
 

R
es

ou
rc

e 
  1

0•
07

•2
02

5 
  P

A
G

E 
8

Live&Learn 

‘One of my studies for my PhD 
involved catching mosquitoes in 
built-up areas and the floodplains, 
counting them and classifying 
them. I wanted to find out how 
mosquito activity varies depending 
on the location and the season. 
I bought six modern mosquito 
traps, cone-shaped units that use 
CO2 to attract the mosquitoes and 
suck them in with a fan. A counter 
records how many mozzies have 
been caught. 

‘I placed the traps in the environ-
ment. Each week, I emptied them 
and put the catch in the freezer. 
Although the traps counted the 
mosquitoes automatically, I wanted 
to do a manual check. That meant 
counting each individual mozzie 
and identifying the species. A 
student helped me. When I opened 
the freezer one day, my hands full 
of mosquitoes to add to the con-
tents, I realized the it was almost 

full. We couldn’t keep up with 
the growing piles of insects. But 
I remained optimistic, assuming 
it was just a question of working 
hard. It was only when my second 
student was unable to complete his 
task within his project period that I 
realized I wasn’t going to manage 
it. Counting by hand took too long 
and the study was suffering from 
its own success. Together with my 
supervisor, I took the decision not 
to include the study in my thesis. 
It was a shame, because I knew I’d 
collected some valuable data.
‘Four years later, the study is still 
unfinished. I’m really annoyed with 
myself for misestimating how much 
work it would be. These days, I 
have more experience and I can 
judge how many mosquitoes — and 
therefore how much work — you 
get from a trap. I don’t want to give 
up, so I’ll just use the mosquitoes 
we counted earlier to validate the 
trap counter. Initial results show 
mosquitoes are more active at 
dusk, as we suspected. It’s a pity, 
because if I’d made that decision 
earlier I could have included this 
finding in my thesis.’ 

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, it’s 
Entomology postdoc Rody Blom.  
Text Nicole van ‘t Wout Hofland  Illustration Stijn Schreven

‘We couldn’t keep 
up with the numbers 
of mosquitoes; the 
study was suffering 
from its own success’

Being overweight when very young — even at birth 
— increases the risk of bowel cancer later in life. 
This finding comes from research by the Human 
Nutrition & Health postdoc Moniek van Zutphen. 

‘We already knew that overweight in adults is 
associated with bowel cancer. Now we wanted to 
know what the effect is of overweight in earlier 
phases in life,’ she explains. She looked at research 
results from previous studies, analysed the 
relationship for various age categories and got 

a panel of experts to 
assess the strength of the 
evidence.
Van Zutphen looked 
at the weight at birth 
and the life phases of 
toddler, child, teenager 
and young adult (ages 

18 to 25). She found a clear linear association 
between the birthweight and the young adult BMI 
(weight relative to height) on the one hand and 
the risk of bowel cancer on the other hand. ‘Every 
1,000 grams over a birthweight of 3,000 grams 
increases the risk by nine per cent. In young adults 
with overweight, the risk increases by 12 per cent 
for every five BMI units above 18.5 kg/m²,’ says 
Van Zutphen. ‘This confirms the importance of 
prevention from a young age.’
The Wageningen postdoc carried out the study 
for the World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF). An 
international panel assessed the strength of the 
evidence of her analyses. ‘They found the evidence 
very strong.’

Starting point
Associate professor Dieuwertje Kok, who was 
closely involved in the research, makes a caveat. 
‘We see strong associations but we can’t conclude 
from this data that being overweight when 
young directly causes bowel cancer. It could be 
that people who are overweight when young are 
also more likely to be overweight later in life. Or 
perhaps being overweight for long periods plays a 
role, or maybe hormones, genes or environmental 
factors cause both overweight and bowel cancer.’ 
Kok says the results are useful above all as a 
starting point for further investigations. She 
emphasizes that being overweight at some point 
isn’t necessarily a problem. dv

Overweight when 
young is risk factor for 
bowel cancer

‘Every 1,000 
grams over a 
birthweight of 
3,000 grams 
increases the risk 
by nine per cent’


