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What is new about 2018 in terms of directions, 
governance, organization?

Ender: The most important thing was the 
search for the new Adjunct PIs, the real success 
story of the year. I am happy that we found five 
wonderful candidates out of 100 applications 
that  are a perfect fit for CeMM in terms 
of  collaboration, compatibility, spirit and 
 scientific outreach.

Superti-Furga: I agree, I think that the strategic 
decision to include Adjunct PIs was a very 
important one. In one go, we are expanding our 
intellectual brain pool and we have great 
 expectations that it will yield yet other bridges 
to medicine, to the Medical University but also to 
patients and patient needs, an area which is likely 
to become more and more important. But I am 
also very happy about the development towards 
chemistry in terms of our empowerment. 
 Maybe we can also say that in 2018, our attempts 
to be more inclusive, in a general sense, and to 
sort of have as much diversity as possible, have 
improved, and that we have implemented more 
actively some of the principles we set out, for 
example in the LIBRA protocol.

Ender: I am also grateful to the universities who 
immediately allowed us to bring in these new 
people. From the Medical Universities in Vienna 
and Innsbruck, to the Vienna University 
of  Technology and the University of Vienna.

Superti-Furga: I think it’s a great sign of the 
 support and, let’s say, solidarity that we are 
 experiencing with these universities, that they 
are so willing to collaborate with us.

Ender: Maybe it’s also important to mention 
that with this search, we saw there is much 
 interest in collaborating with us, and we are 
now thinking about how to involve the 
 applicants who did not get a chance to have an 
adjunct appointment with CeMM, to open 
 other doors for collaboration.

Which other institutes have impressed/inspired 
you most in 2018?

Superti-Furga: I think two institutions rather 
than institutes, have shown to us the importance 
of being very serious about excellence and 
 never to compromise about it: EU-LIFE and 
the ERC. I think in both cases, we learn to avoid 

“elite remorse”, or the embarrassment of being 
very good, and at the same time saying, “We are 
not that good, really, and we can include other 
people by lowering the standards”. I think that 
is always a mistake and it happens all the time. 
I think it is important that we are very, very 
 certain about the fact that the best way to help 
our  community and society is to be very clear 
and unapologetic about why our duty is to aspire 
to be as good as possible and to inspire people 
by the effect this creates. If I may, I would like 
to mention  other cases we have found moti-
vating, I would like to mention the Gulbenkian 
 Institute with its  phenomenal new leadership. 
 Monica  Bettencourt-Dias has created, in a very 
short time, an incredible momentum for her 
institute. I think that is a wonderful example of 
how positive  leadership can move people.
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Have you maximized the amount of third-party 
funds that can contribute to your goals?

Ender: For me, it is yes and no. We are 
 becoming better in the success rate of grants, 
but in total, I think we can never have enough 
funds because we always have more ideas than 
we can actually support. We have some great 
examples, the Innovative Medicines Initiative 
grant, the ERC grants, which show that we are 
good at acquiring third-party funds, but CeMM 
has not reached maximum potential yet.

Superti-Furga: I agree that we have improved 
very much. It was a very important year and 
this Innovative Medicines Initiative Grant, 
 RESOLU TE on solute carriers, is a game changer. 
It is certainly a new kind of grant. The great thing 
about diversifying the support base, is that from 
each grant we learn something new and different. 
It is clear that the ERC has taught us to think 
in very bold terms and to try to be razor-sharp in 
the line of argumentation of why it is interesting. 
For IMI, I think what we are learning is really 
how to coordinate different interests, whether 
this is a common, global and important goal, 
and how nice it is to see a lot of collaborative 
 spirit in such a variety of organizations including 
 several pharmaceutical companies.

What do you think is currently limiting 
CeMM’s potential success and impact?

Superti-Furga: I believe that the access to 
 chemistry has so far been limiting, and in a way, 
I think it is good to keep being challenged to 
obtain third-party funds, but I do believe that 
being constantly strapped by a rather stagnant 
core budget has not been too helpful in being 
generous with regard to being creative. I mean, 
you’ve been thinking twice about every cent 
before spending, which not all scientists may 
be affected by, but in the end, it is a distraction 
for a lot of people, including us, and that could 
go into being more creative. So I think, if we 
had something of a regular increase in budget 
that sort of matched the real costs we incur, this 
would be something we would be very grateful 
for. Also, the space we have is very limited. We 
are currently exposed to changes that arise when 
someone leaves. Something like 30% more space 
would give us a modicum of ability to remain 
this ‘critical mass’ group of people, even if there 
is some fluctuation.

Ender: I agree, there are certain constraints in 
funds and space, but to be honest, I don’t think 
that’s our biggest threat. It has always been down 
to our own ambition, and it is about our own 
motivation to be successful and to find solutions. 
So, one of our core values is to be persistent and 
to achieve the goals we really want to achieve, 
and I believe this is the only limitation we have 
in our organization.

Superti-Furga: Is there something that you 
would consider having reached? The success you 
are looking for? Is there something where you 
can say, “If we do this, then we’ll be successful?”

