
Alumni

Interview: Bettina Volz 

Alumni at work: Franziska Bühler

A historian in the age of 
the data deluge.

Historian Franziska Bühler of the Swiss 
Federal Statistical Offi ce is respon-
sible for coordinating the exchange of 
population data between the Swiss 
residents’ registers and Federal Statis-
tical Offi ce. Bühler serves as Section 
Head of sedex and Register Develop-
ment, and she and her team play a 
key role in Switzerland’s federal data 
management.

UNI NOVA: Ms. Bühler, you studied history, 
philosophy and German philology, and 
you’re now working in a management 
role at the Federal Statistical Offi  ce. How 
did your career path lead you here?
FRANZISKA BÜHLER: Back in university, if 
somebody had told me that one day, I’d be 
a key player in Switzerland’s data man-
agement system and that I’d feel right at 

home working in IT, I would have laughed 
out loud. I was always sure I’d end up in a 
museum, planning and managing exhibi-
tions, or in an archive, documenting and 
fi ling archival materials. Never would I 
have imagined that 20 years later I’d be in 
charge of storing all of the data represent-
ing the Swiss public in the right place and 
in compliance with the law and ensuring 
that the information superhighway is 
primed to handle the needs of a digital-
ized Switzerland. But when I look back 
over the years, the common thread run-
ning through my career has been commu-
nication.
 During and after my studies, I began 
working in adult education, and that re-
ally gave me a chance to familiarize my-
self with and take advantage of a range of 
tools and opportunities. Then, when I was 
on the project staff  for a cantonal data 
platform, I was able to draw upon the ex-
perience in data security I’d gathered 
working at the Basel-Stadt State Archives. 
Later, I transferred to a federal offi  ce 
where I was working in an area in which 
data security, data fl ow, strategy, innova-
tion and politics all came together to be 
coordinated and communicated across all 
levels of administration.
UNI NOVA: Describe a day on the job. What 
do you like most about the work you do?
BÜHLER: We build bridges across adminis-
trative levels – between the offi  cial Swiss 
population registers, between eGovern-
ment projects and stakeholders, between 
the world of statistics and day-to-day busi-
ness at local government offi  ces. We take 
the IT data and translate it so it can be 
understood by everybody – and we try to 

pass on some of the joy we take in our 
work, even though we’re dealing with 
serious subjects. I handle an incredible 
array of topics; our team is made up of 
software developers, engineers, histori-
ans and IT support staff . We organize 
training sessions in municipalities and 
cantons, sit on the committees of national 
and cantonal data management projects 
and are asked to consult on issues sur-
rounding innovation. We also make sure 
that our own services are kept up to date 
with the latest standards for data security 
and technology.
UNI NOVA: You have a degree in the hu-
manities. What kinds of advantages has 
that presented in your current line of 
work?
BÜHLER: It’s imbued me with a certain 
fearlessness, with the daring to explore 
strange new worlds. To start with a ques-
tion and set out on a quest for an answer. 
I conduct research, evaluate sources, ex-
plore diff erent points of view, try and 
weigh all perspectives, and I’m not afraid 
of foreign languages – in both a literal 
and a fi gurative sense. My studies taught 
me to maintain a broad perspective. As a 
newcomer to the fi eld, that’s all the more 
important. I don’t take a textbook ap-
proach to my discipline, so I’m forced to 
delve deep and explore all kinds of ques-
tions and uncertainties. 

Franziska Bühler
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On a personal note

Alumni are part 
and parcel of 
the university.

T he goal is to involve graduates more in univer-
sity activities. This new university strategy is 
the fi rst to explicitly mention alumni as an 

integral and valued target group. At universities 
across Switzerland, alumni are playing an increas-
ingly substantial role in both friendraising and fund-
raising. The President’s Board and the University 
Council have also come to view alumni as an asset 
of growing importance to a university. Conse-
quently, for the fi rst time, the University of Basel’s 
Strategy 2022 – 2030 specifi cally identifi es alumni as 
a target group in several places throughout the 
document. Over the past year, this issue was the sub-
ject of intensive discussion with the President’s 
Board, and as a result, an initiative was launched to 
restructure the relationships between AlumniBasel 
and the university.

Expansion of the alumni strategy
One critical question for the university is how to re-
main in contact with all of its graduates after they 
have completed their studies. After all, the success of 
an academic institution is not based solely on its aca-
demic ranking; it also depends on the career oppor-
tunities available for its graduates. In the future, the 
university aims to be in a position to conduct surveys 
on the current careers of its alumni, even many years 
after they have graduated.
 This means maintaining contact with all new 
graduates through the alumni organization, even if 

Text: Bettina Volz, 

Head of AlumniBasel

they are not initially registered as members of Alum-
niBasel. On an operational level, this would require 
all graduates to be provided with an alumni email 
address to be issued free of charge after completing 
their studies. The Board of AlumniBasel had been 
considering this issue for several years, but the path 
was fraught with technical and institutional hurdles. 
Now, thanks to rapid developments in IT-supported 
alumni management, that situation has finally 
changed for the better.

The fruits of digitalization
For AlumniBasel, this meant updating its digital 
alumni platform and shifting away from its former 
service provider of the past 15 years. The project will 
require increased cooperation with the university in 
order to coordinate a much broader array of alumni-
focused activities, which are designed to serve the 
interests of both the alumni and the University of 
Basel. The Alumni Strategy 2021 – 2025, which will 
reflect these new priorities, is currently being 
drafted. These measures will be outlined in a service 
portfolio for existing member groups and expanded 
to include the target group encompassing new grad-
uates and non-members.

