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Professor Nieng Yan is a distinguished structural biologist whose groundbreaking research
has revolutionised our understanding of membrane protein structures and mechanisms. Born in
Shandong Province in 1977, she demonstrated exceptional academic talent from an early age.
After completing her undergraduate studies at Tsinghua University in 2000, she pursued a doctoral
degree at Princeton University, where she laid the foundation for her remarkable scientific career. Her
rapid rise in academia led her to become the youngest doctoral supervisor at Tsinghua University at
the age of 30, the beginning of a series of extraordinary achievements.

Professor Yan's scientific contributions are both profound and pioneering. Her laboratory
was the first to elucidate the atomic structures of several critical membrane proteins, including
human glucose transporters and voltage-gated sodium and calcium channels. These discoveries
have fundamentally advanced our understanding of cellular processes and provided crucial
insights for drug development. Twice selected as one of the top ten scientific breakthroughs by
Science magazine, Professor Yan’s work has been published in prestigious journals including
Nature, Science, and Cell. The impact of her research extends beyond basic science to practical
applications in medicine, and particularly in understanding disease mechanisms and developing
new therapeutic approaches.

Throughout her career, Professor Yan has demonstrated dynamic academic leadership and
vision. Her appointment as the Shirley M. Tilghman Professor at Princeton University in 2017
marked a significant milestone as she is the first scientist to hold this prestigious position. In 2019,
she was elected as a foreign associate of the US National Academy of Sciences, and in 2023 she
was elected to the Chinese Academy of Sciences, in recognition of her invaluable contributions to
the field of structural biology.

Beyond her scientific achievements, Professor Yan exemplifies the spirit of embracing
technological advancement while maintaining rigorous scientific inquiry. In this era of artificial
intelligence, she has taken a thoughtful and balanced approach to integrating Al tools like AlphaFold
into structural biology research. For example, in one of her recent papers in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America (PNAS), she demonstrated how Al



can be applied to the analysis of high-resolution cryo-electron microscopy images to advance a
new paradigm in structural biology. Rather than viewing Al as a threat, Professor Yan emphasises
its role as a powerful tool that enables scientists to ask more interesting questions and explore new
frontiers in understanding protein dynamics and interactions. Her perspective that "real researchers
embrace technological progress and use various technologies to explore and answer questions
they are interested in" reflects the forward-thinking mindset that is essential for modern scientific
discovery.

Professor Yan's recent return to China to establish and lead the Shenzhen Medical Academy
of Research and Translation demonstrates her commitment to advancing life sciences research
and education in her homeland. Her vision of creating an ecosystem that integrates basic research,
clinical applications, and technological innovation aligns perfectly with Lingnan University's
aspirations to advance interdisciplinary research in engineering sciences and life sciences, and her
emphasis on breaking down barriers between institutions and fostering collaboration offers exciting
opportunities for partnership and knowledge exchange with our university.

As a member of both the Chinese Academy of Sciences and the US National Academy of
Sciences, Professor Yan has earned international recognition for her scientific excellence. Yet
perhaps more inspiring is her role as a mentor and role model. She has consistently encouraged
young scientists to pursue challenging questions and embrace new technologies while maintaining
scientific rigour. Her philosophy that "being a female scientist can be challenging, but not to the
extent that anyone should be stopped. So, be brave, be yourself" has inspired countless young
scientific researchers, particularly women. Receiving the 2024 L'Oréal-UNESCO For Women
in Science International Award further underscores her position as a global leader in scientific
research.

Mr Chairman, in recognition of Professor Yan’s exceptional contributions to structural biology,
her visionary leadership in life sciences research, her pioneering integration of new technologies
in scientific discovery, and her prospective involvement with Lingnan University's aspirations
in biomedical research and technological innovation, | present to you Professor Nieng Yan for
conferment of the degree of Doctor of Science honoris causa.
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