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“Turbo German”: 
Learn German in one year

26 May 2015. Those who teach often learn the most them-
selves. To prevent German becoming a barrier for foreign 
doctoral students, ETH Zurich will be offering a “Deutsch 
als Fremdsprache (DaF) Turbo” course in conjunction with 
the Language Center. In just one year, the course will en-
able you to teach and engage in everyday conversations in 
German. You can sign up until 9 July 2015.

www.sprachenzentrum.uzh.ch/index_en.php → 
www.ethz.ch/turbo-german → 
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PIN BOARD
Supporting careers 
in science
19 May 2015. To support students and research-
ers during their time at ETH Zurich, the university 
provides numerous advisory services. These are 
adapted to meet the needs of the particular study 
or career phases. The new website gives an over-
view of what’s on offer and the funding options 
available for scientific careers. 

www.ethz.ch/support-services-studies-careers →

“Internal news” – 
newsflashes for ETH members

28 April 2015. “Internal news” is a new outlet on the ETH 
web for newsflashes about current services, offers, prod-
ucts and events aimed at ETH members. You can also find 
selected relevant stories from across ETH, covering the 
Executive Board, university groups and bodies, and new 
professors, or honouring employees celebrating a certain 
number of years of service. In future you will also be able to 
read “Internal news” using the ETH smartphone app. 

www.ethz.ch/internalnews  →

A new look for the ETH Link

26 May 2015. The two shuttle buses that run every 
20 minutes to connect the ETH Zentrum and Höng-
gerberg campuses have a new blue and white de-
sign made up of rhombuses. The ETH Link runs 
from Monday to Friday with each bus crossing town 
69 times, showcasing the university along the way. 
The service is operated by Eurobus and on an aver-
age day it carries nearly 2,000 people between the 
two ETH campuses. 

www.ethz.ch/shuttle →
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New logistics centre in Oerlikon

3 August 2015. This month, 16 ETH Zurich employees are 
moving into the new ONA building in Oerlikon. With its new 
logistics centre, ETH has created a central processing and 
storage location for post, office supplies and everything 
else related to logistics. Because of the restructuring, the 
collection service in the HG and HIL buildings will be not 
available between July and October. You will, however, still 
be able to order office supplies using the online shop during 
this period.  

www.ethz.ch/officesupplies  → 

(R
en

de
ri

ng
: g

ro
up

8,
 a

rc
hi

te
ct

ur
e 

&
 u

rb
an

 p
la

nn
in

g)

Reorganisation for the Office 
for Events and Services 

1 July 2015. The organisational structure of the Office 
for Events and Services is undergoing a makeover. In 
the future, it will have six departments covering visitor 
and information management, events, permits, logis-
tics, mobility and transport, and the printing centre. 
Employees from the Services department have been 
integrated into the Office for Events and Services. This 
will allow us to develop services further and make 
everyday working and office life much simpler. 

www.ethz.ch/events-and-services →
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A new home for the Strickhof  
and ETH cows
9 June 2015. This summer, the day we’ve been waiting for will finally be here – the ground-breaking 
ceremony for the Agrovet-Strickhof Training and Research Center, an initiative led by the canton, the 
University of Zurich and ETH Zurich, in Lindau-Eschikon. We are developing a centre with barns for 
dairy cattle, young cattle and feeding, a forum, an office and lab building, and a metabolic centre. The 
Strickhof cows have already been moved out of the old barns. While the new centre is being built, they 
are being housed nearby. From 2017, the Strickhof and ETH animals will live in the new barns.  

www.agrovet-strickhof.ch (in German) →
www.ethz.ch/agrovet-strickhof-en →
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MATTER IN HAND Sustainability 

 An office building and research project in one: At the beginning of June, the House of Natural Resources on the Hönggerberg campus opened its doors. 

