hidden costs of studying abroad — and how aelo swiss
academy helps you plan for them

Most students who come to AELO Swiss Academy arrive with two numbers in mind: the tuition fee and a monthly
allowance for rent and food. Both numbers are usually correct. The difficulty is that together they account for
barely half of what the first year actually costs. The remainder hides in deposits, premiums, permits, exchange

rates, and small administrative charges that no glossy brochure considers worth printing.

A student we placed in Lausanne some years ago illustrates the pattern better than any statistic. She had
budgeted with unusual care. Rent, calculated, food, calculated, semester fee, calculated. By the end of her first
term she had spent roughly a quarter more than planned, not because she had been careless but because her
budget contained categories she did not know existed. The rental deposit sat in a blocked bank account she
could not touch. Her basic health insurance premium exceeded her estimate because she had chosen a low
deductible. Her apartment came without a kitchen, which in Switzerland is not as rare as it sounds. With her
consent, and with the figures anonymised, her case now opens every pre-departure workshop we run, because it
teaches the single most important lesson in international study planning: the advertised price is a floor, not a

ceiling.

The brochure number and the bank statement

Published cost estimates, whether from universities, consulates, or ranking websites, tend to report averages.
Averages are useful for comparison and nearly useless for budgeting. They smooth out the differences between
Geneva and a small town in Valais, between a shared flat and a studio, between a student who arrives in August
and one who arrives in February. They also exclude anything that does not recur monthly, which is precisely
where the pressure lands: the first months concentrate deposits, setup costs, and administrative fees into a

period when the student has the least local knowledge and the least negotiating position.

In our experience, initial budgets fall short by 20 to 40 percent in the first year, and the shortfall rarely comes
from extravagance. It comes from timing and from categories that were simply invisible at the planning stage. A
budget that is accurate in its assumptions but wrong in its structure will still fail. The remedy is not optimism or a
larger emergency credit card. It is a deliberate second layer of planning, built before departure rather than

discovered after arrival.

Five costs that almost never appear in the estimate

When we audit a student's draft budget, the same gaps recur with remarkable consistency. Five of them account

for most first-year surprises:

* Housing deposits and first-month setup, including furniture and kitchen equipment in apartments that are let

bare
® Health insurance initiation, where the first premium and the chosen deductible hit at once
® Residence permits, registrations, and their renewal fees, including travel required for appointments
* Academic extras such as materials, software, lab equipment, and occasionally re-examination charges

* A margin for currency movement and transfer friction, which quietly taxes every payment made across

borders



Each of these deserves attention on its own, because each behaves differently and each rewards a different kind

of preparation.

Housing: the deposit, the bare rooms, and the dossier

In Switzerland, a landlord will commonly require a rental deposit of up to three months' rent. This sum is not paid
to the landlord directly. It is placed in a separate bank guarantee account, frozen for the duration of the tenancy,
and released only after the final inspection. For a student paying CHF 1,200 a month for a modest studio, that

means CHF 3,600 leaving the budget on day one and returning, if all goes well, years later. It must be planned as

spent.
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The apartment itself is frequently let without furniture, and in some older buildings without a fitted kitchen.
Students arriving from countries where fitted kitchens are standard are consistently startled by this. Secondhand
furnishing through local resale platforms can hold costs to CHF 300 to CHF 800, but that figure assumes patience,

transport, and the ability to coordinate pickups without a car. New basics cost several times more.

Then there is the application process itself. Competitive housing markets ask for complete dossiers, sometimes
including an extract from the debt enforcement register, which costs roughly CHF 20 to CHF 30 per copy. Some
landlords or agencies ask international students without a Swiss income history for a guarantor or for several
months of rent in advance. None of this is a scam. It is simply the local system working as designed, and it costs

money and time that almost no published estimate includes.

Insurance and healthcare in Switzerland

Switzerland makes basic health insurance mandatory for residents, including international students, generally
within three months of arrival. Premiums for a young adult typically fall between CHF 300 and CHF 500 per
month, depending on the canton, the insurance model, and the deductible, which is called the franchise. The
franchise can be set as low as CHF 300 or as high as CHF 2,500. A higher franchise lowers the monthly premium
but raises the amount the student pays out of pocket before coverage responds. Choosing wrongly in either
direction is expensive, and the choice must be made with a realistic view of one's own health spending, not with

an eye on the lowest headline number.

