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●
In May this year, a questionnaire about the
Society’s meetings and other activities was sent
to all members; responses were received from

30% of those in the UK and 18% of those living abroad.
This represents a very satisfactory response rate for a survey
of this type and we are grateful to everyone who took part.

● Groups
Members were asked to indicate which of the Society’s
Groups matched their scientific interests. The results 
are shown in Fig. 1 and give an indication of the size 
of the ‘supporters’ club’ for each Group. Only about 10%
of respondents commented on possible new Groups or
changes in Group structure. The commonest suggestions
for new Groups were in the areas of clinical bacteriology,
food and industrial aspects.

● Other societies
Sixty-eight percent of respondents were members of 
at least one other society, the commonest being the
American Society for Microbiology, Society for Applied
Microbiology, Biochemical Society, British Society for
Immunology, Genetical Society and Pathological
Society. In all, over 100 other societies were mentioned.

● Meetings
The series of questions about meetings produced a
wealth of information. Fig. 2 shows the numbers of
meetings attended by members over the last 5 years and,
not surprisingly, indicates a spectrum from the minority
who had not attended any, to those who had attended
several. Attendance was higher for UK members than 
for those from overseas. At first sight, these meeting
attendance figures may seem low, but when grossed up to
the scale of the full membership, they indicate an average
of 2,000 meeting attendances per year, which is very
close to what we observe in real life.

It was very gratifying that 95% of respondents were
either satisfied or very satisfied with the scientific content
and quality of the meetings, and with facilities and value
for money. But we will continue to aim for 100%
satisfaction and are constantly seeking ways to improve.

The cost of accommodation was considered to be more
important than the cost of food, and the maximum
amount that people were prepared to pay for 24 hours
food and accommodation varied widely, presumably in
reflection of differences in the extent to which people
receive financial support for attendance. The majority of
respondents (73%) were willing to travel any distance 
to a destination in the UK to attend meetings. However,
a number of written comments emphasized the import-
ance of good facilities and accommodation, and locations
where there were other things to do as well as the meeting
itself. Some of the universities which have provided less
than wonderful accommodation, food and other facilities
in the past were duly recognized, and no, we will not be
going back to them. We increasingly look to use univer-

sities which approach conference business in a properly
professional manner. Respondents were split 3 :1 in
favour of continuing to use university venues, as opposed
to conference centres such as Brighton or Harrogate.

The big question was about how the Society should set
out its annual pattern of meetings. There was a 3:1 split
in favour of continuing with the present pattern of three
main meetings in April, September and January.
However, there was also strong support (2.3 :1) for two
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Fig. 2.Frequency of attendance of members at Society meetings over
the last 5 years
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(from a poll sample of 1184 members)
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meetings, in April and September. As the Group
committees have already largely voted with their feet by
deciding not to arrange symposia at January meetings
after Guildford in 2000, it is likely that the two-main-
meeting pattern will prevail, although Groups could
continue to arrange stand-alone or joint meetings with
other societies at other times. There was little support for
a two-meeting model at other times of year.

The main alternative suggestion, that the Society
should hold a single large meeting in spring, received a
2:1 vote against. Written comments suggested a degree
of polarization, with respondents either strongly in favour
or strongly against. There was very little support for a
single meeting at another time of year. There did appear to
be support for amplifying the main meetings programme
with shorter regional meetings, along the lines of the
successful programme run by the Irish Branch.

There was overwhelming support (97%) for
continuation of the main symposia and good support
(76%) for continuing to publish them. Only half of the
respondents thought that more main symposia should 
be published, but 81% felt that specialized Group
symposia should be published, if dealing with topical
subjects. Eighty-eight percent of respondents thought
that the Society should be involved in more joint
meetings with European microbiological societies;
numerous possible partners were mentioned.

● Microbiology promotion
Support for activities to promote public understanding
and awareness of microbiology was varied. Public
lectures at SGM meetings appealed to 73% of respond-
ents, schools lectures to 64%. One-half of respondents
expressed willingness to be involved in activities to
promote public understanding and 38% would be
willing to handle enquiries from the media.

● Electronic communications
Finally, on communications, 82% of respondents were
willing to enter their contact details in a voluntary on-line
address book and the same percentage were willing to
have their details in a wider directory of UK life scien-
tists. There was strong support for a bulletin board/news
group feature on the SGM website, but 33% of respond-
ents did not wish to receive e-mail messages about
general Society business. This suggests that any e-mail
alerting service would have to be on a sign-up basis rather
than run automatically from the membership database.

