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‘It happened in May last year. 
At that point, I’d already been 
working on my PhD research into 
vaccines against parasitic worms 
for three years. As I was working 
in the lab, a lab assistant came up 
to me with a question about my 
DNA cutting and pasting. There 
was something wrong with the 
fragments of DNA (primers) that 
I had designed for her, she said. I 
promised to look into it later. 

That night I woke up with a start. I 
suddenly realized that I had used 
the same design strategy for the 
fragments of DNA for the lab 
assistant as for my own research. 
They were the basis for several 
experiments and student projects.  
All the results had been negative. 
Was it possible that there was 
something wrong with the frag-
ment of DNA the whole experi-
ment was based on? 

In the dead of night I jumped out of 
bed and ran to my laptop to check 
everything. The lab assistant 
was right: two DNA letters were 
missing, which might explain the 
negative results. I felt pretty stupid. 
I was doing that sort of thing with 
DNA virtually every day as a third-
year PhD candidate. I considered 
it to be second nature to me. How 
could I have done it wrong with-
out realizing it? I felt ashamed of 
myself. 
At the same time, the stress was 
mounting up because I was work-
ing on the last experiments in my 
research before writing my thesis. 
The next day I confessed it all 
to my supervisor. He calmed me 
down and said such things hap-
pen. 
In the weeks that followed I had 
sleepless nights worrying about 
the planning for repeating the 
experiment. As it turned out, I 
worked very efficiently in those 
final months by concentrating 
entirely on that experiment. This 
time it went well and the tests 
produced great results. It gave me 
some grey hairs, but in the end I 
could still include that data in my 
thesis.’

Live&Learn 

A botched experiment, a rejected paper: such things are 
soon labelled as failures in academia. As for talking about 
them – not done! But that is just what WUR scientists do 
in this column. Because failure has its uses. This time, we 
hear from Myrna Bunte, a PhD researcher in Nematology.  
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‘In the dead of night, I 
jumped out of bed and 
ran to my laptop to 
check everything. The 
lab assistant was right’

A few years ago, consumer research found that meat 
substitutes don’t make you feel as full as real meat. 
But meat substitutes have improved a lot recently, so 
professor of Food Reward and Behaviour Liesbeth 
Zandstra has taken a new look at this question. 

‘Previous research showed that people were eating 
two veggie burgers for one meat burger because 
otherwise they didn’t feel full,’ says Zandstra, 
who is also a Science Leader at the Unilever Foods 
Innovation Centre Wageningen. ‘If that is the case, it 
could be an obstacle to the protein transition that is 
so badly needed.’
Zandstra carried out a study on the feeling of 
satiation produced by meat and meat substitutes. 

She tried to stay as 
close as possible to 
the actual situation 
for consumers. ‘We 
made meat and veggie 
versions of chicken and 

vegetable curry and of pasta bolognese with mince 
and a tomato sauce. To make the veggie version, 
we replaced each gram of meat with a gram of meat 
substitute without considering the macronutrient 
composition of the meal. After all, your average 
consumer doesn’t match nutrients: they simply 
replace a serving of minced meat with an equally 
large serving of veggie mince.’

No difference
Zandstra did not find any difference in feelings 
of hunger and satiation between meat and meat 
substitutes. ‘Meat substitutes have improved 
enormously in the past five to ten years,’ she says 
to explain the different results compared with the 
previous consumer studies. ‘Veggie products often 
contain more proteins and dietary fibres than in the 
past, and those nutrients play a key role in making 
you feel full.’
‘You could say our conclusion isn’t very exciting,’ 
admits Zandstra. ‘But it is a positive result as it 
means nowadays the issue of satiation doesn’t 
have to be an obstacle to the consumption of meat 
substitutes.’ dv

Meat and meat 
substitute equally 
satiating

‘Meat substitutes 
have more 
protein and fibre 
than in the past’


