You win some, you lose some
An experiment that goes wrong, an error in your model,
NEW
a rejected article: in academia such things tend to be
labelled failures. As for talking about failure? Not done!
But that’s just what WUR co-workers do in this regular
feature ‘You win some, you lose some’. Because failure can
be useful. In this instalment, we hear from Erik Poelman,
association professor of Entomology. Illustration Stijn Schreven
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‘When I was nearing graduation, I applied for a grant to do
research on poison dart frogs.
I wanted to do the research in
the Entomology department. I
was convinced that that could
work, but the review committee
questioned whether the proposed
study belonged in that department. The reviewers praised
the proposal but I didn’t get the
Dutch Research Council grant.
As a young researcher, I didn’t
realize how competitive these
applications were and what the
jury looks for.
‘I was terribly disappointed, but it
didn’t feel
like failure
‘In science,
to me. In
more things
science,
don’t work
more
out than do’
things
don’t
work out than do; that’s all part
of the game. Failure is too strong
a word for it. My dream was to
work on frogs, but I had defined
the context within which I wanted to do so and that didn’t go
my way. I wanted to work in the

 etherlands, because I feel at
N
home here and I am close to my
family. That limited my options,
but those core values were more
important to me than any scientific career. And they still are.
‘After that rejection, I realized
that it was primarily the questions about evolution that fascinated me, and which organism
I studied didn’t really matter. So
I started to focus on insects and
plants and then Entomology was
the right place for me and I did
get a grant. It might not be what
I had envisaged, but I am just
as able to use my creativity and
enjoy myself here.
‘In addition to the plant and
insect work during my PhD
research, I did two lots of fieldwork in Ecuador working on
poison dart frogs. I couldn’t let go
of the frogs completely and I still
keep some at home in terraria,
as a hobby. So they have become
part of who I am in a different
way.’ ss

Picking fruit with
cuttlefish arms
Experimental Zoology researcher Guillermo Amador got a Vidi grant from the Dutch
Research Council to apply knowledge of the
suction cups of cuttlefish, a relative of the
squid, in soft robotics. At present, robots’ grippers are often too hard and sharp. In medical
operations, metal grippers can damage the skin
or organs, while robots that pick fruit damage
strawberries and apples.
Amador first wants to find out how exactly the
cuttlefish uses its tentacles and suction cups.
A PhD student will use
images from a highAt present,
speed camera to calcurobots’ grippers
late the forces on the
are often too
suction cup. A second
hard and sharp
PhD candidate will
map the tissues in the
tentacles and suction cups. A tentacle is like a
hand with 100 fingers. Amador wants to find out
more about the connective tissue, cartilage and
muscles around the suction cups.
He then plans to replicate the suction cups on
a physical robot arm, using a 3D printer or soft
plastic moulds. Amador is collaborating with
Delft University of Technology for the medical
applications, and with the Biosystems Engineering and Physical Chemistry & Soft Matter
groups for the fruit-picking robots. ss

