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FOREWORD
In November 2019, the 3rd ENABLE symposium for early career researchers entitled 
Next-generation life scientists: Side by side to break new ground took place in 
Nijmegen, The Netherlands. Students, PhD candidates and postdocs from all over the 
world gathered to represent the next generation of biomedical scientists. During three 
days of career-oriented events, outreach activities, a scientific symposium and social 
gatherings we experienced the infectious drive of the young scientific community and a 
like-minded view on the future of science. 

Given the challenges of present-day science, such as high competition for research 
funds, the pressure to publish in high impact journals, the increasing demand of highly 
multidisciplinary research and the need for translating science to the society, young 
researchers have to transform into a Homo Universalis, unifying several qualities in one 
person to successfully climb the academic ladder. 

We, however, believe that the next-generation life scientists have to recognize their 
own expertise and work in teams or collaborations that complement each other. 
By standing side by side to break new ground we can improve the current culture 
of multidisciplinarity and collaboration across different fields in order to help build 
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a better foundation for the biomedical discoveries of the next generation. By 
providing meaningful workshops, a career day and a panel discussion about the 
future of publishing and science we tried to aid this development and offered young 
researchers the tools to improve their professional self. 

To achieve this, a total of 32 volunteers from four European research institutes 
teamed up to build ENABLE 2019, together with the support of the ENABLE 
coordinators team and the European Union Horizon 2020 funding. The conference 
in Nijmegen was a great success, with more than 220 researchers coming from 27 
countries and working in research centers and universities from within and outside 
Europe. This edition was sponsored by 6 companies and institutions which have 
enabled us to award a total of 42 travel grants to attendees coming from all over the 
world.

ENABLE conferences try to break the classic conference pattern and to motivate 
attendees and speakers to imagine what routes will lead science to the next 
generation. The next step in our journey will be ENABLE 2020 which will be held in 
Milan in November 18th to 20th. Save the date!



Austria,  Bosnia and Herzegovina, China, Colombia, Croatia, Czech, Republic Denmark, France,  Germany
Greece, India, Indonesia, Iran, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Mexico, Netherlands, Nigeria, Poland, Romania, Russia, 
Serbia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, UK
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6 sponsors 16 Companies to the  
         job fair

42 travel grants 90+ children &           
            teenagers

229
attendees

7% Postdocs

18% Other Students

75% PhD students

28% men72% women



4

EVENT RECAP

OUTREACH

One of the reasons ENABLE stands out among other conferences is the effort 
put into the outreach activities. It is a duty of scientists to continually commit to 
disclosing their work to the general public. The only way we can really become 
better and create a change in the society we are living in is through having clear 
and transparent discussions including all of the citizens interested and not just 
scientists. This is why ENABLE dedicates itself to public outreach activities and 
why the ENABLE conference started well before all of the participants have arrived. 

Collaboration with the InScience Film Festival kicked off ENABLE 2019 outreach 
activities. During this event, the use of CRISPR/Cas9 and ‘Designer babies’ were 
up for discussion. Public, together with experts participating in the panel, had 
the opportunity to shed some light on the science and ethical issues behind 
the development of CRISPR/Cas9 technology. In particular, the potential this 
technology might have on changing the DNA of the embryos was considered. Is it 
feasible? Is it ethical? Would you do it? These and many more were the questions 
participants had the chance to tackle. The general conclusion that was drawn from 
this discussion is that genome engineering technologies are still in a premature 
phase and can not be fully controlled yet to be translated to humans. Before 
talking about ethics, policies or legislation, more research has to be conducted 
to gain control over genetic modifications. Moreover, the general opinion of the 
audience was that genome engineering should primarily be used for repairing 
disease causing mutations rather than cosmetic or enhancing procedures.  

Another part of the outreach was dedicated to schools. In Groesbeek, a set of 
activities was held with the aim of making Life Science and Human Biology more 
approachable, clear and interesting to the students. The interactive approach of 
the workshops had a lot of success and the youngest ENABLE participants had the 
chance to learn many new things all while playing and having fun. 

“Half a century of biomedical research: what have we achieved?” was a lecture 
senior citizens of Nijmegen had a chance to attend in a full room of the retirement 
home. Alessandra Cambi, the head of the Radboud UMC Cell Biology department, 
highlighted the most important achievements of biomedicine research until today.
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EVENT RECAP

CAREER DAY

ENABLE aims to awaken the professional curiosity of young scientists. We recognize 
that the conventional academic path may not be for everyone, and getting a sense of 
what is out there empowers people to move forward. At Enable 2019 we covered the 
areas we think are essential to developing a professional future as a Ph.D.

To boost personal and professional development, and improve transferable skills, we 
offered eleven workshops that ranged from science-specific topics to personal well-
being and communication in science. In our career-chats with fourteen professionals, 
including PIs, scientific officers, patent managers, and company specialists from 
pharma and biotech, the attendees had the opportunity to engage in inspiring 
conversations where queries about life choices and career opportunities were 
discussed. 