Ender: That’s the point when I would leave 
CeMM, if you think you have reached  everything, 
or that you can plan and predict  everything. 
 Never to stop dreaming about new activities and 
new ideas is our intrinsic CeMM value, right? It’s 
difficult to say where we will be in a few of years 
from now. We certainly have goals and objectives, 
but there are so many things coming up around 
us that we cannot foresee. I hope we will remain 
flexible and also curious to address these 
new challenges.

How important is Europe and the 
 European Union for CeMM?

Ender: You should start because, with your 
function at the ERC, you certainly stand for the 
European Union.

Superti-Furga: I would like to say that the 
 European horizon for us, is the natural horizon. 
I mean our thinking is planetary, we think 
 globally, but “global” is a bit too large to swallow 
and a little too pretentious.

Ender: And by “us” you mean the scientists?

Superti-Furga: By “us” I mean the CeMM 
 perspective and community. CeMM as it aspires 
to be, and you know best who our natural 
 partners are. I think there is a European 
 dimension. And what I associate with this is 
that the national, domestic dimension is just too 
small. The national dimension is probably just 
too small for any European country, but most 
certainly so for a country as small as Austria. So 
for us – and I think that is very important to say 
– Europe represents our playground, our home 
turf. We are proud and happy to be in Austria and 
we are also proud and happy to be in Vienna, but 
our home turf is Europe. Europe is our home. 
Then, of course, there are strategic collaborations, 
but there is also friendly competition with 
groups and institutions in America and with Asia. 
In  science, the national dimension simply 
does not exist.

Ender: And I think, for the profession 
of  scientist, it is very important not to have to 
 worry about visa issues or working permits. 
You need to be able to go where the interesting 
 questions are and where you can get a good job 
offer with suitable working conditions. We have 
46 nationalities at CeMM. We see it’s difficult for 
some of our employees to settle down, to bring 
their families, to focus on their scientific goals. 
There is a lot of bureaucratic distraction. So I 
agree, in science, in collaborating and competing 
with each other, you don’t have these kinds of 
borders. The European Union provides a great 
opportunity in this regard.

What are the biggest threats 
around the corner?

Ender: For me, it is this transition of the 
 institute from the start-up phase to a more 
sophisticated, structured institute. There was a 
lot of can-do-attitude at the beginning, people 
were motivated, wanted to achieve, put in a lot 
of effort in building up the institute and its 
 reputation. Now, in the second phase of our 
existence, we need to become increasingly 
more organized and process-oriented. Being 
 disciplined and fulfilling all these guidelines, 
for example in human resources or data 
 management, but still not losing the original 
kind of motivation is a challenge for the entire 
scientific and admin staff, as well as for our 
 collaborators. I think this is something we have 
to address and that we are currently facing. 
But I also think we will manage, as overall, 
 identification with the institute and its culture 
is still strong.

Superti-Furga: Yeah, I think this also comes 
with success. I mean, people take success for 
granted, and do not invest anymore in what is, 
let’s say, the emotional link, the emotional effort 
of keeping the institute as interesting as in 
the beginning. I think I agree with this. Another 
major challenge I perceive is society’s reduced 
faith and investment in science. Science is not 
providing all the answers, but it is a sure way 
to address certain problems or to meet certain 
 challenges. You do see society appreciating this 
very much. People are forgetting the scientific 
achievements of humanity and romanticizing the 
idea of a technology-free world. Think about how 
some people say vaccination is an individual 
choice. Smoking is a very good example of the 

fact that we all know how smoking really is 
affecting a lot of different health situations. Nev-
ertheless, we are constantly in a situation where 
young  people in Austria, for example, keep 
smoking like crazy, right? As if they didn’t know 
the  science behind it. Let’s go back to under-
standing the  relationship between science, pro-
gress and the well-being of humanity and the 
planet. We are running out of time!

If you had one big wish or a few big wishes 
regarding CeMM, what would these wishes be?

Ender: It would be a wish directed at our 
 stakeholders and strategic partners, something 
about transparency and fact-based decisions. 
A lot of decisions in Austria are made behind 
closed doors, particularly those involving the 
planning of new initiatives. It is necessary to 
have a different discussion culture.

Superti-Furga: Allow me to have rather 
 pragmatic wishes. I am dreaming about the 
 possibility of enlarging our social encounter 
space at CeMM for the winter. You know, we 
have these fantastic terraces in the summer, 
where we engage in many important interactions 
among people, but now it would be great if we 
also had a “Wintergarten”. The second wish 
regards the space to do more drug screening 
and drug discovery, but we have plans with the 
 Medical University of Vienna regarding that, 
in the new Center for Translational Medicine 
and Therapeutics.

Ender: Hasn’t the city of Vienna already 
 promised us this kind of winter sunspace?

Superti-Furga: They’ve promised us several 
times, and I think now we are getting closer. 
I think it would be a beautiful recognition of what 
we have done for the municipality, for the city, 
and so I have high hopes that this is something 
that will indeed happen.

Ender: So let’s not call it a wish anymore, 
but an achievable goal. Maybe we will be able 
to  celebrate at the end of 2019.

Science is not 
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the answers, 
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