Campus life as
food for research 
Scientists from ETH Zurich can draw research conclusions  
from day-to-day activity at the university. The Hönggerberg  
campus provides an interesting testing ground for the idea  
of sustainability – and everyday life is also helping to make  
advances on the Zentrum campus.
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Text Andrea Schmits  
Photos (top and left) Alessandro Della Bella 

The cities of the future, climate change, 
the world food system, energy and re-
sources – these are the five research 
topics that ETH Zurich considers to be 
key in the field of sustainability. It’s a  
huge project. “At ETH, sustainability  
is our number one priority,” explains 
Christine Bratrich, director of ETH  
Sustainability. Since 2008, she has re-
ported directly to the university president, 
currently Lino Guzzella. “ETH is working 
hard to ensure that this concept is inte-
grated wherever possible, not put on the 
back burner.” Sustainability is linked to 
many different areas and affects teach-
ing, research, campus life and dialogue 
with the public. “ETH should be proud  
of itself. It is one of the few universities  
tackling the issue so vigorously,” says 
Bratrich. 

ETH wants to address the idea of 
sustainability in the areas where it has the 
most impact. “The biggest thing we have 
to offer here is our research contribution,” 
says Bratrich. “Our researchers are lay-
ing the groundwork for the development  
of new findings and technologies which 
can be used to make objective political 
and social decisions.” Our campus itself 
plays a key part: “We can use it like a 
huge laboratory and try out new things 
there.” The latest project to embody this 

concept of the campus as a real-life lab  
is the House of Natural Resources, which 
was opened on 2 June. 

Office building and research project 
The building, located on Schafmattstrasse 
on the Hönggerberg campus, is home to 
offices for researchers in the Laboratory 
of Hydraulics, Hydrology and Glaciology 
(VAW). But it’s so much more than just an 
office building – it is also a research lab 
and a teaching and demonstration project. 
Behind the new building’s doors, ETH 
is testing new technologies and compo-
nents that have not been used anywhere 
else. The project involves six ETH pro-
fessors from the Institute of Structural 
Engineering, the Institute for Building 
Materials and the Institute of Technology 
in Architecture. On part of the building 
envelope, they are testing a new type of 
adaptive solar façade, as well as a wooden 
façade with improved UV protection and 
water-repellent properties.

At the heart of this is the question of 
how Swiss hardwood can be used for con-
struction in the future, as the number 
of deciduous trees in the Swiss forest 
is continuing to grow and grow due to  
global warming. The core element of  
the building is therefore the skeletal, 
post-tensioned support structure with 
beams made of ash and spruce wood. 
The composite floor made of wood and 
concrete is also unique – you won’t 

Christine Bratrich from ETH Sustainability. 



 Text Andrea Schmits 

Sustainable gardening is the name 
of the game at the numerous green 
spaces on ETH’s Zentrum and Höng-
gerberg campuses.  

Gardeners at Häldeliweg 19, near ETH 
Zurich’s main building, are serenaded with 
the sound of buzzing – a philosophy of 
getting back to nature prevails here, and 
that means a wildlife-friendly environ-
ment. This is Christian Bäni’s territory. 
Gardener for the Facility Management 
Infrastructure Division, he is also re-
sponsible for ETH’s Zentrum campus. 
“I look after the green spaces around the 
ETH buildings, and am there to give the 
researchers any information they need,” 
he says. Those seeking out Bäni’s advice 
include employees of the Institute of  
Agricultural Sciences, who grow vege-
tables in the Häldeliweg greenhouse to 
use in studies.

“ETH does a great deal for nature 
conservation,” says Fritz Graber, who 
is responsible for the green spaces on 
the Hönggerberg campus. Grass, for in-
stance, is mown in a way that leaves areas 
for insects to retreat into, while flower 
heads are left uncut until spring, giving 
birds and insects a source of food and a 
nesting place in winter.

Going wild for wild bees
The latest project involves two large areas 
intended to provide a haven for wild bees 
on the Zentrum and Hönggerberg cam-
puses. From autumn, visitors will be able 
to tread stone paths through wild bee gar-
dens planted with domestic wild shrubs, 
where they can discover the bees and 
their various nest types, like those made 
from dead wood, dried plant stems and 
empty snail shells – reflecting the diverse 
nest structures and flower preferences 
of Switzerland’s approximately 600 wild 
bee varieties. 

It is hoped that providing this sus-
tainable support will encourage local 
biodiversity and inspire visitors to make 
their own gardens and window boxes  
wild bee-friendly. One benefit of the  
insects is that they have the potential  
to boost crop yields significantly through 
intensive plant pollination. They only 
sting if they’re highly stressed, and even 
if you are unlucky, “their sting is so small 
that you’d barely feel it,” says Bäni. 

