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Live&Learn 

‘A few years ago, I gave a pres-
entation about climate-proof 
cities at a climate adaptation 
conference in South Africa. The 
country was suffering from severe 
drought, so it was extra relevant. 
I had seven minutes for my pres-
entation. As 200 people lapped 
up my story, suddenly one of the 
organizers held up a sign saying 
“four minutes left”. I jumped out of 
my skin. My heart started racing 
and I broke out in a sweat. I was 
only halfway through my introduc-
tion and I still had so much to say. 
That sign put me off my stroke so 
much that I lost the thread of my 
story completely. Stammering and 
with a dry mouth, I rushed through 
the rest of my presentation. Every 
minute, the sign popped up again 
announcing the remaining time. 
Afterwards I thought: “That was 
the worst presentation ever.” I 
was totally fed up, but it did teach 
me that short presentations are 
the hardest to give, and that in 
that situation, less is more. The 
previous evening I had worked for 
hours in my hotel room to make 
my presentation more compre-
hensive, but more comprehensive 
is not necessarily better. In short 
presentations you have to make 

your core message very clear and 
drive it home. You leave out lots of 
nice details. And that takes more 
preparation than a long talk. 
Last year I faced the challenge 
again: a 15-minute presentation 
about our vision on a climate-ro-
bust and future-proof Netherlands 
in 2120. There were 3000 people 

attending, most of them mayors 
and councillors. I thought back 
to my flop in South Africa. I don’t 
stick to the one-slide-per-minute 
rule like some other researchers, 
but through good preparation I 
now know exactly how much time 
I need and at which slide I am 
halfway through my presenta-
tion. It’s a question of practice 
and fine-tuning. Thanks to that 
learning moment in South Africa, 
last year I could give a concise, 
convincing presentation. A clock 
or a warning doesn’t take me by 
surprise anymore.’

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 Climate programme leader Tim van Hattum. 
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‘Thanks to that learning 
moment in South 
Africa, last year I could 
give a concise, strong 
presentation’

Assistant professor of Nutrition and Ageing Pol 
Grootswagers and his team have developed a tool 
to involve the elderly in the protein transition. ‘The 
Alpha tool helps them come up with meals that are 
complete in terms of the amino acid composition.’ 

For each ingredient of a particular meal, the tool 
shows the amount of each essential amino acid you 
get and what percentage that is of your daily protein 
requirement. ‘That soon shows you where there are 
deficiencies and where you could add protein sourc-
es,’ explains Grootswagers.
‘The diet of elderly people requires particular atten-
tion because muscle mass and bone density decline 
in old age,’ says Grootswagers. ‘That effect is exac-
erbated if they don’t eat enough protein. What is 
more, the amino acid profile of plant-based proteins 

is often less compre-
hensive than that of 
animal-based proteins. 
Plant-based proteins 
are not absorbed so well 
either. So you have to 
take all this into account 
if you want the elderly 

to have a plant-based diet and still stay healthy.’
In the Alpha tool, users (such as dieticians, research-
ers and chefs) can fill in the ingredients of a dish, 
including the quantities. ‘Then they can play 
around with the amounts, for example increasing 
the quantity of nuts, seeds or pulses, to get to the 
required 100 per cent. The tool works the other way 
round too: if a meal contributes more than 100 per 
cent to the amino acid requirement, you can cut 
down on ingredients. Reducing consumption is also 
a sustainable choice.’

Culinary
Eventually the Alpha tool will be able to make rec-
ommendations as well by using AI. ‘That feature is 
still being developed. We still have to teach the algo-
rithm what are logical combinations from a culinary 
perspective. At present, the algorithm makes recom-
mendations that are ideal in terms of protein quality 
but don’t make sense in culinary terms.’ dv

New tool evaluates 
meal protein content

The tool will help 
the elderly have 
a plant-based 
diet that is also 
healthy


