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• The University faces increasing calls for an academic boycott and 
for the recognition of genocide.

• A scientific committee had been appointed to examine the 
University’s role in public debate.

• University buildings have been occupied; several pro-Palestinian 
exhibitions and events are organized by student associations.

• The Rectorate commits to:
• greater transparency
• enhanced ethical oversight
• issue an official statement on the University’s role.

2024 – Root Causes



• Freedom of expression and academic freedom are essential to 
the proper functioning of the University.

• The University adheres to the principle of institutional reserve.

• Exceptions are possible: the University issues a statement on 
the situation in Gaza, explicitly referring to the Israeli 
Government.

• The University of Geneva renounces the notion of “strategic 
partnerships” and terminates its agreement with the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem.

2025 - The UNIGE Position…



…and the Crisis

• Occupation of the Rectorate

• Communication plan involving stakeholders and media

• Event cancelled under pressure from protesters

• Position communicated through a press release

All four defining characteristics of an institutional crisis are present.



Institutional functioning disrupted

Conflicting expectations
• Activists push for political action
• Staff and students expect normal 

operations

#1 Disruptiveness



Decisions made with limited information

• Closing buildings to the public
• Cancelling public events
• Engaging with activists — formally or informally

#2 Uncertainty



# 3 Urgency

Communicating with Diverse Audiences

Multiple publics, each expecting a 
different message
• Stakeholders
• University staff
• Media
• Student associations



University perceived as unable to 
maintain dialogue with its students

And unable to ensure normal operations

Ambiguity over its position:
• Pro-Palestinian step? (official 

statement on Gaza + termination of 
HUJI agreement)

• Or not? (termination justified by 
strategic partnership rationale; no 
academic boycott)

#4 Reputational Risk



Communication Challenges

Audience
Building 
closure

Public event 
cancellation

Press 
conference 
cancellation

UNIGE 
position 
statement

Specific 
internal 
audience

✓ ✓

Entire UNIGE 
community ✓

Specific 
external 
audience

✓ ✓

General public ✓

Multiple levels of urgency

Multiple Channels
• Direct contact
• Social networks
• Mobile app notifications
• Email
• Newsletter
• Press release
• Press conference



Handling the Crisis - Checklist
Pre- or 

Early-Crisis
Real-Time

Crisis
Post-crisis &

Recovery

Strategic 
Foundations

Communication 
Execution

Monitoring & 
Feedback

Support & 
Recovery

• Delegation Plans
• Designated 

Spokesperson
• Pre-approved Talking 

Points
• Internal Alignment

• Speed and Empathy
• Transparency
• Consistent Updates
• Multi-channel 

Communication

• Monitoring Tools
• Feedback Loops
• Social Listening
• Media Relations

• Employee 
Communication

• Stakeholder 
Engagement

• Post-crisis Review
• Reputation 

Management



Long-term effects of the
Palestine debate

Corporate Communications

Nicole Kasielke, Head of Communication Channels at ETH Zurich
Suprio Day in Bern, 07/11/2025



What happened at ETH Zurich?

• In May 2024 demonstrations in the main building

• Decision of the Executive Board to act decisively and have 
the premises cleared with help of the police if necessary 

• Media coverage generally more positive because of the 
decisive action

• In the following weeks we allowed „Lunches for Palestine“ 
outside the buildings

• There were several requests for Palestine related events, 
which most of them we denied

• In the aftermath many internal discussions with students but 
also faculty members

• Internal Dialogue event with students, faculty and the 
Executive Board in July 2024

• Change from a media/public issue to an internal issue
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One popular demand: ETH Zurich as a university has to take a 
stance in this conflict
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Remark: Pictures shows old statements not 
visible anymore on our website



Ad-hoc commission to develop a policy paper

In July 2024, ETH Zurich appointed an ad-hoc 
commission with the mandate to develop the basis 
for the Executive Board to decide whether ETH 
Zurich as an institution should take a stand on 
geopolitical crises and conflicts and to define criteria 
which can be used as a guide about when to make 
institutional statements on such issues.

• Head: Effy Vayena, Associate Vice President for 
Digital Transformation and Governance, D-HEST

• 12 Representatives of 
− Professoral staff
− Students and Scientific staff
− Administrative staff
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https://ethz.ch/staffnet/en/news-and-events/internal-
news/archive/2025/03/no-eth-positioning-on-geopolitical-conflicts.html



Result of the ad-hoc commission: no further positioning on 
geopolitical conflicts
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https://ethz.ch/staffnet/en/news-and-events/position-on-geopolitical-conflicts.html



Are there still protests?