The ETH site is also home to slow 
worms, something Bäni calls “a mark 
of a great garden” as the reptile needs a 
great deal of space, heat and light, as well 

as enough snails and insects to provide 
food. Additionally, the green spaces have 
tried to eliminate traps for amphibians; 
for example, by providing ways for them 
to climb out of holes. 

More vegetables – less rubbish
Bäni has a trick to prevent people littering 
around his garden beds: “I always plant 
something edible. People hardly ever litter 
vegetable patches, and some will even go 
out of their way to pick out any rubbish 
they see.” 
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Creating space
for beneficial species  

MATTER IN HAND Sustainability 
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Progress and challenges
ETH Zurich recently published its sustain-
ability report for 2013 and 2014. At various 
points, the report also discusses the cam-
pus as a real-life lab. The report explains 
how ETH Zurich has continuously developed 
the Hönggerberg site to make it a model 
campus for the 21st century. It also covers 
weak points within the field of sustainabil-
ity, such as the growing carbon footprint 
caused by researchers flying abroad. To 
make campus life more sustainable, we are 
trying to reduce our paper consumption. 
With 42 million pages printed in 2014, we 
have already seen a 40% reduction com-
pared with ten years ago – and that’s with 
a 70% increase in student numbers.

www.ethz.ch/sustainability  →
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find anything like it anywhere else in 
the world. The researchers are monitor-
ing the building constantly using sen-
sors, meaning that they can examine the  
structural behaviour of a real building 
in use over several years for the very 
first time.

On the Hönggerberg campus, you  
can also find an underground storage 
system known as an anergy grid. This is 
a first in Switzerland. With the help of 
water-filled earth probes buried 150 to 
200 metres deep in the ground, the system 
stores excess heat, which can be used for 
heating in the winter. As buildings are 
heated during the cold months, stored 
heat is extracted and the temperature of 
the water circulating through the storage 
system drops. In the summer, the process 
is reversed and the cold water is used to 
cool the building. The first stage has been 
working successfully since 2013. 

Eco-friendly eating 
The university also proved to be an ideal 
testing ground for the “sustainable cater-
ing at ETH Zurich” project. Information 
boards and a “climate thermometer” were 
used to inform the diners at the Poly- 
terrasse canteen about how eco-friendly 
the different menu options were. The 
project was led by Seed Sustainability  
and the World Food System Center. 

“In order to avoid food waste, we 
introduced the option of having smaller 
portions,” explains Patrick Jiranek, pro-
ject manager at Seed Sustainability.  
Students from the Consumer Behaviour 
and Ecological System Design research 
groups have analysed the effect of these 
two initiatives. 

The project will run until the end of 
this year at the very least, and it certainly 
won’t be the last – the possibilities of 
using the campus as a real-life lab for 
sustainability research are practically 
endless. 

“At ETH, sustainability 
is our number one priority.”
Christine Bratrich, director of ETH Sustainability

The diners at the Polyterrasse canteen  
found out how eco-friendly their meal was. 
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INSIGHT

“I aim to build on the
positive momentum at ETH”
At the start of the year, Lino Guzzella 
took the helm as president of ETH Zurich. 
In conversation with life, he discusses 
his new responsibilities – and why it’s  
so important for ETH to set itself apart 
from its global competitors.
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Text Florian Meyer, Roman Klingler 
Photo left Oliver Bartenschlager 

ETH President Lino Guzzella’s office is 
the picture of sleek, elegant design. “Come 
in,” he says, gesturing to a chair at a meet-
ing table. At the other side of the room 
is his desk, the half-dozen files lying on 
it a clear indication of the many sub-
jects someone in this role must be up to 
speed on. Behind this, directly next to 
the window affording a view over the 
Polyterrasse, the city of Zurich and the 
Üetliberg mountain, is a standing desk 
with a laptop. Also in the room is a model 
of the historic Auditorium Maximum, 
featuring a dome and murals.

