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Human microbiome = collection of microorganisms (bacteria, 
viruses, fungi, archaea, etc.) in and on the human body

What is the human microbiome? 



• The vaginal microbiome is important for
• Prevention of vaginal diseases
• Successful fertilizations
• Healthy pregnancies

• Also relevant for partners & children

→ Role for healthy vaginal microorganisms, 
but more research is necessary

For 40 years no breakthroughs in the treatment of 
bladder and vaginal infections

Frequency of vaginal infections ↗↗(WHO)



 Scientific goals
• Map the female microbiome & presence of lactobacilli in 

healthy women
• Correlate lifestyle & environment with the female microbiome
• Set up a large biobank with beneficial vaginal bacteria 

(lactobacilli)  LBPs, probiotics or related ‘therapies’

 Societal goals
• Break the taboo on vaginal health
• Stimulate women to co-create
• Empower women to take their health into their own hands
• Bring Women in Science more in the picture

The Isala project



What is our story?

An activist, feminist and role model
Our inspiration

Isala Van Diest
1842-1916

A subtle yet taboo-breaking logo



We got familiar with ethical and privacy regulations

• Approval from our institute’s Ethical Committee
• Data Protection Officer (DPO) for GDPR compliance
• We are legally obliged to store human samples in a Biobank



Isala’s place in the citizen science pyramid

Participants + ambassadors
• Contributory role in providing creative

research questions and out-of-the-box ideas
• Collaborative role in breaking the taboo and 

spreading scientific information on vaginal
health



It takes a village

Advisory board



Launch on the 24th of March, 2020





Logistic challenge
Practical & technical preparations
- Brainstorms + advisory board
- Ethical Committee approval 

(GDPR)
- Communication plan
- Funding applications
- Website: https://isala.be/en
- Experimental optimization

Online survey
>4600

Vaginal 
isolates

16S rRNA amplicon sequencing DNA 
extraction

Vaginal 
microbiome 

profiles

Launch
March 2020

Recruitment
5528 in 10 days

Launch
March 2020 
call for 200 

Press 
release

Talented bio-informaticians & 
biostatisticians in-house

Self-sampling 
kit - 3345



Yes, really an entire village!



First results are positive: lactobacilli prevalent



Communication on different levels

Peer-reviewed publications



Isala project in Belgian press



Communication on different levels

• General & personal results
• More background per bacterium
• Web page for medical professionals



Communication on different levels: personal results



We first set up a demographic profile of the Isala participant

Who did we reach? 

High socio-economic status
On average 18-36 years

Belgian origin

In a relationship/does 
not live alone

Well-educated



How can we be more inclusive?

So we interviewed women with a Moroccan and Turkish migration background

Awareness
Be aware of our
diverse community, 
do not only
communicate from
your background

Language
Consider
communicating in 
various languages
“Not only the words
count, but also the
message”

Trust
Many groups do not
trust the science
world. 
Use trusting
channels such as 
GPs

Taboo
Understand why
and how some
subjects are 
taboo. Some
groups just need
more information

Subtlety
Keep 
communication
tools sober and
do not provoke
anyone



Second phase of Isala

• 6 vaginal swabs over 2 menstrual cycles
• 3 skin swabs
• 1 saliva swab



Communicating results (part 2 - July 2022)



Communicating results (part 3 – March 2023)



Isala inspires: 
sisterhood on vaginal microbiome research



Isala’s sister in Peru, Laura
• Two regions: Coast (Lima), The Amazon (Iquitos) – 112 volunteers 
• Additional project in the Highlands (Arequipa) – 110 volunteers

Laura Esther 
Rodríguez Dulanto

(1872-1919)

first female 
physician in Peru

Loading…



Isala’s sister in Switzerland, Marie

Marie Heim-Vögtlin 
(1845-1916)

Department of Epidemiology and Public Health

Unit: Society, Gender and Health

Prof. Sonja 
Merten

PhD Monica 
Ticlla

PhD Ethel 
Mendocilla



Isala inspires!

Sisterhood projects have been 
initiated in 12 other countries
across the globe by local
research teams:

Peru, Switzerland, Cameroon, 
France, Spain, UK, South-Africa, 
Canada, Nigeria, Marocco, USA, 
Oeganda
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