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Professor Josef M. Penninger is one of the leading scientists of the world with groundbreaking achievements in the field of molecular medicine.

He was born in Gurten, Austria in 1964. He graduated as a medical doctor from the University of Innsbruck in 1990 and received his PhD degree for his studies on lymphocyte biology in the same year. He then spent a 4-year postdoctoral training in the laboratory of Tak W. Mak at the Ontario Cancer Institute in Toronto, Canada and then became an independent principal investigator at the Amgen Research Institute at the University of Toronto in 1994. He returned to Austria in 2002 to establish and head the Institute of Molecular Biotechnology of the Austrian Academy of Sciences (IMBA) in Vienna, a leading European biomedical research institute. At present, he is the Scientific Director of IMBA while holding full or honorary professorships at the University of Vienna, the University of Toronto and the Beijing Medical College.
Throughout his scientific career, the major focus of Prof. Penninger’s research activity was the application of in vivo genetic manipulation of mice for the better understanding of physiological processes and the mechanism of human diseases. The scope of his research has been extremely diverse, from the molecular analysis of lymphocyte activation through the identification of novel players of bone metabolism to understanding of major human diseases such as osteoporosis, autoimmune diseases, diabetes or SARS. His most recognized scientific achievement was the identification of RANK ligand as the critical regulator of osteoclast development and a major player of bone loss during osteoporosis, rheumatoid arthritis or bone metastases. His other clinically most relevant achievements were the development of a new model of autoimmune heart disease, establishing the first genetic link between mitochondrial metabolism and diabetes, identification of a critical component of pain perception, and demonstration of the role of novel angiotensin converting enzymes in lung failure. His pioneering work on the role of immune-related molecules in bone biology led to the establishment of osteoimmunology, a major new research field. He published a large number of outstanding papers in leading scientific journals including a total of 37 papers in Nature, Science or Cell.

Professor Penninger received a number of major awards and honors during his career. He was ranked among the ten most cited scientist in two consecutive years. He received the “Highest talented” award from the Rotary Club Innsbruck for his achievements as a graduate student. He was named one of the Young Leaders in Medicine in Canada, one of Canada’s Top 40 under 40, elected as one of the Young Global Leaders by the World Economic Forum, listed as one of the ten most promising scientists of the World, was named as the Austrian of the Year and the Austrian Scientist of the Year, and received the Descartes Prize, the highest research prize of the European Union. He is the youngest member of the Austrian Academy of Sciences and member of the Leopoldina Society of Germany.
Based on his groundbreaking contributions to our understanding of the physiological functioning of the mammalian organism and the molecular basis of major human diseases, as well as on his active leadership role in biomedical research in Europe, the ESCI Council proudly selected Professor Josef Penninger as the recipient of the 2009 ESCI Award for Outstanding Achievement in Biomedical Science.
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