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PhD candidates explain their 
most thought-provoking pro-
position. This time it’s Fran-
cesco Pancaldi, who recei-
ved his PhD on 12 June for 
his thesis on plant cell walls, 
from evolutionary genomics 
to novel breeding tools.

THE  
PROPOSITION

PhD theses   in a nutshell
Dangerously sweet
Sugary soft drinks are often linked to the development of diabetes. But 
research by María Gorety Jacobo Cejudo, from Mexico, did not confirm this. 
She found no link with diabetes in a study of over 6,000 healthy Dutch adults. 
On the other hand, people who have had a heart attack do need to be careful 
what they eat. Sweet yoghurt products form a risk, whereas consumption of 
unsweetened yoghurt reduces the risk of death from a heart attack by 14 per 
cent. The overall drink consumption pattern was assessed using the newly 
developed Beverage Quality Index. The result was clear: a healthier drink 
consumption pattern reduces the risk of death from heart failure by 11 per cent. 
Beverages Matter María Gorety Jacobo Cejudo  Supervisor Marianne  
Geleijnse Hohlbein

Illegal wood
Detecting illegally felled wood is not easy. Laura Boeschoten investigated 
whether the chemical composition of the wood can be used to make a kind 
of fingerprint. Using mass spectrometry, she determined the amounts of 60 
elements from the periodic table. Could this help trace the origins of tropical 
wood species such as Azobé, Tali and Red Meranti? The results are variable 
and the accuracy is not great. The same applies to detection using isotopes or 
based on genetic analysis. However, in combination the three methods offer 
some hope of useful applications in the future. Chemical methods for Timber 
Trading Laura Boeschoten  Supervisor Pieter Zuidema

Godwit
The black-tailed godwit does well 
when agriculture is extensive 
rather than intensive. Not because 
there is more food for the bird but 
because the nests are less like-
ly to be disturbed or robbed by 
predators. That is the conclusion 
reached by Miguel Silva-Monteiro 
from Portugal. He investigated the 
state of the godwit in the Neth-
erlands, France, Poland, Estonia 
and Finland. The more secluded 
spots in the landscape, the better. 
One striking finding: the more fre-
quent and longer the breaks taken 
by the birds during brooding, the 
less likely the nest is to be robbed. 
The break as survival strategy.  
A cross-continental analysis of the 
habitat requirements for stable 
Black-tailed Godwit populations  
in Europe Miguel Silva-Monteiro  

 Supervisor David Kleijn

‘I am passionate about politics and I’m a 
member of a political party in Italy. I've 
seen how social media can increase 
polarization in political beliefs, which 
shows that social media aren’t always 
“social” in a positive way.
Social media can have a big influence 
on a person's way of thinking, leading to 
isolation or a decline in self-esteem due 
to the negative emotions cultivated by 
social media. In addition, social media 
can also encourage anti-social behaviour, 
as a person's identity and mindset can 
be shaped by what they see online. This 
can ultimately lead to the clustering of 
social groups with extreme beliefs, and 
to the radicalization of such groups since 

interaction is promoted within rather than 
between groups by social media algo-
rithms. This can lead to polarization and 
even harmful behaviour in society.
I acknowledge the enormous benefits 
brought by social media, but we can't 
ignore the fact that there are users who 
treat it with blind enthusiasm. How can 
we prevent social media from becom-
ing anti-social? I think self-reflection is 
required and we should always remind 
ourselves of the balance between the 
positive impacts of social media and the 
potential risks.’  nf

‘Social media are  
anti-social platforms’


