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The year 2019 has been marked with several important 
events so far. Not only from economic and political aspects 
but also from an ecological point of view. Climate strikes here 
and there, the changes at Swiss Re with the new “Grab and 
Go” concept and, of course, the ongoing topic of is “Food 
Waste” and the associated sustainability. We young people 
also think about the consequences of these issues on a daily 
basis, after all, it is said that we are the future. Within this 
issue of the JP Times, the authors dealt with these topics to 
gain a deeper understanding. 

Speaking of the future, when did you know what you wanted 
to be? Did you have a clear idea of the profession you wanted 
to pursue? These are questions, we as apprentices and 
trainees ask ourselves, as we are just at the beginning of our 
career journeys. We see others as our role models and are  
extremely grateful to receive/have received tips and advice 
from a wide range of experienced Swiss Re employees. 

One of the trainees within Swiss Re, Chiara Brändli, made her 
first big step in her personal and professional development, 
when she decided to complete her PWA internship, which  
she started in Credit & Surety here in Zurich, with Finance  
Reinsurance in Singapore (page 8). However, she wasn’ 

t the first member of the Junior Power Programme to do  
so. Sheerah Kim completed her HMS internship at Swiss Re  
several years ago and has been actively engaged in an  
important role, based in Singapore, since the start of this  
year. Junior Power Times had the opportunity to find out  
how she managed to secure the role and how she’s settling 
into life in Singapore.

In this issue of the Junior Power Times you’ll get an insight into 
Nigel Fretwell’s everyday life and the work he does for Swiss Re, 
through an interview conducted by a few members of the JP 
Times & Team (page 14). 

You will find further interesting insights & topics from our 
apprentices, which have also been prepared for you.

The entire Junior Power Times Team wishes you a lot of fun 
reading this issue. We hope that you like it and hope that we’re 
able to bring a bit of variety into your daily work life. 

Dear Reader, 

Kind regards  
Janelle Brunner 
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I am a very communicative and 
happy person with a lot of  

temperament. In my spare time I 
like to dance ballet, hip hop, dance 

hall and various Latin American 
dances. I also enjoy spending time 

with my friends and family.  
I like to get to know new cities,  

foreign cultures and special places.

Commercial Apprentice 3rd year, 

 17 years old

Giulia Knapp 

Mountain biking is one of my  
passions. Besides work and 

school, I can also switch off my 
mind. In winter I often go skiing or 

ice skating. I’m currently in the 
second year of my apprenticeship 
at CRES. I decided to be an author 
for the JP Times, because I get to 

know the rough edges of Swiss Re  
in a different way. 

Commercial Apprentice 3rd year,  

17 years old

Dennis Zeller 

My balance from the office  
everyday life, is by doing  

gymnastics. I grew up in the gym, 
so to say. Besides, in winter  

I enjoy the Urner Alps with my 
snowboard and in summer I like  
to spend time with my friends  

at home at Lake Lucerne.

Trainee,  

20 years old

Sandro Marty

“Procrastination is a vice to  
productivity, but a virtue to  

creativity”. As a procrastinator,  
I will believe in this quote tomorrow. 
As a lazy but ambitious enthusiast, 
I enjoy putting a smile on people’s 

faces. I love reading novels and 
dancing, but I rarely do any of 

those things because I am often 
asleep besides school and work. 

Nice to meet you too ...

Adam Buyondo

Commercial Apprentice 2nd year,  

17 years old

Authors
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What currently describes me best 
is a headless chicken running 
around all over the place. It’s  

non-stop with work and school 
and tests tests and more tests!! But 

I do try to find time for me and  
the important people in my life… 

Somehow. 

Commercial Apprentice 3rd year, 

 17 years old

Ella Macdonald 

A few brief facts about me: I am a 
very open and focused person. In 

my spare time you can find me  
either with my family, with friends 

or walking with the dog. I am never 
moody, unless I need sleep 

urgently or very hungry. If both 
should meet, then he who can 

save himself should.

Former Commercial Apprentice,  

19 years old

Dahlia Schreiber 

I really enjoy eating. Especially 
when it’s perfectly seasoned. After 
the sport I could be confused with 

Obelix because of my ravenous 
appetite. The energy I consume 

while doing sports or learning has 
to be recharged. I am always ready 
to sleep, no matter where and no 

matter when. So whenever you do 
something with me, don’t be too 

boring or I’ll fall asleep. 

Mediamatics Specialist 3rd year, 

 17 years old

 Exaucé Ndanu Galo

In my spare time you can find  
me either doing sports or in any  

boutique and make-up shop. 
 My family and friends would  
probably describe me as an 

upright, spirited and determined 
person. I am always ready for a 

good conversation and mostly very 
happy – only early in the morning 

I’m a bit calmer and short with  
my answers.

Janelle Brunner

Commercial Apprentice 3rd year, 

 18 years old

One usually meets me with  
headphones, because music  

is the be-all and end-all for me.  
As a hobby I also play in two music 

clubs. My only sport activity is a 
two week ski holidays in winter.  

If there is still time left after music, 
work and school, Netflix  
occasionally helps out. 

Janic Urech 

Commercial Apprentice 3rd year,  

16 years old
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Commercial Apprenticeship 
in Retrospect

Various current employees in Swiss Re had the 
chance to gather their first business and work 
experiences here at Swiss Re as commercial  
apprentices. After finishing the apprenticeship 
program, many of the once apprentices left and 
went on to gain further business experiences  
with other companies. Some of the apprentices,  
however, were able to remain within Swiss Re  
and have been involved in various departments  
and projects since then, which is intriguing,  
considering more than 10 to 20 years have passed 
since then have completed their apprenticeships.

