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Annual Report 2016
by Suzanne Weigelt, Chair of the Board

The #AFSeffect  & Visibility and Growth
The great majority of our volunteers being returnees, they 
have experienced the #AFSeffect themselves: A transforma-
tive experience resulting in short and long term benefits of 
their AFS exchange. Its impact on their lives has made them 
ambassadors for intercultural learning, for global citizenship 
education, changemaking and personal growth. And this is 
exactly what we are about; this is linked to our mission.
But the #AFSeffect isn’t limited to the returnees, the 
transformative impact is heightened in the volunteers: They 
have acquired self-awareness and self-confidence, and they 
become change agents. They are the driving force of AFS 
by helping students, host families and schools ‚learn to live 
together’ - thus facilitating the #AFSeffect in others.

 Volunteerism is one of the three pillars on which our organization is based; without it we wouldn’t be what 
or where we are. To honor this, the Board of AFS Switzerland has decided at its strategic retreat in Novem-
ber to name 2017 the year of the volunteers and to designate volunteerism one of our strategic priorities. 

„Volunteers do not necessarily have 
the time; they just have the heart.“    

Elizabeth Andrew

Volunteers (2016 Board Priority)
In spite of fewer returnees in the past years, our volunteer 
base has remained stable with roughly a thousand volunteers. 
Among these, we can count on 170 key volunteers. We 
currently have 25 people in our Swiss pool of trainers, and 
a record of ten volunteers attended the Volunteer Summer 
Summit (VSS) in Venice. We are proud of these numbers, but 
aim for more. In preparation of our year of the volunteers 
2017, the staff in our volunteer development has worked on 
a new volunteer concept including a more comprehensive 
volunteer training schedule.

Picture taken at the Volunteer Training last fall.
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Growth with Quality (2016 Board Priority)
Sending:
As we reported last year, the Board’s priority was to focus 
our sending more on school programs and to grow in that 
sector. In order to achieve that result, we decided to take 
money from our reserves and invest it into marketing. That 
meant not only raising the direct marketing expenses, but 
also investing in human resources. This strategy entailed a 
re-organization of the office into two business units: Sending 
and Hosting. Although launching these changes took some 
additional resources, the goal is more staff efficiency and 
financial transparency by showing all related costs of every 

Hosting:
At the World Congress in Rio, we gave a well-attended 
presentation of our hosting situation. We explained our 
difficulties so well that we were able to successfully raise our 
transfer price, which now includes the costs for the langua-
ge courses, starting in 2018. For those students who have 
reached an A2 level in German or French (assessed by their 
Swiss school in their first week), and thus don’t need a lan-
guage course, their partner organization gets reimbursed. 
We’ve also changed the provider of the language school: 
instead of Migros Klubschule, it is the Flying Teachers who 
instruct our students in German. Being less centralized and 
more flexible, they are better suited to our needs. 
With these two adjustments, our Hosting should attain finan-
cial balance in the future, and if so, we will have reached one 
of the strategic goals of 2015. 

program. Our Partner Director Luc Estapé started to imple-
ment this new organization in 2016. 
Unfortunately, and in consequence of several explainable, 
but unfavorable factors, our marketing strategy couldn’t be 
implemented as fast as we had planned, and our sending 
numbers have actually decreased instead of growing. This 
had a negative effect on our finances. Luckily, we still have 
enough reserves to carry us through this difficult period. 
At its retreat last November, the Board had taken strategic 
measures to move towards more stability. 

Finding enough host families is still a major challenge, 
though. 
Also, the growing number of hosted students needing coun-
seling has proved very time-consuming for our host family 
support team, who again had to put in many extra hours. In 
view of these difficulties, our strategy had been to host fewer 
students, which resulted in a drastic drop in hosting from 
220 participants in 2015 to 162 in 2016. With a new struc-
ture and training of the FCPs and PCPs, we expect a shift of 
certain tasks from the staff to the volunteers within the next 
two years, which will give these volunteer positions more re-
sponsibility and interest, and take away some of the workload 
from the support team, which of course, will continue to be 
available for special cases and emergencies.
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Other Challenges
The switch to the fiduciary company NRS Treuhand at the 
end of 2015 required considerable adaptations, and the 
simultaneous, long overdue change of the accounting system 
proved to have more flaws than anticipated. We were virtu-
ally without reliable numbers for parts of 2016, which made 
forecasts and planning extremely difficult. With the new 
accounting system securely implemented, we are confident 
that this year we will operate under accurate, complete and 
timely information again.

A Choice of Highlights  
Ambassador Scholarships: Lara Siebenhaar has just finished 
her year in Costa Rica, where she visited several schools for 
deaf students, and made inquiries about the situation of deaf 
people in Costa Rica. Her goal is to send deaf Swiss partici-
pants to Costa Rica. This project will be the second half of 
her project. 
Miranda Fiedler has won the last of the Ambassador Scho-
larships, in the 18+ field (sentio). She is also in Costa Rica, 
working with TECHO, a non-profit organization dedicated 
to fighting extreme poverty. Miranda’s project is called Art 
for Understanding. It promotes intercultural understanding 
between 10 photographers from both countries, who will 
exhibit their work in Costa Rica and in Switzerland. There will 
be more about Miranda’s project in the next annual report.

