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‘For my PhD research I wanted to 
collect skin samples from leath-
erback sea turtles in Sumatra 
and Papua, in order to study their 
population genetics. Because my 
PhD fell under the WIMEK gradu-
ate school, two external reviewers 
had to review my research pro-
posal.
Whereas the first reviewer 
approved our proposal, the sec-
ond wrote an email to the director 
of WIMEK with the feedback. 
Normally, feedback is just includ-
ed in the document, so this was 
very unusual. This reviewer told 
the director that I had not con-
tacted the partners in Indonesia 
about my plans, and was afraid 
my project would ruin their project 
in the area. The reviewer also 
said that it would be difficult, if 
not impossible, to get permits to 
export samples. Finally, the per-
son warned the director that I may 
also not have contacted other 
partners in the region.
It was clear to me that this review-
er wanted to show their good 
connections and power. I was 
shocked, as was my supervisor. 

Luckily, my supervisor trusted 
and supported me. We talked to 
our partners on the sites that the 
reviewer mentioned. We agreed 
there had been some misunder-
standing, and decided to drop 

our plan to take samples there, to 
avoid duplication and problems. 
After that, we responded to the 
feedback, and WIMEK approved 
the proposal.
Sometimes in our field of exper-
tise, there is someone who wants 
no competition and wants to be 
on top. You just have to accept 
that such people exist, and for 
me, avoiding confrontation with 
them is the best policy. Even in 
writing this story, I am cautious.’

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 Maslim, a PhD candidate in Aquaculture and Fisheries. 
Text and illustration Stijn Schreven

‘This reviewer wanted 
to show their good 
connections and power’

PhD candidate Annick van Soest studied which 
combinations of food and nutrients help the brain age 
more slowly. She will be defending her PhD at the end 
of June.

Van Soest looked at brain health in the context of the 
EAT-Lancet diet, which is both healthy for humans 
and sustainable for the planet. ‘Our research shows 
that the closer people keep to that diet, the more 
slowly their cognitive health deteriorates. We saw an 
effect within just two years.’
That is not surprising, explains Van Soest. ‘That diet 
contains all the nutrients we know to be important 
for healthy cognitive ageing: some fatty acids from 
fish for the omega-3, lots of fruit and vegetables for 
the antioxidants and polyphenols and some animal 
products for vitamin B12. That diet also has a lot of 
wholemeal products, nuts, vegetable oil and pulses 
for vitamins B and E.’

Plant-based plus fish
Van Soest used the same data set to analyse the 
effect of the EAT-Lancet diet and the association 
between a plant-based diet and cognitive ageing. ‘We 
didn’t find a positive effect on healthy cognitive age-
ing for a completely vegetarian diet. That is probably 
because you are then not getting the omega-3 fatty 
acids from fish. People who eat a plant-based diet 

with a bit of fish do expe-
rience healthy cognitive 
ageing.’
A lot of research has been 
done in the past on the 
MIND diet, a variant on 
the Mediterranean diet 
that was designed to 
boost healthy cognitive 

ageing. Van Soest: ‘That diet is good for brain health 
but it contains more animal-based products than 
the EAT-Lancet diet, which makes it less sustaina-
ble. Now we know the EAT-Lancet diet is good for 
healthy cognitive ageing, we can choose a diet that is 
both sustainable and healthy.’ dv

‘We didn’t find a 
positive effect 
on healthy 
cognitive ageing 
for a completely 
vegetarian diet’

‘Plant-based plus 
fish’ keeps your brain 
healthy