Adam Buyondo 
Commercial Apprentice  
2nd year
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I had the chance to have a quick exchange with a few internal 
employees who completed their commercial apprenticeships 
at Swiss Re. We discussed a few topics, ranging from how  
the apprenticeship program has changed over the years, their 
unforgettable experiences and the differences they noticed 
between the apprenticeship program and full-time employment. 
They went further and gave me a few tips to pass on to my  
fellow apprentices and I could not wait to spread the message.

There have been noticeable changes in the apprenticeship 
program over the years, especially on the school side of it. 
There have been changes in the valuation and involvement of 
more active programs like PE to keep commercial apprentices 
fit since we work in offices all day and may not be able to  
get enough exercise. The current apprenticeship program 
involves more integration of both school and work considering 
the vocational trainers have more contact with the school  
administration including teachers.

They had unforgettable and interesting experiences during 
their apprenticeships including various opportunities to 
expand their social network through meeting great people 
who inspired them. Furthermore, they had the chance to work 
in diverse departments, which lead to them creating more 
exposure for themselves, such as HR, IT, Finance etc. not to 

mention the increase in responsibility and accountability while 
being a full-time employee and no longer an apprentice. My 
sources acknowledged that they were subsequently recognized 
as fully-fledged members of the team and therefore could 
undertake greater tasks like leadership of teams and other 
preeminent obligations. 

Although they all went on to further educate themselves in  
the recent years, they’re still able to apply the skills, which  
they learnt throughout their apprenticeships, in the various 
departments they work for, while inspiring and empowering the 
people around them. Others have taken up the responsibility as 
on-the-job trainers, to help guide the current apprentices, help 
them create their foundation in the business world, integrate 
them more and prepare them for greater responsibilities in  
the future.

Their message to us, the young and current commercial 
apprentices, is not only to get out of our comfort zones and 
challenge ourselves, but they also encourage us to enjoy the 
process along the way, so that we can learn and gain new 
experiences, whilst being agile and doing something we love. 
Swiss Re is a great place to start our career and get inspired. 
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Two suitcases for half a year. Hardly could I believe that  

I was going on a 12.5-hour flight to a place I have never 

been before. That place was going to be my new home! 

Saying goodbye to friends, my old Team and family  

but at the same time: Saying hello to a new adventure  

in Singapore! 

Two suitcases (my second 
PWA Trainee Assignment)



Swiss Re Junior Power Times 9

This blog will not be about telling you how much I have  
enjoyed the experience so far now, not because I do not like  
it here! I very much enjoyed my time here, but more because  
you as reader might take away more from it when I share a 
little bit about how I got here, what my mindset was, how 
much support I needed and what challenges I faced … 

Before you start reading there are 4 facts you should know 
about me:

 ̤ I am a very, open minded and curious 23 years old female …
 ̤ … not having a bachelor degree and …
 ̤ … doing a 2-year PWA traineeship with Swiss Re and  

completing my last 0.5 year in the Singapore office! 
 ̤ The thought I had to reach my goal of going abroad: No one 

will come and simply offer to do things for you, YOU have to 
be the one in the driving seat and asking people!  

Overview on what the PWA Traineeship at Swiss Re is: 
Usually trainees at Swiss Re are connected to a partner school 
of Swiss Re, which is one of the main differences from trainees 
to the graduates and the interns. PWA is a german abbreviation 
that stands for “Postmaturitäre Wirtschaftsausbildung” and 
takes 2 years to complete. Translated into English this means 
“After-highschool- economincs-diploma”. Therefore, all the 
PWA trainees have completed Swiss Matura (equivalent to 
High School/ British A Levels) and can then apply for the 
traineeship at Swiss Re. The normal procedure is 0.5 years  
of economics school at the partner school, then one full year 
working in one department and changing department for the 
last 0.5 years traineeship. I have completed my school block 
from August 2017 to January 2018. The trainees are given 
several options of placements to choose from for the first 1-year 
placement. After some interviews with possible placements,  
I started working in February 2018 for Reinsurance Special 
Lines Credit & Surety. Knowing that we have the option to 
change department for our last 0.5 years traineeship, I decided 
to take the chance and try looking for a placement in another 
location of Swiss Re …

How I got to Singapore and what was my general mindset? 
In the second week of my traineeship at Swiss Re, I sent off  
my first email placing my wish to go abroad in February 2019.  
All the new employees that start at Swiss Re know it is an 
international company, speaking and writing English is a must 
in departments and of course being open-minded about  
different cultures makes the overall experience at Swiss Re a 
lot more valuable! Knowing this from the beginning was the 
starting point for me to really try with all efforts needed to 
experience an office abroad. I knew it would come along with 
many challenges, possibilities and amazing experiences that 
moving to a new location simply come a long with. If you are 
thinking about going abroad during your internship at Swiss Re 
you must have motivation and persistence for it although  
knowing it might not work out in the end. Be open! Be curious! 
Be brave! Personally, it was a great experience and I learned 
many things simply throughout the process of trying to reach 
the goal of moving to a different location.