President Guzzella, you once said that 
embracing a welcoming culture was 
vital to both you personally and ETH 
Zurich. What does this mean, exactly?
ETH Zurich opens its doors to the whole 
world – if you have ability, you’re welcome 
here no matter your gender or background. 
We uphold this culture of welcoming in 
everything we do, and it’s part of the 
mandate given to us by the Swiss Federal 
Council and Parliament, which requires 
us to network with the world’s best sci-
entists and cultivate the brightest talent 
when it comes to research and expertise. 
This requires us to have an international 
open-door policy.  

Carving out an international profile 
for ETH is part of the ETH president’s 
remit, but the results from the Swiss 
initiative against mass immigration 
have made this a thorny issue.
Like everyone else, ETH has to accept 
the decisions of Swiss voters. However, 
there are unresolved questions concern-
ing the initiative’s implementation, and 
this is a real problem, particularly when 
it comes to recruiting new talent and 
top researchers. We need to do whatever 
we can to keep our links with the global 
pool of talent intact – and that goes for 
the country as a whole too. Keeping uni-
versities open to all is the only way to 
ensure Switzerland stays at the cutting 
edge of learning. 

What have you experienced during 
your interactions with business and 
politics? 
I sense that the worlds of business and 
politics, as well as the general public, are 
keen to support the interests of ETH. You 
don’t just get a feeling of goodwill like this 
automatically, however – maintaining it 
requires me to keep making public appear-
ances where I explain how ETH works.

And how does it work?
In a nutshell, it’s about striking a balance 
between freedom and responsibility by 
giving everyone a level of freedom that’s 
appropriate for them and making them 
accountable for their actions. This helps 
them to make the right decisions.
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What does that mean for the way in 
which ETH Zurich is run?
The only way to develop organisations 
like ETH, whose currency is knowledge, 
is to put forward their case and make it a 
convincing one – so dialogue and debate 
are crucial. My task is to shape dialogue 
in a way that results in sensible changes 
which people are accepting of. 

How do you view your role as president?
As president, I aim to give the university 
as much positive momentum as I can. 
The role of president entails a variety of 
tasks, but three of them are particularly 
worth mentioning, in my view: strategic 
development, appointing new professors, 
and fostering dialogue with politics and 
the general public. 

How is the work within the Executive 
Board progressing?
We’re a highly motivated team that com-
plement each other really well. There’s a 
spirit of trust among us, and we’ve man-
aged to maintain a collegial atmosphere 
even when making tough decisions.

In April, the Executive Board invited 
ETH professors and executives to a 
retreat in Davos in order to discuss 
the future of ETH Zurich.
Davos kicked off an internal dialogue 
that the Executive Board is eager to con-
duct with our key academic players. We 
discussed the values that are the hall-
marks of ETH, how ETH can develop 

ETH ambassador at other universities: Lino Guzzella with Thomas Meier,  
president of Zurich University of the Arts, and a student at the Game Programming Lab event. 
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The ETH law and the ETH Zurich Organisational  

Ordinance ascribe overall responsibility for the university 

to the president. This requires him or her to take charge 

of strategy; management; budgeting; resource allocation; 

providing support for Chairs; relations with alumni, other 

universities, politics and the general public; internation-

alisation; information policies; and more besides.

Kicking off an internal dialogue in Davos: Lino Guzzella among the key academic players from 
ETH Zurich who gathered to discuss the university as a whole.  
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going forward, and what we can do to 
enhance its profile.

What stood out in Davos?
A desire for everyone in the university to 
help one another progress. Personally, I 
was delighted to see everyone on the re-
treat committing themselves to making 
this work and thinking about ETH as a 
whole, not viewing departments as bound-
aries. If ETH wants to maintain its place 
in the worldwide stakes, it has to stand 
out. The world’s pace is speeding up and 
global competition is ramping up all the 
time – and that’s true in academia too.

What should ETH do to stand out?
We need to shift the focus in our teaching 
and research more onto how we do things, 
rather than just looking at what we do. Our 
competitors know just as well as we do 
what the hot topics in natural and engi-
neering sciences are, but we can get ahead 
through the way in which we handle them. 
I want to work with our Executive Board 
to create the best possible conditions for 
our researchers and help them pursue their 
ideas, including the unconventional ones. 
The world of research needs freedom to 
think and the courage to be different. 
The particular way of thinking that we 
cultivate is a real feature of our gradu-
ates – and, as we see the rapid spread of 
knowledge in the age of MOOCs and the 
internet, this ability to think critically is 
becoming even more important. Simply 
having knowledge isn’t enough.  

