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‘We should all do our best to make 
sustainable choices, but those choices 
aren’t a reason to judge others or 
feel morally superior. Thinking you 
make better choices than others won’t 
motivate or inspire anyone else to live 
sustainably; it’s just judging.
‘These days, there’s often subtle 
pressure to make the “right” choices. 
But we have to acknowledge that not 
everyone has the same resources. 
Financial limitations, geography and 
social inequalities all affect your ability 
to make sustainable choices. As a PhD 
candidate, I had a salary and flexible 
holidays, so it was easier to take the 
train, which is often a more time-
consuming and costly option compared 
to flying. But for students or people 

with fewer resources, that choice 
isn’t always easy or possible. But that 
doesn’t mean that they care less about 
the environment.
‘To me, sustainability isn’t just one 
action like taking the train. It’s a 
broader way of living that is also 
shaped by intention and circumstance. 
The point isn’t to compare or judge, as 
this can alienate people and drive them 
apart. The goal should be to inspire, not 
to judge. Sympathetic conversations 
are a great way to exchange ideas 
and encourage others to explore 
sustainable choices.’

‘Living sustainably does not make 
one morally superior to others.’

 
 

PhD candidates explain their 
most thought-provoking 
proposition. This time it’s  
Elien Versteegen, who 
received her PhD on 
23 May. Her study was 
about the effects of 
psychopharmaceuticals on 
the behaviour of aquatic 
organisms. Text Ning Fan

SCIENCE

PhD theses   in a nutshell
Sweet tooth
If you eat sweet things a lot, you get used to the taste and will be more likely to 
prefer consuming sugary products and therefore have a higher calorie intake 
and gain weight. Right? Eva Marija Čad got her test subjects eating hardly any 
sweet products, a moderate amount or lots for six months, after which she looked 
at how their preferences for sweet food had changed. Participants who had 
eaten a lot of sweet food were no more keen on sweet products at the end, while 
participants who had eaten hardly any such products were just as fond of sweet 
flavours as before. So you can’t just kick the sweet habit. dv 
Sweet tooth: nature or nurture? Assessing the Role of Dietary Sweetness 
Exposure on Sweet Taste Liking. Eva Marija Čad  Supervisor Kees de Graaf

Cannabis in colour
The active substances in medicinal cannabis are mainly found in the plant’s 
female flowers. Mexximiliaan Holweg studied how to maximize the efficiency 
of plant growth — in terms of flower yield and cannabinoid concentrations — 
by altering the light intensity and fine-tuning the colour composition of the 
light. He found that the plant grows well in white light containing two different 
wavelengths of red, for example. The plant doesn’t like to get too hot either. dv 
Photobiology of medicinal cannabis. Pharmaceutical Compounds and Crop 
Morphology. Mexximiliaan Holweg  Supervisor  Leo Marcelis

Combating plastics
Louise Schreyers’ doctoral thesis shows 
that our rivers are full of macroplastics 
— and not just the rivers that flow into 
the sea. She obtained a picture of how, 
what, where and why. Pieces of plastic 
get caught in plants, infrastructure, 
river banks and floodplains, and end 
up buried in sediment layers. Floods 
can increase the discharge of plastics 
by a factor of two to three. That makes 
clearing up after a flood a very effective 
measure, but more is needed to clean 
polluted rivers. The planned United 
Nations Plastics Treaty, which will be 
legally binding, could help reduce the 
influx of plastics at the source. dv 
Lost in transportation. Macroplastic 
retention in rivers Louise Schreyers  
Supervisor Martine van der Ploeg
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