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‘Methane inhibitors in  
feed are a step in the  
right direction’
 
The feed additive company DSM 
was in the news recently with its 
new product, Bovaer, which can 
reduce the formation of the 
greenhouse gas methane in cows. 
That is true, says Wageningen 
Livestock Research’s Jan Dijkstra, 
but research still needs to estab-
lish how effective the additive is. 

Are you familiar with Bovaer? 
‘Yes, its effectiveness will soon be tested on Dairy Cam-
pus, our research and innovation centre for the dairy in-
dustry. The test is required for the product to be includ-
ed in the Annual Nutrient Cycle Assessment (ANCA), an 
aid for mineral management in the dairy sector.’

What do you expect from the study? 
‘With the standard feed rations used in the Nether-
lands, methane production is expected to go down by 
about 20 per cent when Bovaer is used. That is a smaller 
reduction than the 30 per cent that DSM claims on the 
basis of international research. That is because there is 
a lot of fibre in Dutch feed. The more fibre there is, the 
less effective it is.’

Doesn’t adding nitrate to the feed help too? 
‘Yes, if you add nitrate, bacteria convert it into ammo-
nia, and less methane is formed as a result. That’s a dif-
ferent approach to Bovaer, which is a molecule that 
binds to an enzyme that forms methane in the cow’s ru-
men. It switches that enzyme off. If you use nitrate, you 
need a lot more: 10 to 15 grams per kilogram feed for a 
methane reduction of 10 to 20 per cent.’

Does Bovaer work in combination with nitrate? 
‘We don’t know yet if you can just add the effect of Bo-
vaer to that of Nitrate. But whatever the case, you can 
achieve a considerable reduction with these substances. 
Silage naturally contains nitrate, and Cargill produces it 
as a pure additive. That company is doing research on 
nitrate for the ANCA.’

Is this enough to meet the climate targets? 
‘The livestock sector has to halve methane emissions in 
the coming years. With this feed additive, farmers can 
take a step in the right direction. It does cost money 
though: the price of milk will have to go up a bit.’  AS

HERD BEHAVIOUR CAN  
LEAD TO HEALTHY CHOICES
It is a well-known phenomenon that 
people like to buy what others buy. 
This herd behaviour offers ways of 
nudging us towards healthier food 
choices, shows doctoral research by 
Robert Goedgebure in the Marketing 
and Consumer Behaviour chair group.  

Consumers base their choices to a  
large extent on those of other people. 
This is known as social proof and it 
explains why webshops and booking 
sites explicitly mention which product 
is the most popular, or that ‘this type  
of room has been booked 3x in the  
last 24 hours’. 
But why do we actually pay attention  
to other people’s purchases, and why 
are they such an important factor for 
people? ‘We can distinguish two 
schools of thought in the literature,’ 
says Consumer Behaviour researcher 
Goedgebure. ‘One says the importance 
lies in the priority we give to quality:  
if a lot of people have bought an item,  
it must be good. The other approach 
explains it more from a social 
perspective: if you buy the same things 
other people buy, you can count on  
the approval of those around you.’
Goedgebure tested these assumptions 
using an MRI scanner and a small  
army of test subjects who were asked to 
evaluate popular products. If they were 

asked about the assumed quality of the 
product, different regions of the brain 
became active than when they were 
asked to evaluate the social value of a 
possible purchase. ‘ So we now know for 
sure that there are indeed two different 
‘brain routes’ that explain why we buy 
the same things other people buy,’ says 
the PhD researcher. ‘We also concluded 
that social proof played the biggest role 
when it came to food because we want 
evidence of its quality.’ 
Armed with these insights, Goedgebure 
set up a virtual supermarket with 
photos taken for the occasion in the 
EmTee supermarket in Ede. He 
researched three products: Chocolate 
milk, cheese and frankfurters. In all 
three cases, adding a sign saying ‘most 
popular’ to the option with less salt, 
sugar and/or fat led the test subjects  
to choose that option more often. 
Goedgebure: ‘The preference for light 
products was significant. Not that we 
are going to change the world at one 
blow like this, but it is useful to know 
what possibilities social proof offers  
for stimulating healthier food choices.’ 
Goedgebure graduated with a PhD on  
23 October. His research is part of the 
Nudgis project co-financed by NWO,  
in which WUR, Utrecht University, 
Friesland Campina and Unilever work 
together.  ME

  A ‘most popular’ sign can cause more consumers to choose frankfurters with less salt, sugar or fat. 
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