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Career strategies for young European scientists (VII)

EMBO 
Young Investigators
Are you a young, dedicated, creative and talented scientist? Have you already gained some independence and are you 
sick of successfully writing grant applications and publishing papers without anyone taking any notice? The solution to 
your problem is to become an EMBO Young Investigator and jump into the spotlight of the scientific community!

Last year I gave you an overview on 
the European Molecular Biology Or-
ganization (EMBO) and primarily 

focused on long-term and short-term fel-
lowships (LT 4/2006, p. 24). This time the 
EMBO Young Investigator Programme (YIP) 
will be scrutinized. The EMBO YIP has a fi-
nancing volume of about €1.6 million per 
year. In short, this programme is not going 
to fund your own position or provide you 
with any substantial pocket money. How-
ever, it comes with a whole bunch of addi-
tional benefits, which in the long run may 
lead to a decent permanent position in one 
of the leading international research insti-
tutions. Two such success stories from the 
first YIP selection round in 2000 are the 
German RNA researcher Thomas Tuschl, 
now HHMI investigator and associate pro-
fessor at the Rockefeller University in New 
York, who came pretty close to winning 
the Nobel Prize in 2006, and the Austral-
ian neurobiologist Barry Dickson who is 
now research director at the IMP in Vien-
na and winner of the prestigious Wittgen-
stein Award of the Austrian Science Fund 
(FWF) in 2005.

The benefits
The EMBO YIP was conceived in 1997, 

commenced in 2000 and was intended to 
close the gap between the younger EMBO 
fellows, who are previous and present 
holders of an EMBO fellowship, and the 
more experienced fully established EMBO 
members. Currently, the EMBO YIP en-
compasses a network of almost 200 sci-
entists and has rapidly gained worldwide 
reputation. It has substantially intensi-
fied and broadened its activities over the 
years. Right now, approximately 20 EMBO 
Young Investigators are selected each year. 
For a period of three years they receive an 
annual award of €15,000, which, with the 
exception of Greece and Denmark, is usu-
ally paid by the host country. In addition, 
EMBO has networking funds and a spe-

cial cash pot called “top-up funds”, which 
totalled €175,000 in 2006. This is used to 
kick-off some smaller projects of the Young 
Investigators. They have to write a propos-
al, which is evaluated, and the top 15 to 
20 could get some extra money to spend 
on equipment or consumables. The overall 
amount is not too impressive but is certain-
ly a great help to one or the other. 

As already mentioned above, more im-
portance is attached to the non-cash bene-
fits. You will be assigned to an experienced 
EMBO member as a mentor and will receive 
money to foster your relationship with him, 
you are invited to the annual Young Investi-
gator Meeting, where you can intermingle 
with other Young Investigators and EMBL 
group leaders and you may receive funds 
for a collaborative project to team up with 

other Young Investigators or EMBL research 
groups. Furthermore, you are invited to give 
EMBO Young Investigator lectures at nation-
al and international meetings, to have ac-
cess to the eight EMBL core facilities, albeit 
with a few restrictions, and the possibility 
to participate in a four-day lab management 
course, where you may learn how to run 

your lab or how it should be run. Quite im-
portant is the Young Investigator brochure, 
where all current Young Investigators are 
featured. This brochure, also known as the 
“Who is Who of European Research Talent”, 
is distributed to heads of funding agencies 
and research institutes, where it becomes a 
treasure chest when open positions are to 
be filled or candidates are needed for a re-
search award. Furthermore, you are invited 
to write a review on EMBO reports, which 
means one more on your publication list, 
and you may spend the whole day reading 
articles from EMBO reports or the EMBO 
Journal, because this is complimentary for 
Young Investigators. Also, last but not least 
your students might enjoy the extras from 
EMBO, too. They may participate in lab ex-
changes and attend a special EMBO Young 

Investigators PhD course, where scientif-
ic lectures are given, technical/practical 
problems are discussed and soft-skills are 
improved. 

Get ready for your application
You must lead your first independent 

lab as a molecular biologist for at least 
one but not more than four years (for fe-
male scientists with children this is ex-
tended by one year per child). The nation-
ality of your host institution and your own 
nationality are not relevant, you just have 
to work in one of the 26 current EMBC 
member states (for a list go to http://
www.embo.org/embc/index.html). You 
must have an excellent track record. This 
means that during your thesis and your 
1st and maybe 2nd post-doc you have 
been at the right place together with the 

right people, have been doing the right ex-
periments and have been publishing above 
average. In addition, from your present life 
as an independent scientist you should have 
at least one last author paper submitted or 
published. You need sufficient funding to 
run your lab. What now? According to the 
EMBO YIP manager Gerlind Wallon, the 

Only 13% of the applicants finally jump through
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YIP selection committee will decide as to 
whether you actually have enough money 
to run a group and do the research as out-
lined in your application. No problem pass-
ing these hurdles? Then apply!

No pain, no gain!
However, as always in 

your life as a scientist you 
first have to fill out a cou-
ple of forms in order to get 
something. Most of the 
things requested might al-
ready be on your hard drive. Though it cer-
tainly helps, if you modify these documents 
according to the YIP selection criteria. You 
have to demonstrate that you are truly inde-
pendent and outstanding, that you haven’t 
stuck to the same research topic since your 
diploma thesis, that there is some novelty in 
your approaches, that you are still realistic 
and haven’t lost touch with mother earth 
and that the composition of your group and 
the quality of your host institution enables 
you to carry out the work in your proposal. 
You do not currently work at one of the pre-
mier European research institutions? Don’t 

worry! This is taken into account but you 
will definitely not be elected a Young Inves-
tigator because of your neediness!

Go to the URL http://www.embo.org/
yip and download the most recent applica-

tion guidelines and applica-
tion forms. You have to use 
the online application sys-
tem, by first registering with 
a valid e-mail address to get 
an ID plus password. You may 
further modify your applica-
tion up until the deadline and 

each modification will be acknowledged by 
an automated email. 

You need a detailed CV, a publication 
list, a description of your research plans for 
the next three years and a summary of your 
past and ongoing research. In addition, you 
are requested to provide pdf files of your 
top four publications and a confirmation 
from your host institution that you are in 
the position to freely decide on your direc-
tion of research and are legally entitled to 
request funds for research on your own. You 
also have to make sure that the three letters 
of reference are delivered to the online ap-

plication system in time. Lists of your lab 
members and your funding situation com-
plete the application.

The selection process
At first EMBO will check whether your 

application is in accordance with the afore-
mentioned criteria. Your application is then 
sent to the YIP committee. In 2007 it is 
chaired by Regine Kahmann from Marburg 
(Germany), who is supported by ten addi-
tional EMBO members including, for exam-
ple, Thomas Boehm from the MPI for Im-
munobiology in Freiburg (Germany), Elisa 
Izaurralde from the Max Planck Institute for 
Developmental Biology in Tübingen (Ger-
many) and Doron Lancet from the Weiz-
mann Institute of Science (Israel). They do 
a pre-screen and trash about one third of all 
applications. An EMBO member who is fa-
miliar with the research topic of the appli-
cant interviews the remaining candidates. 
You might like to have a look at the new in-
terview report forms that will be posted on 
the YIP pages soon and see what you, as 
an interviewee, have to score. The inter-
viewer’s report and the application are 

http://www.brand.de/de/



