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The Swiss Academy of Sciences (SCNAT) set up the Young
Faculty Meeting (YFM) in Chemistry to bring young group lead-
ers together to network and exchange ideas on specific topics.
This year’s YFM was organised by the authors, who also selected
the topics: Prioritization as young PIs, science/scientist evaluation
or ‘which hoops to hop?’.

The 2026 meeting was again held in the remote winter won-
derland of Griesalp. A round of introductions brought the partici-
pants together. Alke Fink (Adolphe Merkle Institute/University of
Fribourg, Fig. 1) opened the thematic part of the meeting with her
talk about ‘Collaboration Beyond Comfort: Rethinking Academic
Leadership Together’. She took the audience on a journey through
some key points of her career, characterised by crafting outside-
the-box career choices that enabled her to follow the science she
is passionate about, despite the risks associated with treading un-
known paths. Alke gave a candid and insightful overview of the
pros and cons of joining forces and expertise to co-lead a research
group, highlighting the aspects she found to be crucial to make it
a successful and worthwhile endeavour, as well as the scientific
advantages of a truly interdisciplinary team working at the inter-
section between nanomaterials, material science, and biology.
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Fig. 1. Alke Fink ready for her talk.

Alke’s talk was folled by Josep Mas Rosello (ETH Zurich,
Fig. 2), who talked about ‘Designing small-molecule catalysts
for organic synthesis and beyond’. His research focuses on the
development of catalysts that are fully organic and do not rely on
metals,l!l such as Iridium, that can be rare, toxic, and expensive.
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Fig. 2. Josep Mas Rosello during his talk.

Josep presented his recent work on the hydrogenation of ketones,
current efforts to improve efficiency and expand applicability to
different substrates, as well as the serendipitous synthesis of an
unexpected cyclic product.

The first session was concluded by Yang Yao (University of
Basel, Fig. 3) and her talk entitled ‘Water state under nanocon-
finement’. Yang discussed how she takes advantage of the sup-
pression of water crystallisation under nanoconfinement to study
water dynamics in the liquid mesophase at cryogenic tempera-
tures. She achieves this using broadband dielectric spectroscopy
which also enables her to investigate cryo-enzymatic reactions in
the lipidic mesophase.[? Yang’s talk was followed by a break that
many of the participants used for a short hike accompanied by
discussions on various topics surrounding Chemistry, academic
careers, and the (scientific) landscape.

Fig. 3. Yang Yao taking us on a journey to life in icy regions.
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After dinner, Antonio Togni (ETH Zurich, Fig. 4) shared his
experiences and personal views about career choices in ‘A career
in science — What and how much can you plan?’ . His thought-pro-
voking contribution touched upon each of the three pillars of the
profession — teaching, research, and service — with particular em-
phasis given to the concepts of urgent and luxury science, their
respective pursuit worthiness, and the increasing granularity of
research activities, embodied in ubiquitous projectification, which
ends up shaping both their content and scope. Antonio gave inspir-
ing examples of how he nurtured the symbiosis between his teach-
ing and his research. He also demonstrated how he took initiative
and ownership of his role of vice-rector of doctoral studies to drive
positive change, showcasing ways in which academic science can
be shaped from the bottom-up.5!

Fig. 4. Antonio Togni during his presentation right before the evening
discussion round.

Antonio’s talk was directly followed by a fireside discussion
round with all participants (Fig. 5), focusing on how to prioritize
different tasks during an academic career. The topics touched
spanned from learning when to say no, to the importance of senior
mentors that can help to calibrate how many and which tasks are
of importance. The discussions went long into the night and were
accompanied by many stories and examples of the senior and jun-
ior participants.

Fig. 5. Discussion round at the fireplace.

On the second day, Peter Chen (ETH Zurich, Fig. 6) opened
with his talk on taking important decisions during the early years
of an academic career. He focused on hiring, academic and indus-
try collaborations, as well as how to get into a position of agency.
Peter emphasized the importance of taking an active role in choos-
ing which tasks to spend time on and recommended being part of
hiring or thesis award committees, as well as hosting a seminar
series. While these commitments require a significant investment

of effort, they are scientifically rewarding and help to maintain
contact with relevant people in respective fields, institutions, and
beyond. He then shared his perspective on both academic and
industry collaborations and how important it is to get everyone on
the same page defining clear boundaries and goals. He also re-
minded us to deliberately choose which group members to involve
in a collaboration and to keep time investments as well as learning
experiences in mind. Finally, Peter concluded his talk emphasiz-
ing that the first few rounds of hiring are critical in an academic
career. In a lively Q&A session after his talk this topic was further
elaborated on and junior as well as senior speakers shared their
experiences and tips around interviewing and hiring.

Fig. 6. Peter Chen on academic and industry collaborations.

