
You have been an EMBO Young 
Investigator. How has this influ-
enced your career?

I have been one scientist in the first 
cohort of EMBO Young Investigators 
and became an EMBO Member two 
years later. The experience was fan-
tastic; it really opened the world for 
me. When I returned to Denmark and 
started my laboratory after postdoc-
toral research in the US, being intro-
duced to great people from Europe 
was very nice. I met many people I 
still know and interact with, so it was 
a good start.

As a founding member of the 
EMBC, Denmark has been  
supporting life scientists 
throughout Europe since 1970.  
Could you talk about this long-
term commitment?

It is widely recognized that Denmark 
is a co-founder. Today the EMBC 
membership is strongly supported in 
our ministry and research agency, and 
Denmark is seen as an active player 
that needs to move for the future. 
EMBO, and EMBL, have always been 
present, but in certain fields more 
strongly than in others. I am the 
founding director of the DANEMO ini-
tiative, which was launched last year. 

Giulia Fabbri 
Finding support  
and inspiration  
in Copenhagen

PhD student at the University  
of Sassari, Italy | EMBO Scientific 
Exchange Grantee at the GLOBE 
Institute at the University of 
Copenhagen

Giulia Fabbri’s PhD project focusses on 
the genetic make-up of wild boar and 
wolf populations on Sardinia and in 
mainland Italy. “I want to understand 
why these populations are genetically 
very different from all other popula-
tions in Europe,” she explains. “One 
theory we have is occasional mixing 
and breeding with individuals of their 
domesticated forms, i.e. pigs and dogs. 
We are looking for evidence of this 
in the genomes of the wild forms.” 
Her group’s research in Italy aims to 
inform conservation measures.

At the GLOBE Institute, where she is 
an EMBO Scientific Exchange Grantee, 
Fabbri has been taking a deeper dive 
into her data to explore the evolution 
of the populations. “I have realized 
I am really interested in genome 
assembly and the evolution of these 
populations. Being in Copenhagen has 

opened up new possible future re-
search directions.” Coming from a small 
group in Italy, Fabbri is also enjoying 
the support and sense of community 
she has found. The weekly lab meetings 
in which challenges are discussed have 
been particularly helpful. She is keen 
to keep in touch once she heads back to 
Sardinia: “We have so many ideas on 
the table we want to develop!” 

Susanne Mandrup 
Nature, balance and 
connectivity
Professor and Director of the 
Center for Functional Genomics and 
Tissue Plasticity and the Center for 
Adipocyte Signaling | Head of the 
Functional Genomics & Metabolism 
Research Unit at the University of 
Southern Denmark | EMBO Member 

Susanne Mandrup says she appreci-
ates the excellent Danish healthcare 
and social system and the respect for 
family life. “We’re a bit spoilt!” she 
says. She also loves being close to the 
sea: “I couldn’t imagine living far from 
the coast. It’s relaxing and humbling  
to walk by the sea.”

It promotes the Danish membership 
of EMBC and EMBL and tries to ensure 
that all life science communities make 
best use of the opportunities.

What are the current trends in 
the life sciences landscape of 
Denmark?

Over the last 15 years, there has been a 
large growth and internationalization 
of the communities, and a self-recog-
nition of their strength - coming from 
a ‘small country attitude’ with proud 
traditions in certain areas and now be-
ing a big player in general. That is very 
important mentally for confidence and 
ambition level. Integration of data is 
also high on the agenda. We have a 
lot of activities in genomics, bioinfor-
matics and parts of structural biology 
and cell biology, and these fields really 
want to integrate now.

Are there any challenges?
The challenge, like for everyone, is the 
competition for great ideas and great 
questions to pursue, so recruitment 
is key. Language is a barrier for any 
small country with a unique language. 
It is not a large issue, because every-
one speaks English, but undergraduate 
teaching is typically in Danish, which 
can scare some, and attracting talent 
is perhaps easier for institutions in the 
US or UK. We also have some unique 
structures at our universities with 
very little, if any, base funding. There 
is a lot of research funding available 
here, but scientists do not get it with 
their position and must apply for ex-
ternal grants. This also means that our 
universities cannot offer much besides 
a position.

What opportunities are available 
for life scientists in Denmark?

Denmark is a big life science research 
nation. There are many programmes 
to support scientists establishing 
groups, and the country is very attrac-
tive to set up a research programme 
or academic career. It also has a lot of 
life science industry, so it is attractive 
for startups. People see starting a com-
pany or industry research as another 
career path. We have a lot of career 
opportunities on offer down the road.

