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Photography as a tool to increase knowledge

Image after image, visitors discover an extraordinary world that amazes
for the combination of visual beauty and microbial genius developed over 

billions of years of competition for survival.



The winner of the photo exhibition in Turin - ECCO 2019



Why a photo exhibition?

• Microorganisms are beautiful 

• Very small (1 µm = 1/1000 of mm)

• Never seen by most of the world 
population

People get scared by 
what cannot see!



How middle school kids imagine microorganisms

Microorganisms represented with unreal, anthropomorphized
traits and associated with negative aspects of our life.



https://jcom.sissa.it/archive/19/07/JCOM_1907_2020_A08

Prejudice and fear against microorganisms increased after SARS-CoV-2



https://www.nature.com/articles/s41564-020-00857-w?utm_source=xmol&utm_medium=affiliate&utm_content=meta&utm_campaign=DDCN_1_GL01_metadata

Microbial 
biodiversity is 
considered a 

valuable resource 
for science and 
industry, with 

implications for the 
economy and 

finance

What is essential is invisible to the eye…
it is only with the heart (and the microscope) that 

one can see rightly! 



The lack of microbiological knowledge in civil 
society strongly influences daily decisions and 

actions.

This lack of awareness affects policy makers, the 
business world and how we all will be able to face the 

great challenges of society.

The microbiological literacy of civil society is essential to ensure
virtuous behavior and to allow innovations to be understood,
marketed and adopted.



• Involve civil society;

• Overcome prejudice on 
microorganisms;

• Highlight their role for our 
planet.

Set up for the 38° ECCO meeting in 
Torino in 2019.

Updated in 2021 with the addition of 
30 Qrcodes panels

Photo Exhibit as Microbiological literacy tool



Dangerous microorganisms

What’s the biggest 
organism on Earth?

It’s beneath your feet…
Bio-factories are also 

in water! Thanks for the visit!

Welcome to the exhibition!

Food of the future

But… Can yeast only 
make bread?

Qrcodes to increase interactions with the visitors and map their 
microbiological knowledge.



High customer satisfation of the exhibit

General Panels QRcodes

Not at all, A little, Enough, A lot

Did you learn new info?

Was you vision about 
microorganisms partially changed?

Thanks for the visit!



• Torino, 2019: XXXVIII ECCO• Catania, 2019: 5th Microbial Diversity• Roma, 2019: Botanical garden• Roma,  2020: 15th ECFG• Torino, 2021 Botanical garden• Livorno, 2022: CIBM• Verona, 2022: Veronetta Festival

• Cuneo, 2022: U-night • Bergamo: work in progress• 24 cities of the project 
SUS-MIRRI.IT
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The travelling exhibit…

> 10.000 visitors

… a wonderful
tool to reach folk



Dangerous microorganisms

Did Qrcode map lay society knowledge? 

What’s the biggest 
organism on Earth?

It’s beneath your feet…
Bio-factories are also 

in water!
Thanks for the 

visit!

Welcome to the 
exhibition!

Food of the future

But… Can yeast only 
make bread?

Too many correct answers!  



Microbiota or 
Microbioma?

71,8%
Correct Answer

Proposed answers:

• The MICROBIOMA is the microbial
population that colonizes a matrix, while the 
MICROBIOTA is its genetic patrimony

• They are synonymous and indicate the 
microbial population that colonizes human 
body

• They are synonymous and indicate the 
microbial population that colonizes a matrx

• The MICROBIOTA is the microbial
population that colonizes a matrix, while the 
MICROBIOMA is its genetic patrimony



Probiotic or Prebiotic?

Proposed answers:

• Food that promotes the growth of 
beneficial intestinal microorganisms

• Medicines
• Organisms capable of treating human 

diseases
• Food containing living microorganisms

useful for human health

70,1%
Correct Answer



On-line vs exhibit survey

What emotions do you associate with the word microorganisms?

The exhibition positively influenced visitors



The most used words linked to microorganisms
Exhibition survey:
• higher awareness of Algae, Yeast and Symbioses
• more positive words (light green)

On-line survey:
• Algae and Yeast neglected
• more negative words (red)



• the travelling exhibit will 
continue and  the local 
organizers can engage people 
with different strategies.

• the school is a privileged 
customer: training teachers 
has a huge cascading effect on 
students.

Lesson learned and future perspectives

The exhibition is a useful tool for microbiological literacy and QR codes 
are highly appreciated by visitors, but improper to assess the 

microbiological background of folk. 



scan the QRcode and 
start your virtual tour

To respond to a specific request from teachers, UNITO is creating a virtual tour: 

• info of the exhibit will be permanently available on-line;
• translate the tour in different languages;
• we are creating a working group to develop other tools (escape rooms, game…);
• focus and specific topics according to the request of the different schools;
• update the info.



How to assess the real microbiological
background of people

• Qrcodes in the exhibit have some drawbacks;

• Surveys on-line seem to be a good option to quickly engage a 
very large and diversified audience;

NEW ON-LINE SURVEYS FOR PEOPLE

Create a working group with different skills 
(microbiologists, teachers, psychologists) to 
develop 1 or more customized 
questionnaires for different stakeholders;

Process data to identify cultural gaps and then develop the 
most suitable strategies to fill the gaps.



It has been the starting point to deal more actively with 
microbiological literacy and to find new tools for scientific 

dissemination. 

We wouldn't have done anything without the cooperation of 
all of you in sending great photos…

… we would like to continue working with all of you:
if interested please contact us!

The ECCO photo exhibit
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THANK YOU


