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Innovation Award 2025: Research on Liver Transplantation 
and Cell Therapy Takes Centre Stage 
 
On 22 January 2026, the Falk Innovation Award was presented for the fifth time in Zurich. The award 
recognises innovative Swiss research projects in the fields of gastroenterology and hepatology. This 
year’s winner is visceral surgeon Dr Janina Eden, who worked at University Hospital Basel until the end of 
2025. At the event, Dr Eden presented her award-winning publication on the topic of liver transplantation. 
 
“I am very pleased to receive this award and 
accept it with great gratitude,” said the 
awardee. “It means a lot to me, as it shows that 
research work is being valued.” Medical 
research was extremely important, she 
emphasised, as progress was only possible 
through ongoing scientific developments, 
which in turn improved therapies and the 
quality of life for patients. 
 
The HOPE Procedure 
 
In her prize-winning study, Dr Eden and her 
team examined the long-term outcomes of 
liver transplants in which a liver previously 
underwent Hypothermic Oxygenated Machine Perfusion (HOPE) 1. In the HOPE procedure, the organ is 
connected to a perfusion machine after retrieval and supplied with an oxygen-rich solution at low 
temperatures. This gives the transplant team more time, as a liver treated with HOPE can survive longer 
outside the body. During perfusion, the organ can also be thoroughly assessed to determine whether it is 
suitable for transplantation. Thanks to this evaluation, livers previously considered unsuitable for 
transplantation can now be used. 
 
Various studies have shown that HOPE represents a major advance in transplant medicine. However, previous 
research focused only on short-term outcomes of up to twelve months. Dr Eden’s study aimed to change this 
by analysing long-term outcomes after HOPE-treated liver transplantation. 
 
Clinically Relevant Findings 
 
The study included around 1,200 patients who received a HOPE-treated liver transplant between 2012 and 
2021 in one of 22 major European centres, including the University Hospitals of Zurich and Geneva. The data 
analysis revealed several results highly relevant for clinical practice: 
 

• Five years after transplantation, 87% of transplanted livers were still functioning. 
• 81% of patients were still alive five years post-transplant. 
• Long-term survival was just as good as that seen in recipients of livers transplanted without HOPE. 

 
Traditionally, donated livers have been divided into different risk categories depending on organ quality. For 
HOPE-treated livers, however, survival did not correlate with these risk classifications. “This means that new 
risk categories must be defined for perfused livers,” explained Dr Eden. 
 
The study also showed that different perfusion devices and strategies did not influence outcomes – all 
devices performed equally well. 
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The Future of Liver Transplantation 
 
“The development of the HOPE procedure is far from complete,” Dr Eden said. She expressed hope that 
HOPE and ongoing research will continue to improve transplant outcomes. For example, HOPE might 
increase the lifespan of transplanted organs, potentially allowing livers from older donors to be transplanted 
into younger recipients. Another possibility is a positive influence on the prognosis of patients receiving liver 
transplants for liver cancer – studies on this are already underway. 
 
Researchers are also working to extend the duration of ex-situ perfusion from a few hours to several days. 
This would allow the liver to be treated against infections or cancer cells during perfusion, improving organ 
quality without exposing recipients to additional therapy. 
 
Dr Eden emphasised teamwork in transplantation and research: “This award is recognition for the whole 
research team. I am accepting it on behalf of all colleagues involved in the HOPE-REAL study.” 
 
Cell Therapy for Type 1 Diabetes 
 
Innovation and research are also the passions 
of Dr José Oberholzer, Head of the Department 
for Visceral and Transplant Surgery at 
University Hospital Zurich. He delivered a 
keynote lecture on islet cell transplantation for 
patients with type 1 diabetes – another highly 
important research field within transplantation 
medicine. 
 
Despite significant therapeutic advances, a 
small group of patients with type 1 diabetes still 
experience severe, recurrent hypoglycaemia 
despite modern insulin therapy. For these 
patients, islet cell transplantation is a therapeutic option. The islet cells are obtained from donor pancreata 
and infused into the recipient. Studies show that one year after transplantation, 50–85% of patients 
(depending on the number of transplanted cells) no longer need external insulin. Islet transplantation also 
reduces diabetes-related complications and improves quality of life. However, lifelong immunosuppression is 
required to prevent rejection. 
 
“A further limiting factor is that there are far too few donor pancreata available,” Dr Oberholzer noted. “And 
unfortunately, islet cells cannot be multiplied in the laboratory.” Research therefore focuses on alternative 
ways of obtaining islet cells – for example through xenotransplantation or through derivation from embryonic 
or pluripotent stem cells. Prof Oberholzer’s research explores islet cells embedded in biological capsules 
designed to shield them from the immune system, eliminating the need for immunosuppressive therapy. 
 
1 Eden J, et al. Long-term outcomes after hypothermic oxygenated machine perfusion and transplantation of 
1,202 donor livers in a realworld setting (HOPE-REAL study). J Hepatol 2025 Jan; 82(1): 97-106.  
 
 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38969242/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38969242/
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“The Perfusion of Donor Livers is a Major Step Forward” 
 
Interview with Dr Janina Eden, Winner of the Falk Innovation Award 
2025 
 
Dr Eden, what is the clinical significance of your study findings? 
There are increasing numbers of patients requiring liver transplantation, 
but too few donor organs. This makes optimal use of available donor 
organs critical, and machine perfusion of donor livers is becoming 
increasingly important. Previous studies focused on short-term 
outcomes; our study examined long-term survival. We showed that 
survival after five years is 80–90%, which is very good. With machine-
perfused livers, outcomes are just as good as with non-perfused livers. 
 
What are the benefits of machine perfusion? 
Time is gained — to assess organ viability, or in situations where two organs become available 
simultaneously: one can be transplanted immediately, and the second perfused and transplanted later. 
Before perfusion technology, such second organs were often rejected. Perfusion also avoids the need to 
begin transplants overnight, when fatigue and limited resources increase risk. 
 
Are perfused donor livers healthier than non-perfused ones? 
A study is underway on this question. Every organ experiences reperfusion injury when blood flow is 
restored after implantation. Perfusion outside the body reduces these injuries and may therefore improve 
long-term organ survival. 
 
Your career has taken you to Zurich, Basel and Groningen. What are your next steps? 
Since 1 January 2026, I have been working at Hannover Medical School within a six-year programme in liver 
transplantation. I want to gain more clinical experience and continue my research. I find academic surgery 
fascinating, and I believe we owe it to our patients to conduct research. 
 
What does the Falk Innovation Award mean to you? 
It is a great honor. Researchers often work for years without recognition, so this appreciation is very 
meaningful. And of course, the recognition belongs to everyone who contributed to the study. 
 

 
 
Text and interview: Dr. med. Eva Ebnöther, MedCom GmbH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Together we know more. Together we do more.  

DR. FALK PHARMA AG – Scientific & Educational Excellence Partner of FALK FOUNDATION E.V. 
Sägereistrasse 20 l 8152 Glattbrugg l Switzerland  
www.falkfoundation.org | switzerland@falkfoundation.org 
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