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When Professor Fiona Doetsch 
talks about her work with stem 
cells, her enthusiasm is contagious. 
“My field draws on various different 
disciplines, such as neurobiology 
and developmental biology,” she 
explains. “I believe it is precisely at 
these intersections that the most 
exciting research takes place.”

The Canadian-born researcher’s thirst for 

knowledge runs in the family – her father 

is an engineer and her mother a classics 

teacher. She continued both traditions at 

McGill University in Montreal, studying 

biochemistry alongside philosophy and 

history of science. “This taught me to 

think about the bigger picture.” She 

caught the stem cell bug over 20 years 

ago during her doctoral thesis at The 

Rockefeller University in New York – and 

never recovered. At the time, she was 

characterizing a group of neural stem 

cells in mice located in a niche in the lat-

eral ventricle. These cells – the existence 

of which had long been doubted –  

have the remarkable ability to create 

new brain cells over an entire life-

time. Fiona Doetsch theorized that this 

phenomenon was central to the plastic 

nature of the brain, which has to con- 

stantly adjust to new circumstances.  

At the same time, it offered prospects 

for the treatment of brain diseases.

Fiona Doetsch therefore decided to stick 

with this topic: first as a junior fellow at 

the Harvard University Society, and then 

from 2003 as a professor at Columbia 

University in New York. Gradually, she 

discovered how the stem cells in her 

niche are controlled by complex interac-

tions involving multiple factors, including 

signals from other parts of the brain and 

neurotransmitters such as endorphins.

In 2014, she accepted a professorship  

in molecular stem cell biology at the 

Biozentrum. What was it like to go 

from a bustling mega-metropolis to the 

relatively sedate city of Basel? Looking 

back, it was just right: “I love New York, 

but Basel is a great place to live.” Fiona 

Doetsch rhapsodizes about the small but 

vibrant cultural scene and idyllic walks 

along the Rhine. What is more, her son’s 

school activities helped the family to 

quickly form social ties.  

The move paid off in professional terms 

too: In 2018, Fiona Doetsch was awarded 

an ERC Grant of almost 3 million Swiss 

francs, and two years later she was 

elected a member of the European  

Molecular Biology Organization (EMBO). 

Her work at the Biozentrum revolves 

around the question 

of how different 

physiological states 

such as hunger or 

exertion can selec-

tively trigger the 

formation of certain 

neurons and sup-

porting cells. At the 

moment, her group 

is eager to uncover the role of stem 

cells and their progeny in pregnancy and 

motherhood. 

One thing is quite clear: Fiona Doetsch 

still finds research into “her” stem cell 

niche just as thrilling as on the very first 

day. “Only recently, we discovered sev-

eral completely new types of supporting 

cells. We still have no idea what they do. 

There are so many fantastic surprises to 

come!”

“I love New 
York, but Basel 
is a great place 
to live.”

– Prof. Fiona Doetsch
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