
 

R
es

ou
rc

e 
  0

2•
11

•2
02

3 
  P

A
G

E 
8

Live&Learn 

‘At the start of my PhD, my super-
visor asked me to take over the 
work of a technical assistant from 
our LettuceKnow consortium, a 
collaboration between Utrecht 
University and a few departments 
at WUR. Having just finished my 
Master’s, it felt like a completely 
different league. I was hyping 
it up in my head. As a PhD, 
you have to be independent, I 
thought, so I said to myself: what-
ever problem comes up, I’ll solve 
it by myself.
One Friday, researchers from 
Utrecht were going to come to 
launch an experiment together. 
We wanted to grow lettuce in a 
climate chamber. The special 
thing about this room was the 
cameras in the ceiling, which 
could take pictures of all the 
plants. On the day before the 
get-together, I checked that 
everything was in order and took 
some test photos of an empty 
table. I noticed that the image 
was tilted. Why was that? And 
how could I solve it? I had nev-
er worked with those cameras 
before. I kept trying to fix the 
problem, until closing time, but 
to no avail. And the people from 
Utrecht were coming the next 

day! They would be disappointed, 
and I would be disappointed. My 
supervisor was sure to fire me.  
At no point did it occur to me to 
call a colleague, or my supervisor, 
or the people from Utrecht. After 
a sleepless night, I got up early to 
go to the climate chamber, where 
I was on the verge of tears when 
Unifarm manager Gerrit passed 

by. He said: “Alan, I think you 
need some help.” I told him about 
the cameras. “Oh, that's easy.” 
The cameras were not welded to 
a fixed point, as I thought. In two 
minutes, the problem was solved.
The biggest lesson: the moment 
you get stuck with something, 
ask someone. Independence is 
not about doing everything by 
yourself. It’s being in charge of 
what you know and don't know, 
and where to get that informa-
tion. Research is collaboration. 
That was the worst day of my 
PhD, but the best learning expe-
rience. It completely changed my 
PhD experience.’ 

A botched experiment, a rejected paper: such things 
are soon labelled as failures in the academic world. 
As for talking about them – not the done thing! But 
that’s just what WUR scientists do in this column. 
Because failure has its uses. This time, we hear from 
Alan Pauls, a PhD candidate at the Laboratory of 
Genetics. Text and illustration Stijn Schreven

‘I was on the verge  
of tears in the climate 
chamber’

After seeing an American study that showed 
many of the babies in Instagram pictures were 
not sleeping in accordance with the safety guide-
lines, Floortje Kanits was curious to know if that 
was also the case in the Netherlands. 

Kanits got a PhD in Nutrition and Health at 
the end of September for her research on the 
prevention of cot deaths. ‘What we read and see 
plays a big part in determining what we think 
of as normal. For example, if we see lots of 
pictures of babies sleeping in a certain position 
on social media, we will start to think that’s 
normal even if it is not in accordance with the 
guidelines. But those guidelines — the baby 
should sleep on its back in a baby sleeping 
bag in its own empty cot — were drawn up to 
reduce the risk of cot death.’

Kanits collected the 
200 most recent Ins-
tagram photos for 22 
Dutch hashtags and 
10 Instagram accounts 
belonging to large 
Dutch companies and 

platforms targeting the parents of babies and 
young children. ‘I had a total of 562 unique 
photos — and only six satisfied all the sleep 
guidelines. That is less than two per cent. 
America scored nearly four times better with 
7.5 per cent.’

Cuddly toy
As Kanits points out, ‘This does not mean most 
people who share their baby photos are not 
keeping to the recommendations. But you can 
imagine that if your social media only shows 
photos of babies lying on their stomach or with 
a cuddly toy in their bed, it won’t occur to you 
this is actually unsafe.’ dv

Instagram babies 
break sleep rules

‘Only six 
photos of 
babies sleeping 
satisfied all the 
guidelines’


