical researchers
were asked to focus exclusively on patient
care, while laboratory staff were encouraged to fill bottles with alcohol solutions.
There was also no longer any justification
for inviting potentially vulnerable patients
to a hospital to take part in a clinical
research protocol – assuming that would
have been allowed in the first place. Researchers who rely on laboratory animals
had to give up most of their mice because
they were asked by the hospitals and
universities to work from home.
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The pandemic does not eliminate other
health problems such as cancer, asthma
and emphysema from our daily lives. The
Research Committee of the Swiss Lung
Association is convinced that efforts must
be continued in these areas, too – so that
when this pandemic is behind us, the
Swiss research landscape won’t resemble
a parched desert but rather a promising
area of fertile soil.
Prof. Dr. med. John-David Aubert
Senior Physician at Lausanne University
Hospital (CHUV), Vice-President
of the Research Committee

Behind the scenes

The Research Fund
in the COVID-year
For the Research Fund, too, things were
very different in 2020 from previous
years. During the lockdown in the first
half of the year, all management activities
were performed from home for several
months. All committee meetings, even
the big annual meeting to award the
new grants, took place virtually.
I am proud that the running of the Fund
was able to continue smoothly despite
the extraordinary circumstances and
measures. It was no problem to supervise
the ongoing projects and, as every year,
new studies were accepted by the Fund.

Project administration
via the research platform
Having processed project applications via
our new research platform for the first
time in 2019, we were also able to manage
the funded projects via this platform for
the first time in 2020, as planned, once it
had been successfully implemented.
This central project management helps us
to keep the entire process from application
to completion even simpler and more
clearly structured.

Jenny Herzog, Head of Research Secretariat

Despite the successful day-to-day
business in the Research Fund, we are
noticing the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on research activities. Due
to the lockdown, certain studies had to
be put on hold, some at short notice.
Depending on the study, even the
preparatory work for the trials and
tests (generating cell lines, etc.) had
to be restarted after the lockdown.
As a result, a number of different
projects, especially those that were
in the data generation phase in 2020,
suffered delays of several months,
and we will be managing more projects in parallel in the near future than
is usually the case.
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Annual financial statement

Services
Annually recurring payments
Overheads
Secretariat
Committee member fees
Other

Members of the Research Committee

Totals 2020

Budget 2020

642,159

775,940

99,703
73,123
21,046
5,534

133,440
93,440
20,000
20,000

A high-calibre Research Committee comprising renowned
lung specialists and other professionals from Switzerland
decides on the allocation of grants from the Research Fund.
President
Prof. Dr. med. Constance Barazzone-Argiroffo
Head of Paediatric Pneumology, Geneva University Hospitals (HUG)
Vice-President
Prof. Dr. med. John-David Aubert
Senior Physician, Pneumology Department and Transplant Centre,
Lausanne University Hospital (CHUV)

Grants
537,191
635,000
Applications, open procedure (Type 1)
348,638
500,000
Applications, topic-specific procedure (Type 2)
178,553
125,000
Members
Research Award
10,000
10,000
Prof. Dr. med. Konrad E. Bloch
		
Deputy Director, Clinic of Pneumology, University Hospital Zurich
Projects
5,265
7,500
PD Dr. med. Manuela Funke-Chambour
Research platform
5,265
7,500
Deputy Chief Physician, University Clinic of Pneumology, Inselspital Bern
in CHF

Prof. Dr. med. Paola Gasche-Soccal
Head of Pneumology Department, HUG
PD Dr. med. Dr. phil. Katrin Hostettler Haack
Senior Physician, Department of Pneumology, University Hospital Basel
Prof. Dr. med. Claudia Kuehni
Head of Research Group, Institute for Social and Preventive Medicine (ISPM),
University of Bern
Prof. Dr. Joachim Marti
Associate Professor of Health Economics, Département épidémiologie
et systèmes de santé (DESS), Unisanté Lausanne
Dr. med. Jean-Marie Schnyder
Director of the Lucerne Höhenklinik Montana
Prof. Dr. med. Otto Schoch
Senior Physician, Clinic of Pneumology and Sleep Medicine,
Kantonsspital St. Gallen
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Would you like to know more about the projects we have funded, or would
you like to get involved in research funding yourself?
Jenny Herzog will be pleased to assist you: 031 378 20 52 or j.herzog@lung.ch

General information: www.lungenliga.ch/forschung
Information for grant applicants www.lungenliga.ch/research

Swiss Lung Association
Chutzenstrasse 10
3007 Bern
Tel. 031 378 20 50
Fax 031 378 20 51
info@lung.ch
www.lungenliga.ch
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