Three main challenges I faced, my solution and the 
support I needed  

1. To find a placement abroad: 
From around March 2018 until August 2018 I invested in  
reaching out and connecting to people who had ideas on 
where I could go next. During these months, I realized that  
I have to be looking for two placements simultaneously to  
be on the safe side! One trainee placement in Zurich and another 
one somewhere in the world. You should be aware, that this is 
double the amount of work than other trainees are doing when 
looking for only one placement! Inform possible future on-the-
job-trainers you have talked to when things get clearer about 
your goal to move abroad! Keep them up to date! I always tried 
to explain my situation and was very grateful and impressed  
by how much understanding came from the people that I kept 
up to date on how my journey developed. With the support 
of Antonia Hitz, I was able to establish contacts with people/
teams abroad. After some video interviews with possible 
future placements, it was clear to me that I would like to go  
to Singapore and join the Reinsurance Finance Team.
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2. Budgeting: 
The time from August until November/December was a  
constant up and down on whether it will be possible for me  
to leave or not. One of the biggest issues was the budget! I 
made it clear from the beginning that I was not expecting  
Swiss Re to pay for everything. I knew I am a trainee. I will  
be changing the team and therefore I will not have a special 
expertise that people would be willing to pay for! I see it as  
an investment into my future and I was willing to pay for this.  
The current arrangement I have with Swiss Re is a special  
short-term International Assignment where the costs are split 
between Swiss Re and myself. Swiss Re for example came up 
for costs like: Visa, health insurance, tax consultation ... 

3. The accommodation:
Based on the arrangements I have with Swiss Re and having 
a trainee salary, I checked the rent prices in Singapore and I 
soon realized that I had only two options: Either I ask my 
family for financial support or I try to find a host family. As I 
already stayed with host families in other countries (I much 
enjoyed that!) and I preferred to try this option before asking 
my family for money, I had to figure out a way of reaching out 
to host families in Singapore! I read a lot about properties, 
rent agreements, flats heavily subsidized by the government 
(HDB) or privately owned houses. Reaching out to colleagues 
who live in Singapore was probably the best thing I could do. 
One of my colleagues offered, that she would go and hang 
up/pin an ad that I write and send her. She pinned it to the 
pin boards of the Swiss Club & school and the German 
Club & school. And from around November through to the end 
of January I waited for possible future host families to text 
me. Meanwhile, in case this would not work out, I contacted 
property agents and checked the apps that locals suggested 
to me. Currently I live with an amazing host family in  
Singapore: I have my own top floor of the house and my own 
bathroom and I can participate in the family life as much as  
I want to! I love the time I can spend in my new home! 
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Working as a Trainee in Singapore: 
I have arrived in Singapore on 1st of March 2019 and started 
work a week later. The team I work for now is the Finance 
Reinsurance CFO Office and therefore we mainly manage  
projects in the Finance department of Asia. We have many 
projects running in parallel and arriving new to the team it has 
been a challenge to know which person to contact for which 
project. Meanwhile I feel well integrated into the team and I 
am working on several projects myself. Two very interesting 
projects are Asia Inc. and one project working with robotics/
automation. Asia Inc. is a very big project, which focuses on 
the shifts of the carriers in Asia and moving them under  
the Singapore Branch. It still feels very overwhelming, as there 
is basically every department involved from Reinsurance 
Finance Asia. The robotics project is a smaller project where  
I am in charge of occurring issues or problems and helping on 
how to solve it. The project that currently takes the biggest 
focus is our Team Offsite with over 100 people in Bangkok. 
As it takes place in mid of June and I am in the organizing 
Committee, I am very busy with getting the App, we have built 
for it, launched as well as taking care of Food and Drinks for 
over 100 people. Also being in the organizing Committee  
I was able to go on a site visit a month ago to Bangkok. This 
was my first Business trip in Asia! An exhausting but extremely 
interesting experience.

Getting used to live in Singapore:

Fun facts that you read on the internet about Singapore 
and ask yourself “do they really check on this?”:
1.   Chewing Gum regulation: You will not find one single  

chewing gum being imported or exported to or from  
Singapore! They are illegal! But if you have a package  
from home and chew one from time to time, no one  
will arrest you. 

2.   Eating and drinking in the subway: Yes, this rule is to be 
taken seriously. In those three months I have never seen 
anybody eating or drinking in the subway! If you forget and 
take a sip of you water bottle, people will look at you and 
you will easily get reminded NOT to do so!

3.   Flushing toilets: you can get a fine for not flushing the toilet 
in public places, but to be honest: nearly all toilets have 
automatic flushes! 

Actually, coming from Zurich to Singapore there were 
some things that really surprised me:
1.   Escalators are very fast! On contrary, many people here 

walk slow pace and therefore I had to get used to walking 
away from the escalator slowly too. In the beginning, I often 
nearly bumped into the person in front of me as I was used 
to keeping up the pace of the escalators…

2.   On toilets, I have not seen toilet brushes…

3.   Many houses/flats do not have a dishwasher! People  
explained to me this is due to the fact, that many families 
have a helper employed who takes care of the house, kids 
and also walks the dog.

4.   Matching the first point: Singaporeans usually walk very 
relaxed. I very rarely saw someone running or walking fast!  
I somehow expected people to get very quickly from one 
place to the next, but with its greenery and slow pace it is a 
very relaxed walking city!