Peter Chen’s talk was followed by the presentation of Bogdan
Dereka (University of Zurich, Fig. 7) entitled ‘Towards
Electrochemistry without Transferring Electrons: Microscopic
Electric Fields as New Catalysts’. He began his talk by highlight-
ing the importance of electric fields, illustrating this with an ex-
ample from nature: spiders, which travel through the air with the
help of silk kites, guided not only by air currents but also by elec-
tric fields. He then transitioned to the microscopic world of elec-
tric fields, explaining how such fields can be measured using tran-
sient infrared spectroscopy.4!

Fig. 7. Bogdan Dereka during his talk on measuring microscopic electric
fields.

The young faculty meeting continued with a second plenary
discussion focusing on how scientific and educational excellence
should be evaluated in the future and how one could be part of
changing current practices for the better. Best practices, as set
out in the Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA), were
discussed, as were ways in which the participants, their institu-
tions, and Switzerland can strengthen them.5 The advantages and
disadvantages of monetary rewards for reviewing publications
and grants were brought up. During these discussions it quickly
became clear that, while the ideas are manifold, their implemen-
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tation and adoption might be challenging. As usual for such rather
short meetings, more time would have been needed to get to the
bottom of these important topics.

This last plenary discussion was followed by Angela
Steinauer’s talk (EPF Lausanne, Fig. 8) on how her lab tackles
challenges in nucleotide delivery by engineering new protein cag-
es.lo] The delivery of DNA and RNA is a crucial bottleneck in the
administration of mRNA therapeutics or CRISPER/Cas based
gene therapy. Working on protein cages that package their own
encoding RNA and protect them from nucleases, the Steinauer lab
investigates how these cages can be engineered so longer RNA
sequences can be packaged.

protein cages.

After lunch the participants were taken on a trip to the world
of materials chemistry and spectroscopy. Sascha Feldmann (EPF
Lausanne, Fig. 9) took them on a journey ‘From messy semicon-
ductors to twisted light — and back again’. He shared how his lab
developed an approach to measure spin polarization on ultrafast
timescales. Using their technique they found that in halide per-
ovskite films spin-domains formed within picoseconds, a phe-
nomenon that is most likely governed by local symmetry breaking
via structural disorder.!”}

The final talk of this year’s Young Faculty Meeting was given
by David Reber (Empa/University of Bern, Fig. 10), whose lab
focuses on developing batteries for stationary energy storage.
David pointed out how large-scale batteries can help to distribute
energy produced by solar energy parks from midday to the evening
hours which generally have higher demand. To overcome the dan-

Fig. 11. Group picture with all attendees of the YFM 2026.

Fig. 9. Sascha Feldmann presenting his lab’s most recent findings.

gers of flammable Li-ion batteries, his lab works on redox-flow
batteries based on aqueous systems. Currently they are tackling
the lower energy density of these systems in comparison to Li-ion
batteries and are working on solid state booster material as well
as how to enhance their utilization.8!

Fig. 10. David Reber and moderator Michelle Frei.

And finally, after another small hiccup involving stolen
snow chains and too much ice on one of the steepest PostAuto
routes, this year’s young faculty meeting came to a successful
end (Fig. 11), with everyone anticipating its next edition in 2027.

’/W RN



426  CcHIMIA 2026, 80, No.6 ScNAT

Acknowledgements
The authors thank Sandra Hofmann (SCNAT) for the photographs.

Received: April 15, 2026

[1] N. V. Shcherbakov, N. Potin, J. Mas-Rosell6, ACS Catal. 2026, 16, 1665,
https://doi.org/10.1021/acscatal.5c08127.

[2] Y. Yao, T. Zhou, R. Firber, U. Grossner, G. Floudas, R. Mezzenga, Nat.
Nanotechnol. 2021, 16, 802, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41565-021-00893-5.

[3] A.Togni, VSH-AEU-Bull. No°2 2025, 9.

[4] B. Dereka, N. Maroli, Y. M. Poronik, D. T. Gryko, A. A. Kananenka, Chem.
Sci. 2024, 15, 15565, https://doi.org/10.1039/D4SC04797D.

[5] DORA, https://sfdora.org/, accessed March 23, 2026.

[6] S.Tetter, N. Terasaka, A. Steinauer, R. J. Bingham, S. Clark, A. J. P. Scott, N.
Patel, M. Leibundgut, E. Wroblewski, N. Ban, P. G. Stockley, R. Twarock, D.
Hilvert, Science 2021, 372, 1220, https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abg2822.

[71 A.Ashoka, S. Nagane, N. Strkalj, A. Sharma, B. Roose, A.J. Sneyd, J. Sung,
J. L. MacManus-Driscoll, S. D. Stranks, S. Feldmann, A. Rao, Nat. Mater.
2023, 22, 977, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41563-023-01550-z.

[8] J. Lorenzetti, P. P. Ziemiariski, C. Kupferschmid, D. Reber, ACS Mater. Lett.
2026, 8, 889, https://doi.org/10.1021/acsmaterialslett.5c01591.



