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 ‘Six years ago, I started my PhD 
research and made a choice that 
caused me quite a few problems. 
I study the gendered impact of 
agricultural innovation in lower 
income countries. I decided to 
focus on Myanmar, a country 
that by 2018 had only been 
accessible to the rest of the world 
for 10 years. I had just started 
my research in Myanmar when 

COVID broke out and I had to 
rush back to Wageningen. A 
year passed as I helplessly – and 
somewhat in panic – watched my 
PhD trajectory get delayed further. 
Just when I thought the worst was 
behind us and travel restrictions 
were slowly easing, the military in 
Myanmar staged a coup. With my 
research area situated right in the 
middle of a conflict zone, returning 
to Myanmar became impossible. 

Meanwhile, my research had 
already accumulated a two-year 
delay. Ultimately, relocating my 
study to another country (Nepal) 
became the only option. Now, six 
years after initiating my doctoral 
research, I am finally about to 
complete my study.
It was a stressful period with 
a lot of uncertainty, but the 
situation did put everything into 
perspective for me. While of 
course I was concerned about my 
dissertation, my foremost worries 
revolved around my friends and 
colleagues in Myanmar. Some 
people would label my delay as 
failure, others as bad luck. For 
me, these unforeseen twists 
show how society seeps into 
science. We may be confined to 
our research bubble, but political 
and institutional failures on the 
other side of the world can impact 
us. Together, we need to build 
the resilience to cope with such 
issues.’

A failed experiment, a rejected article: in academia such 
things tend to be labelled failures. As for talking about it? 
Not done! But that is just what WUR co-workers do in this 
feature. Because failure has its uses. This time we hear 
from Dawn Cheong, a PhD student of Rural Sociology. 
Text Nicole van ’t Wout Hofland  Illustration Stijn Schreven

‘Just when I thought the 
worst was behind us, 
the military in Myanmar 
staged a coup’

The mathematical theory that helped find tipping 
points and early warning signs for the loss of 
resilience in lakes and forests can also be applied 
to the human mind, according to new research 
headed by ‘tipping-point professor’ Marten 
Scheffer.

About 15 years ago, aquatic ecologist Scheffer 
became the first to successfully apply mathe-
matical theories about critical turning points in 
complex systems to empirical situations, namely 
freshwater lakes that turn murky. The finding 
that these fundamental principles can also be 
applied to the human mind offers new possibili-
ties for the prevention and treatment of psychiat-
ric disorders. 
The essence of Scheffer’s ‘tipping-point research’ 
is the insight that complex systems can be in vari-
ous states of equilibrium and systems don’t move 
smoothly from one state to another but rather in 
abrupt shifts — via tipping points. The tipping 
points are preceded by early warning signs. 
The new research shows this mechanism also 
applies to psychiatric disorders. Psychiatric con-
ditions are fundamentally different to other dis-
eases as they can recur time and again, with the 
symptoms changing in the course of the person’s 
life. This research offers new possibilities for the 
early recognition and treatment of disorders. 
‘Our findings imply the existence of early warn-
ing signs,’ explains Scheffer. ‘They could be 
picked up by smartwatches or smartphones, 
leading to timely interventions to strengthen 
someone’s mental resilience.’ Another impor-
tant observation is that brief interventions can 
sometimes be enough to prevent the disease from 
recurring in a person for good.
Scheffer: ‘That is now accepted, hard science for 
ecosystems and the climate, but it’s new in psy-
chiatry.’ The journal JAMA Psychiatry will pub-
lish two articles on the topic next week. me

Tipping point for 
human mind too