At the same time, participants had the opportunity to have a quick check of their CV or 
LinkedIn profile, and chat with our twenty three company representatives to gain insight 
on what companies are looking for in potential candidates, and to establish a network 
with them.

EVENT RECAP

SCIENTIFIC SYMPOSIUM

The scientific events of ENABLE took place Thursday and Friday and were structured 
in 4 topics. Thursday Morning was reserved for personalized medicine which held the 
keynotes from Hans Clevers and Ayal Hendel who described their latest research in 
organoids and CRISPR technologies. In the afternoon Jan Huisken and Alison Noble 
held the Advanced Imaging session. On Friday, the Big Data and the Fundamental 
Research sessions took place with Cecilia Lindskog, Francesca Ciccarelli and Antoine 
Coulon as keynote speakers. Short talk presentations and poster sessions took place 
in between the keynote lectures, where the attendees shared their views and presented 
their latest research. 

During the first day of the symposium the Bloemendal Medal was awarded to Alison 
Noble for her accomplishments in bringing top-notch engineering discoveries to clinical 
practice. The best short talk was awarded to Sabrina van Heukelum and the best poster 
to Max Stammnitz for their scientific and presentation quality.

Round table with peers was the grand finale of ENABLE 2019. Among topics discussed 
were considerations to keep in mind when choosing between industry and academia, 
how to tackle the issue of gender (in)equality and who has the most influential role in 
this process, how should you find a good mentor and what does being one even consist 
of. These were just some of the topics we had the opportunity to discuss together with 
an insightful panel in which Dr. Helen Lee, Prof. Jolanda de Vries, Dr. Ayal Hendel, Prof. 
Jan Huisken and Dr. Antoine Coulon took part. 
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SPEAKER
INTERVIEWS

During the event, we interviewed two of our most inspiring speakers about 
academia, industry, and ENABLE.

 

                                                        

1. What motivated you to join the ENABLE conference as a keynote speaker? 

I clearly did not hesitate to accept this invitation. A conference organized by young 
scientists for young scientists is quite rare and definitely something I want to 
participate in because I think it is really beneficial for the attendees. 

2. Your lab combines a wide range of expertise, from cell biology to 
engineering. What advantage does this multidisciplinary approach bring to the lab?

The research topics we are working on are inherently interdisciplinary. Many 
labs are good in one area and they collaborate with other labs to achieve this 
interdisciplinarity in an efficient way. However, having people with different skills in 
the same lab, talking to each other, is key for having those projects work out. It also 
comes with a set of difficulties you need to have all these expertises, which means 
that for instance as a PI you will not necessarily be the expert on all of them. 
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3. What is the advice you wish you were told when you were a PhD student?

It is important to be trained in different aspects of your project, because when 
it is time for you to apply for jobs or grants, having a key set of expertise that 
only a few people can have is what makes the difference. So without necessarily 
overthinking it, it is good to choose your next step in your career having this in 
mind: what is the key expertise I want to have to make my profile more attractive?

4. Having worked both in Europe and the United States, have you experienced 
any substantial differences? How important is it nowadays to go abroad after your 
PhD?

If I compare where I did my PostDoc [NIH in Bethesda], and where I am now 
[Institut Curie in Paris], I do not see substantial differences. In a way, the point is 
not really to go abroad but to see different ways of doing science. Going abroad 
has the advantage of expanding your network. The caveat is that your home 
network diminishes with time, you have to find the right balance.

5. A PhD is often a lot of trial, error and crying over failed experiments - what 
was the biggest fail you can remember experiencing in the lab?

I probably had many failures, but there is one that I remember pretty well: I did my 
PhD in biological modeling and in the beginning I was an inexperienced student in 
the field.  A part of my project was to model biochemical reactions and I remember 
once I went to my boss and said: “Look! I found a way to simulate very efficiently 
stochastic chemical reactions”. I had thought about it, I had written the equations, 
written the program to do it and I was super excited. But after discussing with my 
boss and reading more literature, I realized that what I developed was actually 
something that is a well established algorithm called “Gillespie algorithm”, which 
has been around for 35 years [laughing]. 

Antoine 
Coulon
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SPEAKER
INTERVIEWS

 

                                                        

1. One of the key emphases of the ENABLE conferences has been 
multidisciplinarity. In this edition of ENABLE we focus on the formation of the next 
generation of scientists. How do you think multidisciplinarity comes into this story? 
Does working with people from different scientific areas have an impact on your 
research?