Cantonal rules add complexity. Some cantons allow students with limited means to apply for premium
reductions, and in certain cases students may seek an exemption from the mandatory Swiss scheme if they hold
coverage from home that the canton deems equivalent. These routes exist, they can save a student several

thousand francs a year, and they are governed by deadlines and documentation requirements that vary by



canton. They are also exactly the kind of thing a well-prepared adviser tracks, and exactly the kind of thing a lone

applicant discovers too late.

Dental care deserves a separate sentence. Basic insurance does not cover routine dentistry in Switzerland, and
separate dental coverage or self-funding must be planned explicitly. A single unexpected root canal can cost

several hundred francs to well over a thousand, and it arrives, as such things do, without warning.

Permits, registrations, and renewals

The residence permit is the most visible administrative cost, with cantonal fees commonly in the range of CHF 60
to CHF 250, and student permits typically renewed annually, which means the fee recurs. Around the permit sit
smaller charges: registration with the residents' office, biometric photographs, certified copies, and in some cases

travel to appointments that cannot be rescheduled around lectures. Individually trivial, collectively noticeable.

Proof of financial means sits in the same category, and it shapes budgets before a single franc is spent. Cantonal
authorities generally require evidence that the student can support themselves, often benchmarked near CHF
2,000 per month, though the exact expectation differs by canton and is adjusted over time. Students heading
onward or comparing destinations should note that other countries impose similar structures with different
mechanics. Germany, for instance, requires a blocked account holding just under €12,000 at the time of writing,

an amount revised periodically. The mechanics differ; the principle of locked, earmarked money does not.

The academic extras

Tuition at Swiss public universities is comparatively moderate, with semester contributions commonly between
CHF 500 and CHF 800 and some institutions charging international students more. What follows tuition is where
budgets fray. Programmes in engineering and the sciences expect lab coats, safety equipment, and occasionally
contribution to field trips. Design and architecture programmes consume materials at a rate that surprises even
domestic students. Business programmes lean on printed cases and licensed software, and while universities
often provide student licences, "often" is not "always". A realistic allowance for academic extras runs from a few

hundred francs a year in lecture-based programmes to well over a thousand in laboratory or studio-based ones.

Costs that scale quietly day by day

Some costs are individually small and collectively decisive. The Serafe broadcasting levy, CHF 335 per household
per year, applies to any flat with a device capable of receiving broadcasts, and in a shared flat it is split, in a

studio it is not. A Half Fare travelcard, at about CHF 190 a year, pays for itself quickly for anyone using Swiss rail



regularly, but it is an upfront purchase that many students defer until they have already overpaid for several
journeys. Winter clothing, for students arriving from warm climates, is a genuine budget line rather than a joke;
CHF 200 to CHF 500 buys adequate boots and a coat at resale prices, more at retail. Even grocery costs reward
local knowledge, since the price spread between budget supermarkets and convenience stores for an identical

basket can exceed 30 percent.

Moving money across borders

Currency deserves its own chapter in any honest budget. Retail currency conversion typically embeds a cost of 1
to 3 percent between the mid-market rate and what the customer actually receives, through either explicit fees or
unfavourable spreads. On CHF 30,000 of spending across a year, a 3 percent average markup is CHF 900, which is

not a rounding error to a student.

Two further frictions compound this. First, exchange rates move. An annual budget built at one rate and executed
at a less favourable one can drift by several redit post percent with no change in behaviour. Second, timing
matters. Transferring a term's living costs in a single conversion usually beats converting month by month at

retail rates, but it requires liquidity at home and discipline abroad.

The practical response is unglamorous: budget in the destination currency, convert at a deliberately conservative
rate, account for transfer friction explicitly, and choose banking arrangements that minimise the per-transfer cost.

Students who do this rarely notice the difference. Students who do not notice it very well.

The buffer, and what it is actually for

Every plan we review at AELO Swiss Academy includes a buffer, and the size of that buffer is not arbitrary. We
recommend 10 to 15 percent of the annual budget, or one full month of comprehensive costs, whichever is
larger. The buffer exists for the events that have no line item: a laptop failure in examination week, an urgent
flight home, a dental emergency, a housing move when a shared arrangement collapses. Part-time work is
sometimes proposed as the buffer, and we counsel caution. Non-EU students in Switzerland face genuine

restrictions on employment, often limited hours and frequently only
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