In September, we will be holding the very 
first ETH Week, which will bring students, 
lecturers and external experts together 
to look at a specific subject – this time 
it’s The Story of Food – over the course 
of a week. We’ve been overwhelmed with 
the number of registrations so far: 150 
students from 30 countries and 15 depart-
ments. This fantastic response tells me 
that it is possible to experiment with new 
kinds of collaborative projects at ETH, 
and that people are ready and willing to 
try something new.

What characterises ETH Zurich, in 
your eyes?
People, values, results and something I 
called “Galileic thinking” in Davos: a de-
sire to question what we think we know, 
a mindset that allows us to discover new 
things as a result. 

Does this link in with your Critical 
Thinking initiative?
It does. We hope this initiative will en-
courage talent by reinforcing an inter-
disciplinary approach and helping people 
reflect on their own abilities. It’s some-
thing we’re implementing at all levels 
– not just for students. Here’s a current 
example of exactly what I’m talking about. 



 Text Florian Meyer   Photo Florian Bachmann   

He’s a pioneer – and he’s new at ETH. 
Before he became a librarian, he was a bi-
ologist. “As a PhD student, I looked at the 
history of the scientific ideas surrounding 
photosynthesis. I was blown away by how 
intricate the procedures in libraries and 
archives are – and that really spurred my 
interest in libraries,” explains Rafael Ball. 
Since April, he has been the director of 
the ETH Library. Before this, he managed 
the libraries at the Jülich research centre 
and the University of Regensburg. 

It was the ETH Library’s demand for 
excellence that brought him to Zurich. 
“The same applies for the ETH Library 
as for researchers – we want to lead, not 
follow,” explains Ball, and judging from 
his use of “we”, it is very clear that he has 
settled in quickly. The working culture at 
ETH Zurich really appeals to him – he 
finds it incredibly inspiring. 

“At ETH, I can sense the entrepre-
neurial spirit that prevails here,” he says. 
He recently returned from Davos, full of 
enthusiasm, after participating in a retreat 
there for managers and professors. “The 
Executive Board conveyed this spirit really 
well.” What he really likes about ETH is 

that, to quote Lino Guzzella, “Galileic 
thinking” is cultivated. That is to say 
that people don’t accept things as given 
– instead they challenge ideas to try and 
make a difference. Ball believes that the 
ETH Library can do just that: “I am so 
impressed by my colleagues’ willingness 
to support changes. Here, everybody at 
every level always performs to the very 
best of their ability and acts on their own 
initiative, as they have a lot of creative 
leeway.” In terms of “management” style, 
Ball believes that “if you expect perfor-
mance, you must allow freedom”.

According to Ball, the ETH Library 
will continue to develop, as digitalisation 
has made change inevitable in the library 
sector. He has written a short, eloquent 
book about how the “era of digital infor-
mation and communication” is changing 
how we think and act – his publisher 
describes him as a “philosopher of the 
digital future”.

Nowadays, you can be contacted at 
all times, but Ball doesn’t think that this 
is necessarily a bad thing. He himself 
sometimes works in the evenings or at 
weekends. “For me, it’s a good thing if 
work and leisure merge together,” he says. 
“That’s not to say that I live purely to work. 

I like to enjoy myself too.” He claims that 
he didn’t plan his career path. “I am a 
Christian, and I feel that many things in 
life come about thanks to divine grace. 
I was open-minded, I’ve always enjoyed 
my work and, when something appeals 
to me, I give it a shot.” 

The 51-year-old finds it fascinating 
that his knowledge and professional ex-
perience have merged as he has got older 
to form an overall picture: “It makes a 
lot of things easier. I don’t have to start 
everything from scratch any more as lots 
of things happen almost by themselves.” 