On a personal level, multidisciplinarity started for me very early on. I was trained 
as a chemist and I did a masters thesis on drug-protein docking. I wanted to study 
proteins in my PhD as well, but I ended up focusing on (DNA) sequence analysis and 
evolution. When I was starting my own group, I got the best offer from IEO, where 
we applied evolutionary theory to cancer genome. Now, I am going back to the 
beginning, the proteins, and looking at the microenvironment in combination with 
genetic and RNA studies. When it comes to my group, we are mostly computational, 
plus a small wet lab team. We go from mathematicians to experimental biologists 
to clinicians. Science in itself is multidisciplinary, now the only difference is we have 
the technology that requires collaboration with experts in a particular area. 

2. One of the things that was discussed during the conference was the future of 
publishing. Do you think peer-review as it is these days will still exist in ten years? 
What is your opinion on pre-prints?
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Regarding pre-prints, all the work coming from our group is deposited on bioRxiv 
in parallel with journal submissions. We do journal clubs on pre-prints. They give 
the community the chance to stay in the know on their topic. Additionally, as 
soon as you post on bioRxiv, it’s your own results, and it can be cited. Regarding 
plan S, the current system is certainly broken, but also efficient. The PLOS or 
eLife initiatives are wonderful examples of how it could be done, however both of 
these have massive financial support. What we need to find is a way to sustain 
publication which is not privately owned by the publisher. 

3. We believe that conferences should give the same exposure to male and 
female speakers and we have tried to get the most balanced panel which is not 
always the case. What do you think we can do to diminish gender bias and help 
overcome the glass ceiling?

There is strong evidence saying there is gender bias. Female speakers are invited 
less and they usually get shorter time to present. The lack of equal representation 
is partially a consequence of having less female PIs in general, however, this 
shouldn’t become an excuse. There are different components to why there are not 
more senior positions being filled up by women, even though we make the majority 
of the PhD and postdoc population. One of these is, we, as women, need to learn 
to trust ourselves more, and work more on ourselves, and expect things to be 
delivered now. We need to learn that we cannot always be 100% sure before every 
application and we should care less if we get a ‘no’ - who cares?

4. PhD is often a lot of trial, error and crying over failed experiments - what 
was the biggest fail you can remember experiencing in the lab?

When starting, I was very self-conscious about my english, and just the fact I 
heard people around me speak much better english made me fear I wasn’t up to 
the job. 
I always felt this job was a privilege, and there wasn’t really anything that could put 
me down. There are, of course, difficult moments, even now. I still don’t sleep when 
I have a paper out. This job is a nightmare, you have a 100 days of frustration, and 
maybe 1 day of slight happiness, but when it happens, it’s great.

Francesca 
Ciccarelli
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1. How do you feel about winning the Bloemendal medal?

It was a real honor. Receiving a prize from outside my field of research makes me 
feel proud and acknowledged as an interdisciplinary researcher. It also highlights 
my field [biomedical engineering] as an important part of biomedical research. In 
general, awards always make me enjoy the work and keep going further towards 
clinical impact.

2. This year’s ENABLE focuses on interdisciplinary and its use in shaping the 
next generation scientists. How do you feel about collaborations with researchers 
from different fields?

Collaborations are very important, but definitely not easy. I had to bring together 
people from engineering, mathematics and biology and the greatest difficulty is that 
they all speak a different scientific language. It requires effort but when it eventually 
works out, you can achieve amazing things with great impact.

3. Your career is an incredible interplay between academia and industry, what 
has been your driving force? What is the biggest impact these diverse experiences 
had on your research?
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I started my career in industry because the work there has a direct impact which 
goes beyond your publication record. On one hand, industry is important for early 
implementation of new techniques. On the other hand though, academic work 
contributes a lot as well. Publications are crucial as a way to share knowledge with 
other researchers. This is even more significant now as new ways of sharing your 
research appear continuously. Publishing also helps to recognize work of early 
career scientists. Although I agree the publication system is not optimal, it is the 
real world at the moment.

4. What are the major obstacles you had to tackle? Can you remember the “ 
make or break” moments of your career?

My “Make” moment was the first grant I received as a young scientist. I felt very 
excited but also scared as I had to start a lab and actually hire people.

The biggest obstacle for me is working on a grant application and getting rejected. 
It is very disappointing, especially when you strongly believe in the work you have 
done. 

5. What do you think are the biggest challenges for women in science now? 
And for the next generation? How do you think we should tackle these challenges?

The biggest challenge is being part of a minority. Most of the time I am the only 
woman in meetings I attend or participate in. We need more women representation 
in meetings and conferences, which can help change the system. However, it also 
results in a great demand on time, which then means you have to learn to say no.

6. What was your favorite part of ENABLE 2019?

I really liked the format, but the best thing was the atmosphere. A lot of 
participants committed to the meetings and asked good questions. Perhaps this 
happened because there were few PIs in the audience which creates the right 
environment for young researchers to connect and to share research experiences.

Alison
Noble
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