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SCIENCE

PhD theses   in a nutshell

‘I have been passionate about ballroom 
dancing for eight years and am involved 
in the Wageningen Ballroom Dance 
Association (WuBDA). I have lessons 
there and during my PhD I started 
teaching the beginner classes. 
Ballroom dancing is for couples, with 
a leader and a follower. Traditionally, 
the leader is a man and the follower 
is a woman. In student competitions, 
there is no rule about who should lead 
or follow. Men often lead, but it’s not 
mandatory, and both same-sex couples 
and switched couples compete. But 
in official competitions, such as those 
organized by the Dutch Dance Board 
(NABD), the rules specify that the cou-
ple must be a man and a woman, and 
the described steps for the leader are 
named ‘man’s steps’ and those for the 

follower ‘lady’s steps’. 
One common explanation is that the 
follower should ideally be shorter than 
the leader, and women are generally 
shorter than men. However, my own 
(male) dance partner, for example, is 
shorter than I am, showing that height 
differences are not a valid reason to 
impose such rules.
This regulation, in my view, is not only 
outdated but also sexist. In some 
sports the distinction between men 
and women is relevant because of the 
difference in muscular strength, but 
this is not an issue in ballroom danc-
ing, which is mainly about technique, 
creativity and expression. By enforcing 
these old-fashioned rules, we miss the 
opportunity to make ballroom dancing 
a truly gender-inclusive sport.’

‘The ballroom dance world fails to take the lead 
when it comes to gender inclusivity.’

PhD candidates explain the 
most thought-provoking 
proposition in their thesis. 
This time it’s Helena Donner, 
who received her PhD on 23 
September for her research 
on aphid endosymbionts in 
nature and agriculture.  
Text Ning Fan

Informers
How do you check whether dangerous viruses are circulating, such as the West 
Nile virus or other viruses that are transmitted by mosquitoes? By detecting 
antibodies in the blood of animals. The vet Kiki Streng investigated the 
possibility of taking blood samples from dogs, horses, wild boars and even hens 
on children’s farms and hobby chickens. The results are encouraging, which is 
good news for public health. rk 
From Research to Preparedness. Kiki Streng  Supervisors Wim van der Poel 
and Marion Koopmans

Mmm, tasty
The food industry is facing new challenges due to the protein transition 
— the shift from animal protein to plant-based protein. How do you make 
such new products tasty? Cristina Barallat Pérez, from Spain, studied how 
flavour molecules bind to proteins. She found that the binding depends 
above all on the properties of the flavouring; the protein itself, whether 
animal-based or plant-based, doesn’t matter so much. Mucin, a key 
component of saliva, also plays a significant role in the release of aroma 
and taste components. rk 
Behind the Scents. Cristina Barallat Pérez  Supervisor Vincenzo Fogliano

Circular solution
Biodiversity is declining fast, 
partly due to our food system. 
But Felipe Cozim Melges from 
Brazil shows that is not inevitable. 
Circular agriculture is the solution. 
It is possible to boost biodiversity 
considerably by not using 
pesticides, not ploughing, doing 
without artificial fertilizer and 
using groundcover plants. What is 
more, the PhD candidate has shown 
in his model calculations that you 
can still grow sufficient healthy 
food, and greenhouse gas emissions 
are lower. But there is a catch. We 
would need to eat far less meat and 
more plant-based products. So it’s 
possible but not easy. rk 
Biodiversity in circular food 
systems. Felipe Cozim Melges  
Supervisor Hannah van Zanten
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