The non-stop society
In «Die pausenlose Gesellschaft. Fluch 
und Segen der digitalen Permanenz»  
(roughly translated as: The non-stop  
society – why digital permanence is both  
a blessing and a curse), Ball discusses  
the consequences of digital information  
and communication on libraries and  
society. The book was published in 2014 
by Schattauer Verlag. You can watch an 
interview (in German) on YouTube:  
 
youtu.be/r1nZsttftJ0 →
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A highly gifted
pioneer

CAMPUS FACES
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CONVERSATIONS 

“We take every
report seriously”

“For us, prevention  
is of the utmost 

importance.”
Katherine Timmel, head of SSHE
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Text Andrea Schmits 
Photo Oliver Bartenschlager 

Katherine Timmel, head of the 
Safety, Security, Health and Environ-
ment (SSHE) staff unit at ETH Zurich, 
tells us about threat management 
and explains what ETH members can 
do to prevent violence on campus. 

Ms Timmel, why does ETH need a 
threat management system?
Unfortunately, violence is an issue in to-
day’s world, even in Switzerland. Schools 
and universities are potential targets, 
as events in both the US and Germany 
have shown. Threat management is an 
early-detection system based on findings 
drawn from previous tragic incidents of 
targeted violence. The safety of our stu-
dents and staff is our key priority, which 
is why we introduced our threat manage-
ment system. 

You and your team have been organ-
ising and developing the threat man-
agement system since 2008. What 
services does it provide? 
The Threat Management Team advises 
ETH members who have been affected by 
threats, stalking or violence. It supports 
those involved in stressful situations and 
discusses possible measures and various 
approaches that they can take. The idea 
of prevention is very important to us. We 
want to identify problematic situations 
as early as possible and treat them with 
the greatest care possible – quickly and 
effectively when necessary. The Threat 
Management Team is made up of em-
ployees from the SSHE staff unit, the 
Rectorate, the Legal Office, Corporate 
Communications and Human Resources. 
The team also includes psychologists. 
In this field, ETH is leading the way for 
other Swiss universities. 

Is prevention alone enough?
For us, prevention is of the utmost im-
portance. We want to keep ETH Zurich 
safe – and this means taking a proactive 
approach, not just reacting after the fact. 
As part of this, we also try to be prepared 
for any incidents. For example, in large 
rooms with more than nine seats such as 

auditoriums and seminar rooms, we’re 
fitting all the doors with emergency locks 
which make access difficult or impossible.

How do ETH members hear about an 
emergency? 
Some buildings have an evacuation  
system which informs members over  
a loudspeaker. In addition to this, the 
SSHE staff unit and IT Services have 
worked together to create the Information 
and Alarm Tool (IAT). With this system,  
it will be possible in the future to send 
alarm messages via SMS, send voice mes-
sages to mobile phones and landlines, 
and send text messages via e-mail. By 
the end of 2015, we should be able to 
communicate alerts via mobile and land-
line phones. This is another reason why 
it’s really important that all ETH mem-
bers enter their mobile phone numbers 
at www.password.ethz.ch, so we can do 
this effectively. 

Who should ETH members contact 
to report a threat? 
You can call the Emergency Desk (see 
box) or, if you’d prefer, you can also come 
straight to me, a member of the Threat  
Management Team or a responsible  
member of staff. If the threat is urgent, 
please call the police if you are in any 
doubt. After doing this, it is really im-
portant that you inform the Emergency 
Desk so that they know to expect the 
police on the premises. 

When does a person become a threat-
ening presence? 
The concept of a threat is very subjec-
tive. It can vary quite a bit from person 
to person, so something that may seem 
threatening to one person may not to  
another. There are people who feel  
anxious over small things and those 
who remain calm when faced with huge 
threats. We respect that and take all 
reports ser iously. But we also have to 
put things in perspective: ETH is an or-
ganisation with nearly 30,000 members,  
and it also strives to maintain an open 
and accessible atmosphere, so against 
this backdrop the number of truly threat-
ening situations has thankfully been 
very low for years. 