• Protest at an academic event with participants 
which were labeled as «pro-Israel» by the 
protestors
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• Protest against the visit of Ignazio Cassis at the 
inaugaration of the Albert Einstein School of 
Public Policy



Are media still interested? 

• Ongoing media coverage and social media posts because some protestors did not accept the 
fine for trespassing and took it to court. In the first instance, the court confirmed that we, as 
ETH, are entitled to enforce our house rules. 
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What have we learned about how to handle such debates? 

• An established network with ETH representatives from all relevant areas (security, 
communication, academic services,…) is key. We use a Teams channel for a quick 
exchange and to share information lowkey

• Conistent rules and an established approval process for events is very helpful 

• Our Executive Board had a clear stance and didn’t change stragies 

• We try to stay in dialogue with critical students and faculty members, but stand by our 
opinion

• And we …
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Proactive Issue Management
at the University of Bern

Brigit Bucher

Head of Media Relations, Abteilung Kommunikation & Marketing AKM

Communication & Marketing Office22 November 6, 2025, Bern

November 6, 2025



Issues are:

• matters of public interest, 

• which are usually also of interest to 

the media and/or internal 

stakeholders,

• and which have the potential to cause 

conflict and have negative effects in 

terms of risk, 

• or positive effects in terms of 

opportunity, for the organization and 

its stakeholders.

Definitions: Issues as drivers of repuation
Proactive Issue Management
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Issue management involves:

• a systematic process of identifying, 

monitoring, and evaluating internal 

and external topics that could affect our 

strategy, values, or reputation. 

• Issue management is not only about 

preventing crises — it’s also about 

spotting opportunities to position the 

university positively.

• To this end, AKM has developed a 

concept for cross-departmental 

cooperation.



Our initial goal: 

• move from reacting toward 

systematically identifying, assessing, 

and addressing topics that can impact 

reputation and trust.

• identify strategically relevant topics 

early and to build a structured process 

for dealing with them across 

departments.

Initial Goal and Approach
Proactive Issue Management
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Our approach:

1. Identification of potential issues

2. Evaluation and prioritization of issues

3. Detailed analysis of issues and 

stakeholders

4. Development of communication

strategy and measures

5. Implementation

6. Evaluation and learnings



The AKM Issue Group

• meets on a monthly basis and 

coordinates, plans, monitors and 

prioritizes issues.

• includes the head of the AKM, and also 

people from the media relations and 

from the social media team.

• defines a leader/holder for each issue. 

This person has the necessary expertise 

and can also be outside of the AKM. 

Responsibilities of the AKM Issue Group
Proactive Issue Management
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• sets up a TEAMS-channel for each 

issue and invites the relevant people to 

participate.

• sets up a reporting list for each issue.

• obtains status updates and shares 

them via TEMAS-channel. 

• carries out a systematic social media 

monitoring as well as media 

monitoring.



Identification of issue and definition of 

responsibilities

Stakeholder Analysis (Influence, Impact)

Prioritization (Urgency, Impact)

Priority A: deal with immediately

Priority B: Prepare measures for later

Priority C: Monitor continuously

Priority D: Review regularly

Reporting List
Proactive Issue Management
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Documents (Q&A, Nasty Questions, 

Position paper, Wording)

Existing Positions (internal, external)

Possible scenarios

SWOT

Storytelling/framing/arguments 

Communication measures taken 

Planned communication measures

Media coverage



From Reaction to Anticipation

• Earlier awareness of emerging risks

and opportunities

• Improved coordination across units. 

University Board, Risk Management 

and the AKM and are now part of the 

same conversation.

• Engage stakeholders before the topic 

escalates.

• Ability to shape narratives and 

position proactively

Benefits and learnings
Proactive Issue Management
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• In short: we’ve gone from fire fighting 

to foresight.

Takeaways for other universities

• Start small and build gradually

• Embed issue management within 

existing processes

• Focus on collaboration, not control

• Use issues to learn and strengthen 

reputation.



SUPRIO Tagung 6. November 2025

(1) How did you deal with the internal communities?

(2) What was the impact on your institution regarding long-term effects?

(3) How do you deal with issue management at your institution?

Group “Green”> Plenary room (left)

Group “White”> Plenary room (right)

Group “Red”> Room 67

Group “Yellow”> Room 68
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