It all started flying to Singapore with two suitcases … I am 
pretty sure I can now fill more than three coming back home.  
Not just because of some shopping but mainly because I have 
packed my life with many stories, experiences, important  
lessons and adventures that I can take back home! On my  
path I had so many people I reached out to, who helped and 
supported me. I very much appreciate the time these people 
have spent on conversations with me! Thanks to all of the people 
in Swiss Re that have supported me on this first time ever path 
to an amazing and very enriching experience! I have learned so 
much and met many awesome people that I have decided, 
that I would really like to stay with Swiss Re after my internship 
is over! Although I did not find my new placement yet, I am 
sure with all that Swiss Re makes possible I will find my place 
in an interesting team!

Sending you, dear reader, sunny regards from Singapore,

Chiara Brändli
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After completing her HMS internship of one year and a three-
year school program, Sheerah Kim wanted to work for a design 
and communications agency. However, after a few months, 
the company went bankrupt and Sheerah was made to look for 
a new job, with the assumption that most companies would 
only recruit interns in a certain cycle. However, through a 
spontaneous unsolicited application, she was offered a position 
in Technical Accounting at Swiss Re. The recruiting line  
managers were open to supporting Sheerah during her 

internship, which meant that she was employed as an intern 
for the remaining months of the internship and then as a  
permanent employee.

This gave her the opportunity to complete a bachelor’s degree 
in business administration in the field of business economics, 
which was also supported by the team. For her, one thing led 
to another and somehow worked out.

A life changing experience
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Today, Sheerah Kim is active in an important role. Although  
not here in Zurich, but the so called “Switzerland of  
Asia” ‒ Singapore. 

She knew from an early stage that she would like to work 
abroad one day. As a Korean who grew up in Switzerland,  
she has always felt very connected to the Asian continent.  
Asia is very dynamic, fast and agile and that’s exactly what 
Sheerah found interesting. She therefore applied for a  
position in Hong Kong, in Strategy with the Reinsurance  
Business Unit. She wanted to get a clearer picture of Swiss Re 
and understand its purpose, so Strategy seemed to be the 
right place for her. A few months later she was introduced  
and recommended to other senior leaders, who considered 
her for a Group Strategy position, among others. Everything 
was arranged by Sheerah’s supervisors from of theLeadership 
Team of Business Management at the time. They cultivated a 
culture of always being ready to transfer talent to other  
departments when the potential was there. 

Sheerah is very grateful for all the dedication and interest of 
the different people who helped her, as so many doors were 
opened for her. Today she is responsible for the High Growth 
Market Strategy, which includes Brazil, China, Mexico and 
some big countries in Asia.

Strategy
All our business units have a strategy department that, among 
other things, defines goals, ambitions and plans to achieve 
them. The Group Strategy, in turn, has an overall view of where 
the company should go and where its positioning on the market 
is. They ask themselves what we can learn from the past and 
what trends will change the framework in the future.

Sheerah Kim was of the opinion early on, that Group Strategy 
should be much more globally represented. In Zurich, our “little 
Switzerland”, you can’t see everything else that’s going on in 
the world. In Asia, on the other hand, a lot happens at a much 
faster pace leading to the information being passed on at a 
much quicker rate through people’s efficient and agile work. 
In order to represent the group in Asia, they were sent to Asia 
for three months. After the period, it was recognized that the 
Group’s representation in Asia was a permanent need. It needs 
more attention and local representation in other countries.

This idea was shared with the group and it was decided upon, 
that a representative function should be established in Asia. 
This time around, the timing and Sheerah Kim’s profile were 
spot on, allowing her to be proposed for the position by the 
current Group Treasury Management team. Just two months 
later she packed her two suitcases and moved to Singapore.

Expectations and changes
Her first official working day with a local contract in  
Singapore was on the 1st of February 2019. She had no fears 
because Singapore has a very international atmosphere, in 
which she felt very comfortable. Of course, she already had 
experience working in Asia because of her three-month stay 
beforehand. The people over there are very open and happy  
to support others. She felt very safe and had no problems  
meeting new people or finding an apartment.

There was however one specific point where she knew she 
would have to face a change ‒ her habits as a consumer. 

Due to her poor CO2 footprint from her business trip, she  
decided to base her consumption strictly on local products  
and not on imports from places like Australia, Europe or the 
USA. It all had to be relatively local and so she became a  
vegetarian.

Singapore is called, as mentioned earlier, the Switzerland of 
Asia. It is very clean, but very strict when it comes to rules. 
Cigarettes and alcohol are very highly taxed, Airbnb’s and  
chewing gum are strictly forbidden. A lot reminds her of  
Switzerland, but not the liberal thinking and the freedom we 
have here.

The future
Sheerah Kim’s unlimited contract has been running for several 
months now, but what’s next for her? She says she can feel 
comfortable anywhere. Singapore is just the beginning for her 
and she is always open for new things.

She knew that starting her career as a trainee/intern at Swiss Re 
was a great privilege, because there were many opportunities 
on offer. She advises everyone to look at different areas and to 
understand and learn the IT language giving that that is the 
future. Being open, curious and interested is the key to being 
able to achieve something.

A tip to us apprentices:
Jason Richards (part of the Leadership Team in Business 
Management) gave her an important message five years ago 
that is still very valuable to her and stuck with her until this  
day: Never take a job just because of its description. Take a  
job because of the people, your manager and the leaders that 
inspire and create an environment, where you are able to learn 
and grow.