Further information
In May, the SSHE carried out a series of 
events on the topic “What to do when faced 
with campus violence”. You can find a video 
of the event on the SSHE website. 
www.ethz.ch/safety → under “News”
www.password.ethz.ch →
www.respect.ethz.ch →

Emergency Desk ETH Zurich
Internal telephone: 888 
External telephone: 044 342 11 88

What does the SSHE staff unit expect 
from ETH members? 
The key is to be alert and aware. If you 
meet an unfamiliar person in your  
office, you should speak to them and 
ask who they are looking for or whether 
you can help them. It is important to be 
vigilant in your day-to-day activities. You 
can find import ant advice on what to do 
in an emergency in our brochure, “How 
to Play it Safe at ETH Zurich”. Also, if 
you feel threatened or are being stalked, 
you can find out who to contact at www.
respect.ethz.ch. 

What services can ETH members  
expect from the SSHE? 
We will react quickly to any reports  
and give advice and support to those  
involved. If someone is threatened per- 
sonally, we’ll check their workplace and 
give them advice on how to act if the  
person in question turns up again. If 
necessary, we will bring in a psychologist 
to assess the situation. Together with 
various internal and external partners, 
we will discuss how we can defuse the 
situation right from the start in order to  
create the safest possible environment  
for ETH members. Nevertheless, it is 
important to remember that there’s no 
such thing as complete safety. 



 Text Andrea Schmits 

No-one is immune from burnout. That’s why ETH Zurich 
is supporting its employees through courses and per-
sonal counselling.

Burnout among the Swiss population, says the country’s Federal 
Statistical Office, has doubled in the past 20 years. And it’s not 
just those working round the clock who are suffering. The con-
sequences can include months away from the workplace, a return 
on a trial basis only, and with fewer responsibilities – plus the 
risk of a relapse in many cases, even after therapy. 

“People are feeling under pressure from work more and 
more,” says occupational psychologist Ulrich Schärer from 
ETH Zurich’s Personnel and Organisational Development  
team. The nature of the workplace itself can be a risk factor: 
The pressure to perform, together with time constraints – both 
present in ETH’s competitive environment – are fuel for burn-
out. Other factors include a lack of feedback or appreciation, 
excessive demands, unresolved conflicts and feelings of power  
lessness. But a person’s own predispositions also play an im-
portant role. “If you’re worried that you aren’t good enough, 
or you place too many demands on yourself, are impatient or 
don’t have a good work/life balance, this means you’re more  
at risk,” says Schärer. What goes on outside work – like relation-
ship, family or financial problems – is also worth considering.

Snapping point
When the pressure gets too much, it manifests itself in chronic 
stress and exhaustion, plus frequent bouts of illness, disturbed 
sleep and a feeling that life is bringing no happiness. Other early 
warning signs of burnout are f lustered behaviour, withdrawal 
from social life, problems concentrating and irritability. From 
one day to the next, the situation then has the potential to 
escalate, and the employee, exhausted and at a loss, suddenly 
grinds to a halt, unable to carry on. 

But Ulrich Schärer and specialist sport psychologist Hans-
peter Gubelmann agree that it doesn’t have to come to this, 
and both offer prevention training and counselling sessions  
at ETH Zurich. Employees who spot the symptoms of exhaus-
tion or know that they tick the boxes for certain risk factors 
can stop burnout in its tracks – but they have to act early. 
“Everyone should take at least one moment to themselves 
each day,” says Gubelmann. He also emphasises the benefits 
of daily exercise: “You’ll feel better as a whole, and this will 
often have the knock-on effect that you will be able to reassess 
what you saw as problems with a calmer outlook.” 
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BY THE WAY

Tips for preventing burnout
Reduce stress factors
– Plan carefully
– Set realistic goals
– Maintain a support network
– Take short breaks
– Slow your pace

Realign your perspective
– Mental training
– Give yourself pep talks
– Think about what motivates you

Regeneration and balance
– Regular exercise and relaxation
– Breathing techniques for brief periods of respite
– Engage in creative activities to maintain a balance
– Be aware of what you eat, and eat healthily

Grinding
to a halt
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Courses
Human Resources runs courses on the subject of perform- 
ance and health. You can also seek direct advice from  
Ulrich Schärer (tel. +41 44 632 73 49) or Hanspeter Gubelmann  
(tel. +41 44 632 51 99), or contact the occupational social  
consulting team on +41 44 632 94 35.
www.ethz.ch/hr-courses →
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VSETH
Thomas Gumbsch is president of VSETH. 
The ETH Union of Students (VSETH) rep-
resents the interests of students towards 
the Executive Board and authorities. It has 
been going for 150 years.
www.vseth.ethz.ch →

