You win some, you lose some
A failed experiment, an error in your model, 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 Sylvia Brugman, associate professor in Animal
Sciences. Text and illustration Stijn Schreven
'While I was working on my PhD,
I got some very nice results
from an experiment. I was doing
research on type I diabetes in
rats. The rats developed diabetes naturally and my goal was to
prevent them from developing
the disease. Because I wanted to
know whether microbiota played
a role, I added antibiotics to their
water bottle. With success: on
antibiotics, the rats didn’t develop diabetes, or only much later.
That was fantastic, but it was
only one experiment. Of course,
as a good scientist, I wanted to
repeat it, but these results were
so clear, it surely couldn’t go
wrong. At the time, the animal
carers were renovating the room
where the trial took place. To my
surprise, when I repeated the
experiment, I saw no effect at all.
I was totally baffled. I had already
been imagining the major publication that would come out of it,
and now I was doubting those
wonderful results and myself.
Eight months had gone by and
suddenly I had no results. It was

getting towards the end of my
PhD project, so it was stressful.
At home, I couldn’t get it out of
my head. Until a week later, when
I woke up at night and thought:
the animal carers acidified the
water against limescale in the
bottles.
That had
‘I still often
probably
lie in bed
killed my
worrying
antibiotics.
about work’
I couldn’t
repeat my
experiment, but a quick test of
the water confirmed my suspicions. It taught me that no matter
how hard you try, you can't control everything.
I still often lie in bed worrying
about work, and I wake up at night
two to three times a week. When
I do, I write down what comes to
mind in a book next to my bed.
I’m lucky that I don't forget things
easily, but that has its pros and
cons. The downside is, I can’t
switch off. Tips are welcome.’

Asparagus residues
make soup powder
The juice and fibres from the lowest section of
the asparagus plant make a good basis for instant
soup powders.
When white asparagus is harvested, the stalks
are cut to length and the lowest part is discarded
as residue. At present, they end up as compost
as they are too ‘woody’, but they do have plenty
of flavour. In her PhD research, Joanne Siccama
(Food Process Engineering) used the asparagus
residues to make high-grade vegetable powders
that could be used for instant soup.
Vegetable powders are usually manufactured
using a belt dryer and hot air. But a lot of aromas
are lost from the vegetables using that approach.
The manufacturer compensates for the loss of
flavour by adding artificial flavourings. Spray
drying is another well-known drying technique
for making powders. The juice is sprayed to form
tiny droplets, which dry quickly and therefore
retain the aromas better.

Anti-stick

Siccama used a press to separate the asparagus juice from the fibres in the lower sections.
Before the juice could be reduced to 95 per
cent dry matter in the spray dryer, maltodextrin
had to be added. ‘That prevents the asparagus
powder from becoming sticky – for sugars
make up two-thirds of the solid components
in the asparagus juice,’ explains Siccama. In
addition, maltodextrin forms a coating around
the droplets, helping to retain the aromas.
Siccama was also able to make good use of
the asparagus fibres: when dried and ground,
they could replace some of the maltodextrin.
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Test panel

Siccama got a trained sensory panel to compare four of her asparagus powders with two
instant soup powders made by the project partner Unilever. The Unilever soup powders were
made using a belt dryer, with or without adding
an artificial aroma mix. She found the soup
with the aroma mix had the strongest flavour
but the powders from the spray dryer (without
added aromas) tasted stronger than the belt
dryer powder without an aroma mix. This means
Siccama’s asparagus powder could be an alternative to artificial flavourings in instant soup. ss