Janelle Brunner 
Commercial Apprentice  
3rd year
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Junior Power Times  
in an Interview with  
Nigel Fretwell

Nigel Fretwell 
Chief Human  
Resource Officer
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Let’s start with some personal questions, for the readers 
to get to know you a bit better. Where did you grow up? 
I grew up in the UK, so I spent all my early life there. I was born in 
a place called Essex, in England, and moved down to the south 
coast when I was five. That’s the place where I mainly grew up 
and where my family still lives to this day. My wife and I chose 
to buy a house there, to be close to her parents. So, the South 
East of England is home for us. 

How long have you been in Switzerland? I assume you live 
here now even though you have a house back home?
On the 1st of May 2013 I came to Switzerland to take on the 
role I currently occupy. I moved here on a local contract. Since 
May of last year (2018), I’m back in the UK, on a local UK  
contract, even though I spend a lot of my time here, in  
Switzerland. After five years of living in Switzerland, I needed 
to move back to the UK for family reasons, as my father wasn’t 
well, I also found my wife was spending more time back in the 
UK. Before moving to Switzerland, I’d spent five years in Hong 
Kong working for HSBC. With my time spent in Hong Kong and 
then the time I’d spent living in Switzerland, I’d been away 
from the UK for 10 years. It was finally time for me to go back. 
Christian and Thomas very kindly allowed me to carry on with 
my job in the UK. 

What was the best thing about living in Switzerland?
I feel very privileged. I’ve got a nice house in the UK and I had  
a good five years here in Switzerland. I love Switzerland and if 
it wasn’t for family reasons, I wouldn’t have left. What I liked 
about living here was that many parts of Switzerland are  
different. You can go down to the south part, where it’s more 
Italian, whereas at the same time, over to the west, it’s more 
French. It’s like being in another country. It’s also a great hub  
to travel to. I like the order, I like the discipline and the clarity  
of things in Switzerland. Everything just works.

Is there anything you missed about the UK  
whilst being in Switzerland? 
Being away from the family was the hardest thing for me. I’ve 
lived abroad three times now. Each time I’ve really enjoyed it 
and fully embraced the different cultures. My family has always 
been with me, so we were able to make new experiences as a 
family. I think if you immerse yourself into those situations, it’s 
fantastic. You’re able to develop not only on a personal level but 
also on the professional side of things, as a business man. I’m 
one of those people that, when I’ve fulfilled my goal, I feel a need 
to move on. I don’t worry about it or feel upset about moving on. 
As I was able to profit from making new experiences, I usually 
feel ready for the next chapter of my life. I know where my 
heart lies and I know that I don’t want to live abroad forever. I’d 
been on the road quite a lot throughout my professional career 
and I just felt that I was losing connection with my own family 
and there comes a point where that’s more important.

What do you do in your free time? Especially when  
you’re so busy traveling everywhere.
We bought the house in the UK just as I started my current 
role here with Swiss Re. We’d lived in the same house that 
we’d had for about 25 years and were looking for a house 
that we could ultimately settle in. We spent five years looking 
for that perfect house and we’re able to find it. That’s part of 
the reason why my wife was spending so much time back in 

the UK. For the last two years, we’ve had the ongoing project 
of refurbishing the house and garden, so I’d have to say most 
of my spare time is invested into that. I’m either working on 
the design and the way things should look or working on all 
the furnishing. Our house is important to us, it’s got a very 
English feel to it. In England your house is your castle! That’s 
where my wife and I, spend most of our free time. We love 
the house. 
 
Do you have any children? 
Yes, two boys but my eldest is just coming up to 27. He lives 
and works in London, he’s got his own flat, his long-term  
girlfriend there, they’re off the payroll as I describe it. So, we 
see them, but they’ve got their own life. My youngest is 24 and 
he’s still at home and works as a care assistant but he has his 
own life too really. 

Moving onto your education and career, what was  
your favorite subject at school?
In the early days math’s actually. I wasn’t particularly academic,  
I was a very average student. I was into sport as a kid and I’m a 
very practical person. Theory’s less exciting for me. So, school 
for me was more about sport, that was really what I grew up 
enjoying. I was a passionate footballer. As a kid growing up if it 
was light outside I would have a ball and would be kicking it 
against the wall at home and completely churning up my mum 
and dads garden. I played in the Sussex County League and 
had a trial for Southampton Football Club when I was young as 
a goalkeeper. That was when I was 17. But I never saw myself 
as a professional footballer; I played football because I loved it 
and I was passionate about it, but it started to get a bit too  
serious and that wasn’t really what I wanted. So, I stopped 
playing when I was 18. Rugby union is the sport I particularly 
like now. I think it’s fantastic. 

What did you study at university and helped  
you in your career?
I didn’t go to university straight from school. I did my A levels 
and then went straight into work as it suited me more. When  
I came into work I went into banking, I didn’t have a view about 
having an HR career; I hadn’t thought about that. After about 
10 years I decided to go into HR. I did a Masters Degree in 
Strategic Human Resource Management more to give me that 
credibility. So that did help without a doubt.

Would you have preferred to do something else  
instead of banking?
I really enjoyed my career and it’s given me almost everything 
I’ve got. I’ve travelled around the world, I met my wife at work, 
so I’m really happy with where I am in my life and happy with 
the journey that I am on and I think it’s dangerous to start 
changing things because you don’t quite know what the  
outcome would be if you change something and whether you 
would been as happy. I think my career has given me much 
more than I ever could’ve imagined. Although I wasn’t the best 
at school, I was very focused and was very driven when I started 
work but I didn’t have a view then that I wanted to be the Chief 
Human Resources Officer of a big global company. It just 
wasn’t how I’d been brought up to a degree. So, I’ve achieved 
everything by doing a good job, working hard and being open 
to take chances and learn. And I’m proud of that so I wouldn’t 
change it.