We do a lot in genomics and regis-
try-based research, which now clearly 
invites integration with various 
‘omics’. We have a strong tradition in 
biotechnology, a field in which many 
of the biggest companies in the world 
are Danish, and biochemistry. We 
have a big pharma industry. Structural 
biology is strong in Aarhus and also in 
Copenhagen. I cannot point to a field 
that is not well-represented, because 
the community is big - in part, because 
many large companies are owned 
by foundations that support society 
through funding schemes for the life 
sciences and other areas of research.

What role does EMBO have in 
supporting researchers in the 
country?

Its role is increasing. Previously, it 
was a bit difficult to attract people to 
Denmark for EMBO Postdoctoral Fel-
lowships. Now the fellows get salaries, 
and not stipends, and that has made 
the programme more attractive. We 
do use the scientific exchange grants 
a lot. They expose Danish students to 
opportunities in other countries and 
bring technology back to our labo-
ratories. Through DANEMO we also 
hope to strengthen the visibility of 
the young investigator programme 
and that some of the group leaders we 
attract can join this fantastic network. 
The EMBO Workshops are important, 
too. Having the EMBO stamp is helpful 
for organizers.

What advice would you give to 
an early-career scientist starting 
in Denmark?

Have an open mindset about how you 
continue your career. The academic 
path is only one way of having great 
fun in research. There is also fantas-
tic research in startups and industry, 
with opportunities for group leaders, 
postdoctoral researchers and students. 
Research, in particular in the life 
sciences, is not only about publishing 
in high impact journals, but also about 
making an impact on society by new 
solutions and applications in green 
technologies and medicine.

Mandrup’s lab at the University of 
Southern Denmark in Odense studies 
how transcriptional networks drive 
adipocyte differentiation and control 
adipose tissue plasticity. “We want to 
determine adipocyte function in the 
complex tissue context and understand 
how molecular changes in adipocytes 
impact human health,” she explains. 
Interdisciplinary collaboration is a 
hallmark of Mandrup’s research; as  
director and initiator of several 
centers and research units, her group 
works with academic and clinical 
groups across Denmark and beyond.

Particularly characteristic of Danish 
research is the significant funding 
contribution from private founda-
tions, says Mandrup: “This a great 
asset to Danish research.” This con-
tribution has increased considerably 
over the last decade or so, she adds, 
especially in biomedicine. Mandrup, 
an EMBO Member since 2017, says 
EMBO events have been some of her 
favourites: “EMBO Courses & Work-
shops are always just the right size, 
very interactive and with a highly 
international crowd.”

Nicolás Nieto Moreno 
At the heart of  
the action
EMBO Postdoctoral Fellow at the 
University of Copenhagen

Nicolás Nieto Moreno studies the 
mechanisms of transcription during 
DNA damage. “When a transcribing 
RNA polymerase II runs into a bulky 
DNA lesion, such as those induced 
by UV light, it gets stalled,” he ex-
plains. “I am exploring whether RNA 
polymerase II stalling signals global 
changes in transcription.” In his lab at 
the University of Copenhagen, he can 
learn techniques that were not avail-
able in his previous lab in Argentina, 
such as genome-wide analyses and 
mass spectrometry. “It’s great that I 
can widen my skill set,” he says. 

In Denmark he feels at the centre 
of the research world, from faster 
delivery time for supplies to build-
ing collaborations across Europe. “I 
meet people I only knew from names 
on papers!” he says. His lab is part 
of one of several university research 
centres. Joint seminars encourage 
exchange. Nieto Moreno, who moved 
from Buenos Aires with his partner 
in 2020, says the move has been a big 
but positive change: “Copenhagen is 
small, but it has everything, and we 
bike everywhere. We’re very happy 
here.” The international network of 
the university and EMBO have been 
a great support too: “Argentina is far 
away. The relocation allowance from 
EMBO was crucial.”

Meet scientists from the 
EMBO communities
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Facts and  
figures
Gross expenditure on research and 
development in Denmark is around 
3% of GDP2, about two thirds of which 
come from the private sector2. The life 
science industry accounts for more 
than 50,000 jobs and around 22% of 
the Danish product export, making 
it one of the country’s largest export 
industries8. 