Spring member survey
The future service portfolio will place increased em-
phasis on gathering and incorporating options and 
feedback from members. What expectations do you 
have for an alumni organization? What kinds of ac-
tivities and off erings do members enjoy? Do the 
available off erings meet your expectations? Do you 
have suggestions for improvement? Ultimately, 
member satisfaction with available off erings governs 
the success of any alumni organization. The survey 
will be sent to around 6,000 members of AlumniBasel 
in Spring 2021. Results and fi ndings from the survey 
will appear in the fall issue of UNI NOVA. 
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Alumni Annual Meeting 

Library renovation. 
This year’s Annual Meeting of AlumniBasel will be 
held on 15 June in the newly renovated University 
Library Basel (UB). For many alumni, this where they 
actually did their studying: browsing the stacks in the 
lending section, analyzing texts in the reading room, 
writing papers and participating in discussions and 
study groups in the cafeteria. Now the next genera-
tions of students study here, and along with them, 
new types of learning have become part of this vener-
able establishment. Extensive renovation work has 
recently been completed, updating the library to han-
dle these changes. New UB Director Dr. Alice Keller 
and the architects of the renovation plan to provide 
participants at the Annual Meeting with information 
on all of the new developments at the library. 

Startup Ketoswiss 

Taking control 
of migraine 
headaches.

Alumni initiatives

Salz  +  Kunst.
Alumni Corinna Virchow and Mario Kaiser are al-
ready well known for their innovative magazine Av-
enue, which launched in 2015 and has since success-
fully established itself on a highly competitive mar-
ket. But the two publishers are not content to rest on 
their laurels. Instead, they have channeled their 
abundant creative energies into a new venture: In 
December 2020, a brand-new initiative took shape. 
The two creators were struck by the worsening fall-
out from the coronavirus crisis, which robbed them 
of their creative outlets and threatened the existence 
of their fellow artists. So, they banded together with 
a software developer, a media specialist and a culture 
manager, founded an organization and launched the 
new online platform “Salz  +  Kunst.”
 Artists of all stripes can use this website to pre-
sent work and sell their products to customers. The 
only requirement is that their works of art must be 
presented or performed in compliance with pan-
demic-related public health measures, for example in 
a garden or on the street. Customers can purchase 
readings, concerts, plays or paintings for themselves 
or others to be performed live or via online stream or 
sent by post. There are products available for every 
budget, ranging from bedtime stories read for CHF 20 
and jazz concerts for CHF 600 to original works of art 
available for purchase at a price of CHF 10,000. Any-
one feeling a need for art in their life will fi nd just 
what they have been looking for on this innovative 
platform. 
salzundkunst.ch

Elena Gross studied in Basel and earned a doctorate 
in neurobiology. In 2017, she launched her startup 
“Ketoswiss,” which has already registered two pa-
tents in the fi eld of migraine treatment. The Swiss 
National Startup Team selected Ketoswiss as one of 
the top ten startups of 2020 among a cohort of 60 
applicants. Together with the other selected ven-
tures, the talented young entrepreneur had the op-
portunity to participate in the Boston roadshow, 
where she was able to expand her business network 
and meet investors. 
keto.swiss
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Letter from Cape Town

On being human 
in Africa.

Iam a social anthropologist and currently the direc-
tor of HUMA, the Institute for Humanities in Af-
rica at the University of Cape Town in South Af-

rica. I have held this position since January 2020, 
when I returned from a three-year stint at the Coun-
cil for the Development of Social Science Research in 
Africa (Codesria), one of Africa’s leading social sci-
ence research organizations. 
 HUMA was founded in 2010 to position the hu-
manities as a central hub for critical thinking about 
the rapid dynamics of South African society. As direc-
tor, I have made it my mission to build a global insti-
tute at this world-class university in Africa, with 
feminist approaches as part of the organizing princi-
ple. We are particularly interested in exploring ethi-
cal issues that frame the question of being human in 
Africa and being African in the world, and that also 
underpin our ethics toward others. We are a truly 
diverse institute with a team from across the African 
continent and around the world.
 Some of our current projects include the Future 
Hospital project and the Knowledge Activism pro-
ject to strengthen African scientifi c publishing. The 
former initiative, Future Hospital and AI, is fascinat-
ing because it looks at the ethics of artifi cial intel-
ligence and imagines the future of care and hospi-
tals. Our knowledge activism initiative addresses 

the challenges facing Africa’s knowledge ecosys-
tem, with the goal of strengthening the publishing 
infrastructure. Another example is the Feminist 
Alternatives for (post-) COVID-19 Engagements 
(FACE) project in Africa. It addresses the attacks on 
women and feminist expressive spaces as a result of 
lockdowns. 
 In Cape Town, I get to experience one of the most 
beautiful, complex, sophisticated, and cosmopolitan 
cities in the world. However, South Africa is also a 
place of contradictions, revolutions and aspirations. 
I grew up in one of those contradictions, Cameroon. 
I was born in the heartland of a radical decoloniza-
tion movement in Batcham, the same place where a 
brutal massacre of revolutionaries and the commu-
nity that hosted them occurred in the 1970s. I lived 
through the protests of the 1980s, the hardships of 
the economic crisis and structural adjustment and 
the upheavals of the 1990s triggered by demands for 
multiparty democracy. Today, this place of my child-
hood dreams and memories is mired in confl icts 
caused by a combination of factors. At its core are, 
among other things, social abandonment, neglect by 
the state and the government’s inability or unwill-
ingness to fulfi ll the social contract. That my work 
also focuses in particular on the politics of suff ering 
and smiling is no coincidence. 

Divine Fuh
is director of the 

Institute for Huma-

nities in Africa 

(HUMA) at the Uni-

versity of Cape 

Town. He comple-

ted his doctorate 

at the University of 

Basel from 2005 

until 2009 at the In-

stitute of Social 

Anthropology and 

Center for African 

Studies.
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