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STOMACH WAITS PATIENTLY
Marlou Lasschuijt, a PhD candidate in the 
Human Nutrition and Health group, investi-
gated whether and how signals from the 
mouth influence the production of digestive 
and satiety hormones in test subjects. ‘Not all 
test subjects think: great, delicious strawber-
ry gel!’

One in five Dutch people suffers from obesity, 
according to the World Health Organization 
(WHO). Some eating habits, such as eating 
more slowly, reduce food intake and prevent 
overeating. Previous studies showed that the 
body already starts producing hormones such 
as insulin before the food reaches the stomach. 
That helps digestion and creates a full feeling. 
Lasschuijt investigated whether sweetness and 
chewing for longer influenced that Pavlovian ef-
fect — with surprising results: ‘We didn’t find 
that Pavlovian response in our study.’

How do you explain that?
‘We thought the hormone response would de-
pend on the type of food. In our study, the test 
subjects ate a kind of strawberry gel. They wer-
en’t familiar with it and didn’t like it either. We 

therefore chose something lots of people like 
for our follow-up study; chocolate dessert with 
pieces of caramel or caramel sauce. But even 
then, the body produced little or none of the 
hormones before the food reached the stom-
ach.’

That is contrary to previous studies. Which do 
you trust?
‘Our research, of course. We know exactly how 
the data was collected. We have looked at the 
earlier studies in detail and there is a lot of vari-
ation in the results. The average Pavlovian re-
sponse for the hormones is in fact very small. 
What is more, many of the earlier studies are 
more than 10 years old. We used the latest tech-
niques in our research.’

So there is no such thing as a Pavlovian 
response in digestive and satiety hormones?
‘Perhaps it only takes place when someone is 

really looking forward to a particular food. That 
is difficult to replicate in the lab with a dish of 
food and a computer screen in front of you, a 
spoon in one hand and a tube taking your blood 
in the other. You could only measure that in a 
real-life situation where test subjects have a 
sensor in their arms so that we can measure 
hormone levels continuously.’  NvtWH

‘We didn’t find that Pavlovian 
response in our study’
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Monopolies are OK, but 
make them democratic 

PhD candidates are expected to submit 
a handful of propositions with their 
thesis. In this feature, they explain 
their most thought-provoking 
proposition. This time, it’s Jeroen 
Koendjbiharie, who got his PhD on 4 
March for his study on the use of 
thermophilic bacteria instead of fossil 
fuels to produce chemicals. 

A lot of digital platforms get better the big-
ger they get, and therefore automatically 
drift towards becoming monopolies, says 
Jeroen Koendjbiharie. That is not a bad 
thing in itself. In fact, it benefits users. But 
they should then have more say in things. 
So his proposition is: Many services like 
Google, Facebook and Amazon could be con-
sidered natural monopolies, and should 
therefore be regulated by a democratic insti-
tution.

‘A monopolist is often seen as undesirable be-
cause market forces are no longer in play. 
Some people want such big companies bro-
ken down into smaller units. But I think mo-
nopolists are useful in some ways because of 

the services they offer.
People join Facebook because so many other 
people are on it. But a company has to make a 
profit, so it has many other incentives apart 
from social ones to create a network of that 
kind. Users have no influence on how the or-
ganization is run. I don’t think we should op-
pose them; we should realize we benefit when 
a company has this kind of monopoly. But it is 
good to look for ways of making sure plat-
forms are democratically regulated. For exam-
ple, by letting a public non-profit organization 
take the lead. The digital world is an impor-
tant part of our daily life, so it is a logical step 
to create a public online domain that is safe 
and accessible for everyone. An example is the 
“PublicSpaces” launched in 2018 by the Dutch 

public broadcasting company VPRO in collab-
oration with others, to provide an alternative 
to commercial apps. That kind of public net-
work gives users a say. And it is important if a 

government doesn’t want to be dependent on 
commercial platforms for reaching a broad 
audience. If it does well, this kind of public 
platform will end up being a monopolist too, 
but at least there is then some kind of ac-
countability.’  TL

‘Government doesn’t want  
to depend on commercial 
platforms for reaching  
broad audience’