16 Swiss Re Junior Power Times

 

You have quite a lot experience at working in HR for quite 
a few different companies. You already mentioned HSBC, 
have you worked in any other area apart from HR?
When I came into work initially I started as a general banker.  
I spent the first 12 years of my career in core banking starting 
from what we used to call in the old days the machine room 
which is where all the processing of cheques and money took 
place. But then I worked my way up through the retail and 
commercial banking side. I ran my own branch in the south 
east of England. It wasn’t until I got identified as what they  
called a “high flyer” at Barclays at the time that they wanted to 
broaden me and give me different experience. I then moved  
to London, which was a big step at that point for me; it’s  
crazy now when I think about it. I ended up being the career 
development manager of the other high flyers so I sort of 
managed their careers and gave them advice. That was the 
trigger for me as the job exposed you to all the senior people  
in the group and all the jobs that were available. 

Although I was a Chartered Institute of Bankers, I didn’t really 
feel that I had a deeper profession behind me. So when I came 
out of that job I took a job in HR because I felt it was a very 
underdeveloped part of business.

Now you’re at Swiss Re, what how a normal day 
of work look like for you?
It’s hard because now I split my time between different places. 
I spend probably just over 50% of my time here in Zurich, and 
the other part of my time mainly in the UK. Sometimes in the 
office and sometimes working from home. So, it is hard to find 
a normal day, which I quite like. I tend to be an early starter, so  

I tend to get in the office quite early at about 07:00 o’clock 
when I am in Zurich. I tend to spend that first period up to 
09:00 just clearing emails, reviewing papers, etc and then  
I am in meetings most of the day. I try and finish my meetings 
around 17:00 although sometimes they are later than that, and 
that gives me an hour or so to just get a little bit up straight 
before I go home. And if I’m here I’d stay at a hotel, so I might 
work in the evening as well depending on what’s on.

What do you like about Swiss Re as an employer?
I’ve worked at three different companies, Barclay, HSBC and 
here. I’ve worked with lots of different managers and leaders.  
I find this a very empowering culture; people here genuinely 
care. There is an element of family feel to this, people are here 
because they want to be here. They feel a strong connection 
with the company, the company has very high integrity,  
it does the right thing. I’ve never been asked to do anything  
that I don’t think is aligned with my own values or integrity.  
I feel that I’m respected, and I’m empowered, and I’m held  
accountable, which is right. So, I feel a real sense of freedom  
to do what I think is right within the context of the strategy 
here and I’m given the rope to do that and I’m held accountable 
for it. That’s how I like to work. I’ve been here six years which  
is the longest I’ve ever done one job. I worked at other  
organizations, I was 25 years at Barclays, I was seven years at 
HSBC, but I did a variety of roles at each. There’s a sense here 
that the company wants to continue to innovate and progress 
and that’s exciting and not the same for all HR functions 
around the world. So as a professional perspective I can’t think 
of a better place to go, where we have the ability to innovate 
and try things and  
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experiment. They’ve got to be commercial and got to deliver 
the right outcomes but there’s a desire to be the best here 
which I really love.

What are your professional goals?
It’s difficult. In many ways I could say I’m not far off of achieving 
probably everything I wanted to achieve. Christian has just 
announced last Friday that my role will go onto the Group  
Executive Committee, reporting to Christian so I think from a 
personal and professional perspective that’s great. So, for me 
it’s about feeling that I can continue to make a difference and  
I enjoy what I do. I don’t feel that I have any less energy than  
I had when I first started at work so for me it’s about having the 
ability to make a difference and create a legacy. If you’d asked 
me when I was 18 would I be happy with where I am today  
I would absolutely have told you yes!

Okay, so and recognizing that this is a trainee’s magazine, 
is there any helpful advice you could give us on our 
career and education?
What I would say is be bold and be brave from a career  
perspective. I would not be sitting here today if I’d taken the 
obvious option or the easy option. So there’s two bits of advice 
I would give. One; I took the decisions in my career on jobs that 
I had no idea whether it would work out or not. I can remember 
clearly when I was at Barclays, one of the reasons I’m sitting 
here, I had a phone call on a Friday afternoon, offering me an 
opportunity to lead the HR elements of a project when Barclays 
was selling it’s Caribbean businesses. It was going to be part 
time alongside my existing job as the Head of HR for the  
commercial bank. I’d never worked on a sale of business or a 
joint venture before and I said, “Well, can I have some time 
think about it?” And they said, “No, we need an answer now. 
We’ve got an external candidate if you don’t want it.” So,  
I said yes without knowing exactly how this would work out.  

In the end it actually took me to the Caribbean and I ended  
up leading the whole HR integration effort for what became 
the largest locally listed company in the whole Caribbean 
region. My family moved there also. I think it’s about trusting 
yourself a little bit and taking some risks and putting yourself  
in the position to get opportunities. Be open minded.

Secondly; get the right people around you as mentors and  
support. I’ve been very lucky to have this. I got my first 
appointment as a manager when I was 24 and I wasn’t on the 
graduate program – which was very rare. I was the assistant to 
the business center manager so supporting in writing lending 
proposals, meeting clients. He saw something in me and he 
appointed me into a managerial role leading my own branch at 
when I had no lending experience or leadership experience. 
You need some people around you who are prepared to back 
your potential and not wait until you’ve proven everything. So, 
I’ve been very lucky in my career, I’ve had some people that’ve 
done that. But at the same time, I’ve also been prepared to 
take big risks so definitely back yourself.