Life science clusters, such as the 
Danish-Swedish Medicon Valley, bring 
together universities, clinics and com-
panies, and allow access to the large-
scale research infrastructures MAX 
IV and European Spallation Source 
in nearby Lund, encouraging innova-
tion and cross-disciplinary research 
in biomedicine and biotechnology9. 
Denmark carries out more clinical 
trials per capita than any other OECD 
country10. In a recently published 
strategy for life science, the Danish 
government reiterated the dedication 
to the sector with concrete initiatives 
to, for example, enhance sustainable 
growth and strengthen partnerships8. 

Denmark has a high level of em-
ployment and secondary education 
attainment with 81% of adults hav-
ing completed secondary school11. It 
has 38 higher education institutions, 
including eight universities and seven 
university colleges6, and more than 
600 courses taught in English12. The 
University of Copenhagen is one of the 
largest research and education insti-
tutions in Scandinavia6. Teaching and 
learning in Danish higher education 
institutions emphasizes innovation 
and collaboration13. Higher educa-
tion is free for students from the EU. 
Annual fees of around 6,000 – 16,000 
euros apply for students coming from 
outside the EU, however, a limited 
number of scholarships is available, 
too14. Approximately 11% of students 
come from outside Denmark5.

Sustainability is also a large part of 
Danish life: The country has a national 
bike path network of 12,000 km15, 50% 
of the energy comes from renewable 

sources16, and the Danish government 
launched an ambitious green research 
and innovation strategy in 202017.

Key figures
Population: 5.8 million1

R&D spending: 3% of GDP2

Patents: 2,404 in 20203

Researchers: 86,7434

International students: 11%5

Universities: 8, and 7 university 
colleges6

Horizon 2020 funding: 

2,892 projects, 188 ERC principal 
investigators7
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	 c	 2016 – 2020

EMBC Delegates  
Kaare Teilum
Associate professor, University  
of Copenhagen

Michael Sandgreen
Head of Section, Danish Agency 
for Higher Education and Science

The EMBO Programmes are 
funded by the European Molecular 
Biology Conference (EMBC), an 
inter-governmental organization 
that comprises 30 Member States. 
Denmark is a founding member.
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Aarhus
	 1	 Aarhus University
Copenhagen
	 5	 University of Copenhagen
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Aarhus
	 4	 Aarhus University
Copenhagen
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Innovation Centre
	 4	 Danish Cancer Society 

Research Center
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5EMBO Courses & 
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	 4	 Practical courses
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	473	Participants
	294	Danish nationals attended 
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5 Going abroad  
from Denmark

18 Coming to Denmark

23EMBO Postdoctoral 
Fellowsc

30 Going abroad  
from Denmark

42 Coming to Denmark

72EMBO Scientific 
Exchange Grantsc

1 Going abroad  
from Denmark

1EMBO Core Facility 
Fellowshipc

Focus on 
Denmark

Opportunities 
in Denmark
EMBO Postdoctoral Fellowships

fund scientists to carry out research 
for a period of up to two years.  
International mobility is a key  
requirement. Applications open all  
year around.

EMBO Scientific Exchange Grants

support new, international collabora-
tions, enabling the transfer of exper-
tise unavailable in the applicant’s 
laboratory. They fund research visits 
of up to three months. Applications 
open all year around.

EMBO New Venture Fellowships

help early career scientists to explore 
topics outside their current area and 
prepare to enter a new research direc-
tion. They fund research visits of up to 
three months. Application deadline:  
2 May 2022.

EMBO Core Facility Fellowships

support training for staff of core facil-
ities that provide services to research 
institutions or universities. They  
fund international exchanges of up to 
one month. Applications open all  
year around.

The EMBO Young Investigator 
Programme

supports group leaders in the early 
stages of setting up their independent 
laboratories for a period of four years. 
Networking is a key aspect of the pro-
gramme. Application deadline: 1 April.

EMBO Practical Courses

provide training in new techniques 
for researchers and core facility staff. 
Application deadlines: 1 March and  
1 August.

EMBO Workshops

bring together scientists to present 
and discuss their latest discoveries. 
Application deadlines: 1 March and  
1 August.

The EMBO Gold Medal

is awarded annually to young scien-
tists for outstanding contributions to 
the life sciences in Europe. Awardees 
receive 10,000 euros and a hand- 
crafted medal. Nomination by EMBO  
Members; deadline: 1 February.

EMBO Press

publishes five journals that serve  
the global life science community:  
The EMBO Journal, EMBO Reports,  
EMBO Molecular Medicine, Molecular  
Systems Biology, and Life Science  
Alliance, which is published in part-
nership with Rockefeller University 
Press and Cold Spring Harbor  
Laboratory Press.
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