OP-ED

Congratulations, Dr! 
What now?
In Switzerland, the average academic chair 
has more than six temporary researchers 
attached to it. But what happens when their 
contracts are up and they can’t find another 
one at a university? Chats with my colleagues 
often come round to the question of alternative 
career paths: most of us will end up working 
in the private sector, but does that mean we’ve 
just wasted years on a doctorate or postdoc? 
And if that’s not the case, then what can these 
qualifications give us once we’ve left ETH?
 A doctorate is time well spent: it challenges 
you and brings out your creative side, but it 
also shows future employers that you have the 
stamina to plan and execute a project lasting at 
least three years. As well as honing technical 
and scientific knowledge, it gives you transfer-
able skills like analytical and critical thinking, 
personal management, and the ability to work 
in a team or instruct students – all attributes 
that are just as much at home in business en-
vironments as they are in the lab.
 In conversations, however, I often hear that 
people are not aware that they have many of 
these abilities. So what’s the answer? One 
might be a doctoral programme with a more 
concrete structure; that is, involving lectures 
and events in addition to research. Provided 
departments set this up correctly, it could give 
doctoral candidates a wider view of their sub-
jects – and communicate those all-important 
transferable skills.

Florian Thöle, president of AVETH, the 
Academic Association of Scientific Staff
www.aveth.ethz.ch → 

A guide to
studying in summer
Imagine an afternoon in June. Everyone 
is heading for the Chinese Garden next to 
the lake. We are watching the goings-on 
and soaking up the pleasant atmosphere 
from afar. One group has brought a 
shisha pipe, another a slackline. There 
are BBQs here and there, and you can hear 
the splashes of people jumping into the  
water. For most of them, it’s not their 
first visit, so nearly all of them are already 
sporting an impressive tan. Everyone? 
Well, not quite. We spot a small group of 
first-year ETH students – it’s very easy for 
a practised observer to identify the group.

We get a little closer and a few things 
become immediately obvious. There is, 
of course, the lack of tan, but the more 
noticeable things include the Bluetooth-
enabled block rocker and three laptops. 
There are two books, three folders and 
a calculator lying around – not that our 
group has any intention of actually doing 
any work. These things are just there out 
of habit, “just in case” they decide to do 
anything. We turn our attention to their 
conversation and are amazed to hear the 
same few words cropping up over and 
over again: “first-year examinations”. 
Whether they’re alone or in a group, no-
one can motivate themselves to study in 
this weather, particularly with the exam 
period so far away. So the laptops remain 
shut and the folders untouched. They 
spend a few hours trying in vain to mas-
ter slack lining, and buy some beers from  
the other group. It’s only when they  
climb into bed in the evening that the 
guilty feeling of not having done any work 
really sinks in.

At VSETH, the union of students, we 
understand the ambivalence of the first 
summer days in the holidays only too 
well. It’s not a real holiday for anyone, 
but at the same time, very few actually do 
any serious studying. During this period 
before the stress really hits, we can offer 
something that we think will help you out: 
exam preparation courses. These courses 
are organised by student associations and 
VSETH and have been part of VSETH’s 
student service offering for many years. 
You study for half a day at a time and 
the courses are spread over several days. 
During this time, an assis tant recaps the 
subject matter and guides you on how to 
practice it. It helps you to develop a study 
rhythm and gives you the chance to ask all 
of the supposedly silly questions that you 
didn’t dare ask in the middle of a lecture. 
This means you’ll find it easier to enjoy 
your actual free time – and perhaps even 
get a bit of a tan. The sinking feeling will 
be banished and the transition into the 
exam period will be a lot easier. 

Thomas Gumbsch
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Thomas Gumbsch
VSETH president 



UP CLOSE

New colour for the ETH ID card
The ETH ID card has had a makeover. Gone is the green that has 
adorned it since 2008, to be replaced with the university blue. 
The card’s functions and the information on it will remain the 
same. ETH Zurich employees will receive their new card in the 
post from mid-August and will need to validate it at one of the 
existing terminals. Look out for the University of Zurich’s new 
UZH Card design too.

www.ethcard.ethz.ch →
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