It doesn’t mean everything will be perfect. I mean when I took 
that job in the Caribbean there was some people that really 
doubted my ability to do that, me included at the start of it! But 
you really grow from those. It’s exponential the growth that 
you get in those situations. I had no idea I would be sitting here 
now. And so don’t think you have to have all the answers. Go 
with the flow a little bit but also don’t go with the easy route 
and if you get several different job offers that give you different 
challenges, I’d always say find the one that frightens you the 
most. That’s the one to take. Particularly earlier in your life 
because you can afford to make mistakes. So, I wish you luck 
with your own careers.

Ella Macdonald 
Commercial Apprentice  
3rd year

Sandro Marty 
Trainee
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Impressive buildings, an extensive lunch with a famous 
canteen in Zurich and an important name in the business  
world. Swiss Re is one of the number one employers in  
Switzerland and internationally. With several thousand  
employees in Zurich and Adliswil, the company is very well 
represented in Switzerland and is also well known for its  
“Cultural Commitments and Sponsoring”, i.e., exhibitions at the 
Kunsthaus Zürich are often financially supported by Swiss Re. 

But how is Swiss Re perceived in countries like India or the 
USA? To answer this question, I sat down with Saumya Singh 
(Credit & Surveillance Analyst) from Bangalore and Christopher 
Migonis (Senior Underwriter Credit & Surety) from Armonk and 
got some exciting insights.

India
The Swiss Re building in Bangalore is probably one of the more 
modern buildings in the area. It is in the vicinity of several other 
company buildings in the centre of the city. Saumya points out 
that it is one of the best workplaces in the world, also offering 
various sandwiches, drinks and pastries on one of the floors. 
There is even a somewhat smaller canteen for a common lunch 
break, similar to ours in Zurich. In total, there are 4 floors on 
which the employees are distributed. Saumya represents  
Credit & Surety from Bangalore alone, therefore, she has no 
direct team colleagues on site. However, she feels that she has 
been well received by the other employees and feels she is in 
good hands because she is always supported. In India you don’t 
know the name “Swiss Re” if you don’t work for the company or 
know someone who does. Saumya came to know Swiss Re 
from another large company via the website. She only really got 
to know the company during her interview and when she was 
introduced to the business. You don’t see cultural sponsoring or 
anything like that in India. 

The United States of America
Even in the USA, things look a bit different to here, in Zurich. The 
Armonk Office offers a lot of space. So much space that is not 
needed at all. Most of the people work from home. Christopher 
emphasizes that the office is by far not as busy as in Zurich. 
Armonk is just outside New York. For many, it is easy to reach, 
but there are some who don’t want to travel long distances or 
those who don’t want to use public transport as much as we do. 
The office in Armonk is the largest US office and is in a very 
green environment with a beautiful view. The idea behind it is  
to create a pleasant working atmosphere so that employees  
feel comfortable at work. A lunch in Armonk looks significantly  
different from what it is in Zurich. People increasingly eat alone 
at their workplaces. You might meet someone on the way to 
work or talk while you’re making coffee, but it’s never the same 
as in Zurich, where a joint lunch shapes the corporate culture. 
Even in the USA, you only know Swiss Re if you are active in the 
industry or know someone effectively. In the USA, Swiss Re is  
a small fish in a giant bowl, unlike Switzerland, where Swiss Re 
is more of a blue whale in Lake Zurich.

Janelle Brunner 
Commercial Apprentice  
3rd year

Working atmospheres 
within Swiss Re



Swiss Re Junior Power Times 19

The Swiss Re building in Bangalore

The Swiss Re building in Armonk
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Since the world’s development boom in the 20th century,  
people around the world have been asking themselves  
more about how we can reduce CO2 emission. As a major 
international company, Swiss Re also contributes to protecting 
our world and thus our future. Using three simple examples,  
I will show you how this reinsurance company contributes to 
better climate in this world.

With the completion of the Swiss Re Next building, Swiss Re 
has attracted a great deal of attention. This is not only because 
the building looks very futuristic and magnificent, but also 
because much more technology has been used than initially 
expected. 

What are the benefits of these empty galleries in the building? 
These have not only been built for architectural reasons but 
have the purpose of bringing more sunlight into the offices on 
the floors. This means fewer lamps must be hung up and 
Next’s employees can work with natural light.

Of course, Swiss Re also benefits from Lake Zurich on the  
other side of the road. The lake water serves as a cooling 
source in summer and as a heating source in winter. This is 
made possible by (lake)water heat pumps, which would work 
even if the lake were frozen. The water is pumped at a depth  
of 20 metres and about 500 metres from the shore. Swiss Re 
is not the only company that uses Lake Zurich as a reservoir. 
With three other water heating distribution plants in Zurich, 
all of which work like Swiss Re Next, Zurich saves 1100 tons  
of CO2 waste a year.

With the COyou2 programme, Swiss Re motivates its  
employees to be mindful of the environment in addition to  
their work. Since 2007, employees worldwide have been  
able to receive a bonus for environmentally friendly products.  
These bonuses can be earned, for example, when buying  
a bicycle, an electric car or building a house with proper  
insulation. The employees are also credited with lower prices 
for public transport.