Further expand Corporate Programs (2016 Board Prioritiy): 
AFS is supporting the Swiss Insurance Association SVV in the 
establishment of an integrated apprenticeship model Versi-
cherungsKVinternational. Integrated part of the new curricu-
lum is an exchange with an AFS school program. In 2016 five 
apprentices participated in a pilot project in the USA, Ireland, 
New Zealand, and France. The plan is to expand this model 
to all associated insurance companies in Switzerland, once 
the second pilot project in 2017 will have run successfully.
Additionally, we have started a Trimester project with a major 
Swiss bank for an apprentice exchange to Poland. The seven 
pilot participants were allocated to host families recruited 
by the banking institute, and they worked at this institute in 
Wroclaw.
Our long-established association with Lonza and Rieter conti-
nues with the standard school program.
In total, we had 5 SVV participants, 7 from the bank, 1 Lonza, 
and 3 Rieter participants.

Sentio: Global Competence Certificate (GCC): The GCC is 
an online learning tool designed by sentio. It should enable 
the participants to improve their communications skills and to 
enhance their awareness of unknown cultures. The certifica-
te proves that the exchange took place and can be a useful 
component of a CV.

ICL Training: Our entire staff is now at Level W in ICL (Inter-
cultural Learning); they acquired that expertise in a workshop 
that took place in October in Zürich.

Diversity: Although we are responding to the ever-increasing 
demand for placements in the traditional English speaking 
countries (TESM) by augmenting our Sending in that field, we 
are still committed to a wide range of language and cultural 
diversity. Our diversity ratio last year was 58%, versus 24% 
to the USA and 18% to other TESM partners. Overall, our 

participants went to 37 countries and we hosted students 
from 46 partners.

International Administration: The Board of Trustees, newly 
headed by Vishaka Desai (the first woman at the highest 
position in AFS!), has selected a new president as succes-
sor of Vincenzo Morlini: German-born Daniel Obst made 
his entrance at the World Congress in Rio. He was highly 
acclaimed by the delegates, and it was impressive to see how 
much interest, energy and quick grasp of important issues 
he displayed. Our Swiss delegation (PD, Chair, and sentio 
vice-chair Evelyne Suter) were honored to be invited to a 
business lunch by Daniel and Urs von Arx, and had thus the 
opportunity to express our ideas. Daniel has proved to be an 
excellent listener. Urs von Arx, vice-president of AFS Interna-
tional and member of AFS SUI, is our new liaison person to 
INT after Christine Leimgruber moved back to Switzerland. I 
would like to thank Christine for her support and good rela-
tions with our organization while she was a member of the 
management team of INT. 

GA 2016 in Luzern: Held at the Neubad - quite a special 
venue - 54 voting members attended a very harmonious 
General Assembly. Prior to the statutory assembly, the Board 
explained the financials in greater detail to interested parties 
and were open to Q&A. Farewells and due thanks were given 
to the Board Members Katharina Grenacher, Lea Zwimpfer 
and Jürg Rüttimann, who will continue to chair the Finance 
Committee. Newly elected to the Board were Lisa Drössler, 
Nicole von Reitzenstein, and Emamdeen Fohim. 

Last, but not least: Thank you for your interest and your 
support! Together, we will make a difference!

Niederhasli, March 2017

If you have questions regarding this annual report, do not 
hesitate to contact Suzanne Weigelt, Chair of the Board, 
suzanne.weigelt@sunrise.ch) or Partner Director Luc Estapé 
(044 218 19 19, luc.estape@afs.org)
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Glossary 
(in the order of appearance)

• Returnees are former participants.
• The Swiss Pool of Trainers (SPoT) is a group of people 

dedicated to the transfer of knowledge within the 
volunteer community.

• School Programs are our traditional exchange 
programs. The participant stays in a host family and 
attends a local school.

• 18+ Programs are for participants older than 18 years.
• FCPs (Family Contact Persons) are volunteers who 

support host families. Usually, they contact the family 
personally once a month; if need be they meet more 
frequently.

• PCPs (Participant Contact Persons) are volunteers 
who support exchange students. Usually, they contact 
the student personally once a month; if need be they 
meet more frequently.

• Ambassador Scholarships are scholarships given to 
young people not due to their financial background 
but because they have a unique project they want to 
realize during their stay abroad.

• Corporate Programs are exchange programs where 
we work closely together with businesses and give 
young apprentices the same possibilities as to our 
traditional school program participants.

• Sentio: Name for 18+ programs, formerly called Itero. 
Sentio is a subsidiary of AFS International with its own 
governance.

• ICL is the abbreviation of intercultural learning.
• Level W is a standardized ICL workshop designed 

by AFS International. It gives some basic knowledge 
about ICL and aims to build common ground on that 
subject for all AFSers.

• The Board of Trustees (BoT) is the Board of AFS 
International and takes the strategic decisions on the 
worldwide level of AFS.

• Partner Director (PD): Executive Director of an AFS 
Partner.

• AFS International (INT): The international administra-
tion which coordinates and develops the network of 
the more than 50 AFS partners.