● The way forward
The broad findings of the survey have now been
considered by Council and the Group conveners’
committee. The clear opinions expressed by members are
already playing their part in shaping future developments.

● Pat Goodwin, Scientific Meetings Officer
● Ron Fraser, Executive Secretary

■ Make a meal with microbes
For many years the Microbiology in Schools Advisory
Committee, whose secretariat is based at Marlborough
House, has run successful competitions for school pupils
in the 11–16 age range. Various aspects of microbiology
have been covered and pupils are asked to produce either
posters or leaflets, depending on the topic.

This year the pupils were asked to create a menu for a
nutritionally balanced meal (up to four courses) to include
a wide variety of ingredients produced with the help of
microbes. This had to be in the form of a wall chart to
inform catering staff in canteens and restaurants about
the beneficial uses of microbes in food and drink. Each
item in the menu had to be annotated to explain the role of
microbes in its production.

The competition was sponsored by Yakult who sent two of
their nutritionists to participate in the judging process with
MISAC members at Marlborough House.

There was once again a large number of entries, over 200
from 35 schools. The quality was very high with some
extremely diverse and well balanced menus that high-
lighted the varied role that microbes play in the production
of our food. Both traditional and new technologies were
mentioned. Foodstuffs ranged from edible fungi through
to legumes, dairy products and bread, whilst wine or beer,
of course, complimented by coffee, were on many bills of
fare. Many were delightfully illustrated and the judges had
the usual difficult task of picking out the best.

The entries were judged in two age groups: 11–14 and
GCSE/Standard Grade. The winners displayed accurate
knowledge, well annotated diagrams and imaginative
menus that would have been a pleasure to eat. Both hand
drawn and word-processed wall charts featured amongst
the winning entries. First prize was £100 for the school
and £30 for the pupil. Second and third prizes were also
awarded.

The winner of the 11–14 class was Zara Edwards from
Shrewsbury High School and the joint winners of the
GCSE age range were Felicity Miller, Claire Ingram and
Stephanie Carter from Northampton School. MISAC
member Margaret Whalley travelled to Shrewsbury to 
present the prize to Zara at a school assembly. This event
was reported in the local press. The school has already
spent a portion of its prize money on equipment to carry
out antibiotic testing and they hope to purchase a bubble
logger with the remainder. Unfortunately, it did not prove
possible to make a presentation at Northampton School.

Every pupil entering the competition was sent a certificate
and the schools received a pack of relevant microbiology
teaching materials.

Next year’s competition for the millennium will feature 
vaccination. Sponsored by the British Society for Immun-
ology, Don Whitley Scientific and FEMS, this promises to
attract a bumper crop of entries as it is an important topic
in the UK National Curriculum at Key Stage 3. Students
are being asked to create a public information leaflet 
for parents explaining how immunization provides their
children with protection against disease. The closing date
is 31 March 2000. Full details are available on the SGM
website.

GoingPublic

The Microbiology in Schools
Advisory Committee is
made up of representatives
from a wide range of edu-
cational institutions and
scientific organizations.
Currently it is sponsored by
the SGM, SfAM, CLEAPSS,
BMS, Institute of Biology,
The Wellcome Trust, SAPS
and the NCBE. The IoB
kindly provides MISAC with
a meeting room. MISAC is
committed to promoting the
teaching of microbiology in
schools. As well as running
the annual competition it
provides advice on the safe
use of micro-organisms,
makes representations to
national science education
bodies, maintains contact
with examination boards
and produces teaching
resources and factsheets.
Details of MISAC activities
may be found on the SGM
website. The secretariat of
MISAC is based in the
External Relations Office 
at Marlborough House.
Please contact Janet Hurst
or Dariel Burdass for further
information.

Going
Public
packs
If you are organizing an
event during SETweek to
promote the public under-
standing of microbiology, 
or are going out to give a
microbiology lecture to
schools or running any 
similar activity, don’t forget
that factsheets are now
available from the SGM to
help you to communicate
your science to the public
safely. Compiled by Edu-
cation Officer Liz Sockett,
there are three sheets in
the Going Public Pack:
Going Public with adult
groups, Going Public with
teenagers and Going Public
with 5–12-year-olds. e-mail
d.burdass@socgenmicrobiol.
org.uk if you would like a set.

MISAC Competition
1999

What is
MISAC?