Food waste is also a major contributor towards environmental 
pollution. Therefore, Swiss Re Gastronomy tries to produce  
as little waste as possible, to combat the mountain of waste. 
Did you know that Swiss Re consumed more than 160 000 
Grab & Go bags and many more non-biological cutleries per 
year? For this reason, in mid-January, catering replaced these 
bags with reusable, recyclable bags as well as plastic cutlery 
and containers.

These are the simple, daily processes that we need to improve 
for a secure future. Thanks to Swiss Re and its employees, you 
are helping our generation and the generations that follow, 
turn the earth back into a planet, as we once discovered it.

Dennis Zeller 
Commercial Apprentice  
3rd year

Swiss Re goes 
green



Swiss Re Junior Power Times 21

Reuse Grab & Go bags

All tableware is 100%  
biodegradable ...

... and organic waste bins provided 
in pantry zones and cafeterias.

Grab & Go goes green

ORGANIC

Today we use over 160 000 paper bags and  
non-biodegradable tableware per year. 

WASTE 14 Jan 2019
Bags available  

at Mythenquai &  
Adliswil

14 Jan 2019
Grab & Go  

Mythenquai  

14 Jan 2019
Swiss Re Next 

 
(Pilot phase) 

11 Feb 2019
Grab & Go  

Adliswil

11 Feb 2019
Escher-/Lavaterhaus, 
Altbau, Soodring 6/33

Soup
Salad

Soup Salad

Why?

What?

How?
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Foodwaste

Reuse leftovers  
for lunch the next day

Buy seasonal and  
regional products

Have respect for 
the product/s

Harvest vegetables 
and fruits yourself

Do not rate products by 
expiration date, but by 

appearance

Make soups or purees 
out of leftovers
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In our article we would like to draw your attention, as a JP 
Times reader, to the topic food waste. What is food waste? 
How much food ends up in the bin? What is Swiss Re’s  
position on this topic? How can we avoid waste as much as 
possible? 

Food waste doesn’t just mean the food that is left on our  
plates, it starts at a much earlier stage. Around a third of all  
food produced in Switzerland is wasted between the start of 
growing it on the field and the end, when it’s placed on your 
plate. This corresponds to around two million tons of waste per 
year. If that amount of weight was loaded into lorries,  
you’d be able to make a line of 140 000 lorries stretching from 
Zurich to Madrid.

Just because a carrot is a little too crooked looking or a potato 
is too small, this doesn’t mean that it is no longer edible. There 
are enough people who’d be grateful enough to be able to 
consume these foods.

As Swiss Re uses so much food, we are eager to know how 
Swiss Re handles this issue and what the strategy is to avoid 
as much food waste as possible. To learn more about it,  
we met up with Johanna Altenberger ‒ Head of Swiss Re’s  
Gastronomy ‒ and interviewed her.

Johanna Altenberger told us that food waste is an important 
topic at Swiss Re. When asked about how much food ends up 
in the rubbish bin (at Swiss Re) each day after lunch, she told 
us about a pilot project launched by the kitchen and stewarding 
teams last April. They kept track of the food waste, on a daily 
basis over a period of twelve weeks, to see how much food 
ended up in the bin. It is important to note here that in addition 
to the leftover food from the normal lunches, leftovers from the 
guests’ lunches were also acknowledged during this project, 
as were the fruit and vegetables that may have gone off.

More about the project results in the next Junior Power Times!

Food waste is a very sensitive topic, which also became more 
important to the chefs after various workshops. We were  
allowed to conduct a short interview with Marcel Staubli ‒  
Chef de Cuisine and Guy Estoppey ‒ Chef de Partie about tips 
and tricks for reducing waste at home.

 
 
The Swiss Re Gastronomy team tries to recycle food whenever 
possible. Some employees may have noticed that certain 
meals from the previous day are offered again the next day  
at the vegetarian buffet, if food law and hygiene regulations 
allow it. Meals that have already been warmed up and openly 
served will not be served again at the next lunch.

Food and dishes which Swiss Re can no longer use, but which 
are still edible, are donated to social aid organisations. Here, 
too, Swiss Re tries to cooperate as closely as possible with its 
partners.

Every employee can contribute something to the reduction  
of food waste. We should pay more attention to how much  
we put on our plates and what we’re really eating. We are  
allowed, and very welcome, to have a second portion, instead 
of filling up our plates too much and not eating half of it. In 
order to reduce food waste at Swiss Re, we as employees and 
consumers can make a huge difference.

Giulia Knapp 
Commercial Apprentice  
3rd year

Dahlia Schreiber 
Former Commercial  
Apprentice
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Digital signage is a networked digital display of technology, 
which electronically presents information on displays. 

Advertising, for example, involves the digitalisation of traditional 
advertising media, such as posters or billboards. This type  
of digital posters can be interactive, meaning you can place 
an order directly through the poster itself. Other examples  
are the red or green LEDs in public car parks or the ordering 
machines at certain fast food chains.

There are further various options for using digital signage in 
the work environment. For example, with LEDs that indicate 
free think tanks or a screen, in the lift, that reports the latest 
news. Swiss Re is working progressively to implement such 
projects.

 

I think Digital Signage is an environment in which there are 
immense possibilities. Today, there are already many places 
where digital signage is being used in a very helpful way. It 
helps us to find things faster, it can simplify communication 
and provides a more efficient working environment. I am 
eager to see what innovations are still to come. 

Digital Signage

Janic Urech 
Commercial Apprentice 
3rd year


