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Asifa Akhtar receives 2021 Leibniz Prize
Germany's most prestigious research funding prize goes to
Freiburg-based Max Planck researcher

Freiburg i.Br.,
10.12.2020

The most prestigious German research funding prize goes to Freiburg. Dr. Asifa
Akhtar, molecular biologist at the Max Planck Institute of Immunobiology and
Epigenetics and Vice President of the Max Planck Society, receives the 2021 Leib-
niz Prize by the German Research Foundation (DFG) for her outstanding work
on the regulation of the genome. The research prize is endowed with 2.5 million
euros.

Dr. Asifa Akhtar, Director at the Max Planck Institute of Immunobiology and Epige-
netics, is being honoured with the 2021 Leibniz Prize of the German Research Foun-
dation (DFG). The award recognises her groundbreaking cell-biological work

on mechanisms of epigenetic gene regulation. This was announced by the DFG on
Thursday, 10 December 2020.

With her Freiburg team, Asifa Akhtar is investigating epigenetic mechanisms that
act in addition to the genes in the cells - and thus help determine which and how ge-
netic information is used. One focus is on molecules that change the chromatin, i.e.,
the packaging of the DNA, and thus play an important role in controlling gene activ-
ity. “I feel incredibly honored to receive this prize. Above all, I am grateful to my
former and current lab members; their dedication and hard work made this award
possible,” said Asifa Akhtar.

The DFG substantiate its decision, among other things, with Asifa Akhtar’s “ground-
breaking contribution to the understanding of X chromosome regulation, also known
as »dosage compensation«”. Since males and females differ in the number of their X
chromosomes, this mechanism ensures that both sexes shed the same amount of
genes encoded on the X chromosomes. If this does not happen, severe cellular de-
fects can occur. What are the critical molecular factors achieving dosage compensa-
tion? How do they interact, and do they also have additional functions? Studies by
Asifa Akhtar's laboratory have provided important answers to these questions and
clarified the essential basics of regulating the X chromosome and autosomes.

The biologist, born in Pakistan, and here team elucidated the molecular mechanism
that controls the different functions of the epigenetic regulator MOF (males-absent
on the first protein) on the X chromosome and the autosomes. This histone acetyl-
transferase facilitates the accessibility of genetic material by modifying histones,
which are the proteins on which the DNA is wrapped around within the nucleus.



Furthermore, the team discovered that this epigenetic regulator is also involved in
other control processes in the genome. The DFG acknowledges that these findings
have been “fundamental for understanding developmental and pathological pro-
cesses as to be known in cancer”.

The broader importance and clinical relevance of the basic research carried out in the
Akhtar lab was brought to the fore by the discovery of a human syndrome caused by
a mutation in an epigenetic regulator closely related to MOF and another one of the
lab’s main proteins of interest. The later termed “Basilicata-Akhtar syndrome” is
marked by severe developmental delay and neurological dysfunction. The lab’s
groundbreaking work on the molecular characterization of this human syndrome
paves the way for better understanding and eventually alleviating the condition.

CV Asifa Akhtar

Asifa Akhtar, born in Pakistan, obtained her Bachelor degree in Biology at University
College London (UCL), UK, in 1993 and her Ph.D. in 1998 at the Imperial Cancer
Research Fund in London, studying transcriptional regulation in Richard Treisman’s
laboratory. She continued in the field of chromatin regulation as a postdoctoral fellow
in Peter Becker’s laboratory at the European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL),
Heidelberg, Germany, and the Adolf Butenandt Institute, Munich, Germany. In 2001,
Asifa Akhtar became group leader at EMBL. In 2009, she moved her laboratory to the
Max Planck Institute of Immunobiology and Epigenetics, Freiburg, Germany (MPI-
IE). In 2013, she was appointed Director at the MPI-IE, heading the department of
chromatin regulation. Asifa Akhtar received the European Life Science Organization
(ELSO) award for significant contribution in the field in 2008 and was elected as an
EMBO member in 2013. In 2019, she was elected as member of the German National
Academy of Sciences Leopoldina. In 2020, Asifa Akhtar became the first female Vice
President in the Biological-Medical Section of the Max Planck Society.

Leibniz Prize

The Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz Prize is the most significant research prize in Germany
and has been awarded by the German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsge-
meinschaft, DFG) annually since 1986. Each year a maximum of ten prizes can be
awarded. With the ten prizes for 2021, a total of 388 Leibniz Prizes have been awarded
to date. The prize is awarded to outstanding researchers who achieved excellent fun-
damental achievements in their research fields on an international and national scale.
This is linked to the expectation that the award winners will leave a long-lasting mark
on the research landscape in Germany through further top scientific achievements. The
Leibniz Programme aims to improve the working conditions of these outstanding sci-
entists, to expand their research opportunities, to relieve them of administrative work-
loads and to make it easier for them to employ particularly qualified junior scientists.
The prize is endowed with €2.5 million in prize money. Each of the winners can use
these funds for their research work up to seven years.

The 2021 Leibniz Prize for Asifa Akhtar again acknowledges the status of the MPI-IE
in Freiburg as a location for top-level research in Germany. It is the fourth
Leibniz Prize for scientists of the institute after awards for Prof. Dr. Michael Reth
(1996), Dr. Thomas Boehm (1997) and Prof. Dr. Erika Pearce (2018).
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More Information

https://www.ie-freiburg.mpg.de/5434134/2020 12 10 Akhtar Leib-
niz_Prize 2021 eng

https://www.dfg.de/service/presse/pressemitteilungen/2020/pressemittei-
lung_nr_54/index.html (only available in German)
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Max-Planck-Institut fiir Inmunbiologie und Epigenetik (MPI-IE), Freiburg i. Br.

Das Max-Planck-Institut fiir Inmunbiologie und Epigenetik (MPI-IE) in Freiburg ist eine interna-
tionale und interdisziplindre Forschungseinrichtung, die sich mit zwei Schliisselbereichen der mo-
dernen Biologie befasst: Immunbiologie untersucht die evolutiondre Entwicklung und Funktions-
weise des Immunsystems und dessen lymphoider Organe. Der Schwerpunkt Epigenetik widmet
sich der Erforschung vererbbarer Eigenschaften, die nicht durch Verdnderungen der zugrunde lie-
genden DNA-Sequenz entstehen. In zahlreichen Forschungsgruppen mit Mitarbeitern aus mehr als
40 Landern wird an Wissen gearbeitet, das so zur Verbesserung von Diagnose und Therapie hu-
maner Erkrankungen beitrégt.

http://www.ie-freiburg.mpg.de/



