
Associate Professor Sarah Vreugde is currently the Chief Medical Scientist of the ENT Surgery group 

at the Basil Hetzel Institute, The Queen Elizabeth Hospital. Sarah was asked the following questions 

at the end of 2018. 

1. When did you start working/studying at the BHI, and with which research group? 

I started in 2011, in the Department of ENT 

2. What were you doing before you came to the BHI?  

I graduated as a Medical Doctor from the Brussels University (VUB) in Belgium in 1994. I then 

specialized in ENT at the same university. I obtained a PhD in molecular biology at the Tel Aviv 

University (Israel, Laboratory of Human Molecular Genetics, Prof. K. Avraham) in 2002. During my 

PhD, I cloned and phenotyped human and mouse genes that cause hereditary hearing loss. 

During my subsequent work at the DIBIT research center/San Raffaele Hospital in Milan (Prof. M. 

Bussi, ENT Department, and Prof. S. Biffo, Molecular Histology, Italy), I spent half of my time in 

clinical duties and half of my time in research. I started an innovative research program 

investigating the regulation of mammalian gene transcription. From 2008 to 2011, I was 

employed in the European Patent Office (The Hague, The Netherlands), where I was analysing the 

patentability of National, European and International Patent applications in the Department of 

Biotechnology. 

 

3. What attracted you to work/study at the BHI?  

I was recruited to The University of Adelaide to work at the BHI, in the ENT department, without 

knowing much about BHI, Adelaide or Australia at all.  However, the ENT Surgery group, led by 

Prof PJ Wormald, is one of the top ENT research teams in the world and Prof Wormald is 

passionate about research and has a vision about his research and about his department. I share 

the same views and values. This was important for me in making the decision whether to accept 

the employment offer, and more importantly, to commit and stay.  

4. What are the best things about working/studying at the BHI?  

The best thing of working at BHI is the close proximity of the laboratories with TQEH where we 

have access to patients and clinicians. It is this close interaction that is essential for effective 

translation of research. Of course, access to The Hospital Research Foundation funding is 

absolutely essential for us to be able to carry on with our exciting projects and they have been 

extremely supportive of all groups at the BHI, TQEH. 

5. In a sentence or two, what research question are you working on at the moment? 

We are working on understanding the pathophysiology of chronic rhinosinusitis, a chronic 

inflammation of the upper airway mucosa, associated with chronic relapsing infections. Our 

research is aimed at identifying new and improved treatments for this disease. In addition, we 

are working on improving wound healing after surgery. 

6. What is your biggest career highlight so far? 



In terms of finding new treatments, I believe the new phage-based treatment we have discovered 

and are developing, along with the devices we are developing for efficient delivery of the 

medication deep into the sinus cavities, has great potential and can change the lives of those 

affected by those difficult-to-treat infections.  This includes cystic fibrosis patients. We also have 

discovered a medicated wound healing gel that has the potential to prevent scar tissue formation 

after surgery and we have brought this all the way from creation of the idea to laboratory testing 

to human clinical trials. In terms of understanding the disease process, the discovery of specific 

lymphoid infiltrations into the sinus mucosa in patients with worse disease and specific 

“endotypes” has the potential to lead to new treatment paradigms for these patients. That is 

important because for now, there are no effective treatments available for those patients. 

7. Do you have a favourite memory of your time at the BHI to date? 

I have a number of favourite memories. I love The Longest Table events [annual fundraiser for 

The Hospital Research Foundation] where everyone brings home-cooked food to share. It shows 

just how multi-cultural, inclusive and diverse the BHI is. I love research day [TQEH Research 

Expo], a true celebration of the achievements of all students. I love those days, when the 

students or post-docs are coming into my office with a big smile, showing off their recent exciting 

new findings, each time bringing us closer to finding that new cure we are looking for.  

8. Would you recommend the BHI as a place to work/study? Why? 

Definitely. The BHI is large enough to be able to house world-class research equipment, facilities 

and research teams but small enough to have the possibility of close and efficient collaborations 

and interactions with other researchers, staff and students. Moreover, the close proximity to 

TQEH and animal house facilitates research translation. 

9. Is there anything else you’d like to tell people about you, your work or the BHI? 

This is a team effort. Together, we are passionately working towards bringing new and improved 

treatments for our patients. Those are not my treatments.  


