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The Minerva Foundation’s Medix Prize awarded to research groups of the 
University of Helsinki 
 
MATERNAL FECAL MICROBIOTA TRANSPLANTATION IN CAESAREAN-BORN 
INFANTS RESTORES NORMAL GUT MICROBIAL DEVELOPMENT 
  
 
The Minerva Foundation’s Medix Prize, worth €20,000, has been awarded to 
research groups from the University of Helsinki. The research groups are headed by 
Professor Willem M. de Vos and Professor Sture Andersson. 
 
 

 
 
 
Picture. Professor Sture Andersson (left) and Professor Willem M. de Vos tell that results in 
this kind of research don´t come fast. It took two years to do the actual research and about 
three years before that to mature the idea and prepare the study. It also took a year to 
publish the work in the journal Cell. Photographer: Juha Sarkkinen. 
 
 
  



The research groups demonstrated that intestinal microbiome of infants born by 
means of caesarean section can be restored using maternal faecal microbiota 
transplantation. This may support the normal development of the immune system of 
the infant. The research was published in the prestigious journal Cell. 
  
Infants born by vaginal birth are colonised with maternal faecal microbes, which 
have an impact on the development of their immune systems for the rest of their 
lives. Caesarean section (CS) disturbs mother-to-neonate transmission, which 
means that the development of normal gut microbiome of the infant is prevented. 
This may compromise the infants’ immune system and make them more 
susceptible to chronic illnesses. 
  
“We tested whether the situation could be restored by means of faecal microbiota 
transplantation, which was performed on seven infants immediately after delivery. 
The infants were given a diluted stool transplant from their own mothers delivered in 
the first human milk feeding,” says Professor Willem M. de Vos. 
  
The gut bacteria of the infants were monitored for three months. Their gut 
microbiota was compared to that of infants born by means of caesarean section but 
with no faecal microbiota transplantation as well as to that of infants born by vaginal 
delivery. The gut microbiota of infants with faecal transplants was rapidly restored 
to show significant similarity to that of infants born vaginally. 
  
“The Maternal Faecal Microbiota Transplantation (FMT) method is an efficient way 
to normalise the development of gut microbiota of CS-born infants. Thanks to the 
method, the risk of these infants having a serious illness at some point in their lives 
can be decreased,” Professor de Vos says. 
  
According to Professor Sture Andersson, the FMT method may become a standard 
clinical procedure at some point, but several years of research will still be needed. 
The mechanism has now been described and the efficiency of the method has been 
proven. More research and methodological development work is still needed. 
  
“Faecal transplantation sounds simple but it is not. We are talking about a couple of 
milligrams of maternal stool, which is not easy to measure. In addition, mothers 
must undergo extensive screening in order to ensure their good health and hence 
suitability for the method, because there is a risk of transmitting a serious illness 
from the mother to the infant. Therefore, screening must be thorough, and the 
method must be supported by a laboratory,” says Professor Andersson. 
  



 
 
Picture. Members of the two research groups (from right): Willem M. de Vos, 
Evgenia Dikareva, Anne Salonen, Kirsi Skogberg, Katri Korpela, Kaija-Leena Kolho, 
Terhi Saisto, Otto Helve, Vedran Stefanovic, Sture Anderson. Photographer: Juha 
Sarkkinen. 
 
 
The research groups will continue their research in FMT. The follow-up of the seven 
infants participating in the research will be extended. In addition, there is a new, 
more extensive blinded study with the goal of obtaining 60 participants. In this 
study, the CS-born infants will be administered either a maternal faecal transplant or 
a placebo. The gut microbiota and the development of the immune system of the 
infants will be followed up until the age of two. 
  
The Medix Prize by the Minerva Foundation is an important annual award for 
internationally high-level Finnish medical research. The Medix Prize is, in a manner 
of speaking, the Finnish championships for biomedicine. This year’s Medix Prize will 
be awarded for the 34th time. 
  
The Medix Prize is awarded by the University of Helsinki, and is donated to the 
university by the Minerva Foundation, which funds the Minerva Foundation Institute 
for Medical Research at Biomedicum Helsinki. 
  
The prize is awarded annually for excellent Finnish scientific research published as 
one article during the previous year. The research is to be in the fields of 
biomedicine or clinical medicine and performed fully or in its essential parts in 
Finland. 



  
The awardee is selected by a committee consisting of representatives from the 
universities of Helsinki, Turku, Tampere, Eastern Finland and Oulu, who are 
appointed for three years. 
 
INVITATION: 
  
The research groups will receive the Medix Prize and give a lecture during a virtual 
event on 20 September 2021 at 12 noon. We kindly invite your representative to 
follow the event online. 
Zoom link to Medix webinar on 20 September at 12 noon: 
https://helsinki.zoom.us/j/63015516737  
  
FURTHER INFORMATION AND MATERIALS: 
  
Photographs of the award-winning research groups: 
https://minervafoundation.fi/minervasaation-medix-palkinto-2021-
minervastiftelsens-medix-pris-2021/  
Photographer: Juha Sarkkinen. 
The images are free for media use. 
  
Caption I: 
Professor Sture Andersson (left) and Professor Willem M. de Vos tell that results in 
this kind of research don´t come fast. It took two years to do the actual research 
and about three years before that to mature the idea and prepare the study. It also 
took a year to publish the work in the journal Cell. 
  
 
Caption II: 
Members of the two research groups (from right): Willem M. de Vos, Evgenia 
Dikareva, Anne Salonen, Kirsi Skogberg, Katri Korpela, Kaija-Leena Kolho, Terhi 
Saisto, Otto Helve, Vedran Stefanovic, Sture Anderson. 
  
Article published in Cell: https://www.cell.com/cell/fulltext/S0092-8674(20)31089-8  
Website of the research (in Finnish): https://blogs.helsinki.fi/secflor-tutkimus/  
  
Further information on the award-winning study: 
  
Professor Willem M. De Vos, University of Helsinki (in English) 
+31 653 735 635, willem.devos(at)helsinki.fi 
  
Professor Sture Andersson, University of Helsinki (in Finnish/Swedish) 
+358 50 380 2883, sture.andersson(at)hus.fi 
  
Further information on the Medix Prize and the Minerva Foundation: 
  
Professor Vesa Olkkonen, +358 50 411 2297, vesa.olkkonen(at)helsinki.fi 
minervafoundation.fi  
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