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Brains abroad: Marin Baelde
By Margot Morssinkhof
Every month, InCognito interviews a
Cognito member who is abroad. This
month features our (almost) 2nd year,
Marin Baelde, who traveled through
South-East Asia from September until
December.
Marin! You have been exploring Asia for a
while now, where have you been so far?
What have been the best experiences of
your trip so far?
We started in Sri Lanka and then went to
South East Asia, visiting Myanmar,
Thailand, Laos and currently I’m just
finished in Vietnam! One thing that was
really amazing at the beginning of our
trip in Sri Lanka was seeing the lack of
tourism and Western influences and
people when we visited the part all the
way up north that had been closed off
until recently. It was really amazing to
realise and experience how closed off a
part of the world can be. I think in
general as well it was amazing to
experience how nice and welcoming
most people there are. We stayed in
small villages where local families took us
in, prepared family dinners and just
made us part of their daily life, which
really were highlights for me.

So, you took a break after your first year
of the masters. What lead you to decide to
take a break?
For me it was mostly that I was already
doubting to take a gap year between my
bachelor and masters, but when you had
to apply for a master, I just came back
from 6 months in Australia and New

Zealand, so it felt odd to plan being
away again so soon. Then, when I found
our masters program, I got really
excited about it and wanted to start
straight away. When I figured out that
the Tesla minor was during the second
semester, I suddenly saw an opening by
taking the first semester off. It also fell
together with my best friend finishing
her bachelor and taking a gap year,
meaning we could go away together, so
we took this opportunity and just went
for it!

Do you have any reccommendations
for fellow brainies who would like to
travel during their masters?
First off: DO IT! Your masters is
probably your last chapter of studying
and just take your time to make the
most out of it. I also feel that by taking
my break, I will be more excited and
motivated when I start again, instead of
dragging on with a lack of energy.
Refuelling yourself with just doing
something that has absolutely nothing
to do with studying is really nice to get
energised again and think about why
you are studying and what you want to
take out from it. And, everyone looks
better with a tan, right? ;) On a practical
note, just think about what you really
want to do in the masters and when
these parts are. Then just play around
with it a little until you see a nice spot
opening for your break and there you
go!
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Also, Anna was really helpful with
figuring out the practicalities, so just
have a nice little chat with her as well!
Altogether, what lessons and
experiences will you take home with you
from your trip?
During travelling I mostly noticed how
excited and sort of proud I still am
about studying neuroscience. When
talking about where you came from
and what you do in your daily life, I
noticed that I was excited to talk about
my studies, which for me was a good
reinforcer that I am still happy to
continue in a neuroscience-related
future, something I was starting to
doubt over the last few months before
travelling.
What I learned most is that you cannot
change who you are and what you
want. While being away, you get to
know yourself and the phase in your
life that you are apparently in pretty
damn well (I know this sounds so cliche
but it’s true). Since I was travelling
together with my best friend that I
have known for about 10 years now, we
also realised that we are more different
in some aspects than we knew before
going away. This was sometimes a
really harsh realisation, but in the end I
learned that it’s not weird that people
change over a decade and that people
are the way they are, you cannot
change them; all we have to do is
accept everyone as they are and just
find good ways of making it all work
together. This also made me learn to
accept when things are not totally as
you expected them to be and at some
point, you have to accept this and
make the most of the situation as it is,
and letting go of what you hoped it
would be.
Marin, thanks for sharing your
experiences and tips with us, and good
luck in your Tesla minor!
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Got bad results? Flaunt them!
By Linda Jolink
If you hadn’t heard it yet: science is in
a crisis. As a compelling illustration to
this statement, John Ioannidis wrote
an article in 2005 called “Why most
published research findings are false”,
currently cited by 5425 papers. In this
essay, he explains that it can be
proven that more than half of all
claimed research findings are false,
due to small sample sizes, publication
bias, and poor methodology. It doesn’t
have to be that way, people! If you
have shitty findings, just do what old
Dutch neighbours do when someone’s
dog poops on their lawn: put a pretty
little (optionally patriotic) flag in it.

coveted 5%, like some determined
raccoon on a quest for banana peels? A
statistician blogging under the name
Probable Error wrote a piece about this
phenomenon (“Still not significant”, Apr
21, 2013), where he collected the most
creative ways of presenting insignificant
p-values. Some of my personal
favourites:

You could also exaggerate your
accomplishments yourself, like
neurosurgeon Sergio Canavero does.
He has been in the news for years,
announcing that he was going to
perform the world’s first human head
transplant. Now he finally claims to
have succeeded... But with one side
note: it was on corpses. As Dean
Burnett cunningly wrote in the
Arguably significant (p = 0.07)
Guardian (Nov 17, 2015), “Call me a
As good as significant (p = 0.0502)
perfectionist if you must, but I
Failed to reach significance on this occasion (p =
genuinely think that any surgical
0.09)
procedure where the patients or
Fell just short of the traditional definition of
subjects die before it even starts is
statistical significance (p = 0.051)
Flirting with conventional levels of significance really stretching the definition of
(p > 0.1)
“success” to breaking point”.

Hovers on the brink of significance (p = 0.055)
Just skirting the boundary of significance (p =
0.052)
Likely to be significant (p = 0.054)
Loosely significant (p = 0.10)
Narrowly eluded statistical significance (p =
0.0789)
Not absolutely significant but very probably so
(p > 0.05)
Not significant in the narrow sense of the word
(p = 0.29)
Not very definitely significant from the
statistical point of view (p = 0.08)
On the very fringes of significance (p = 0.099)
Quasi-significant (p = 0.09)
Embrace insigificant p-values
Tantalisingly close to significance (p = 0.104)
We’ve all been there: you spend
months working from dusk till dawn in Not significantly significant but ... clinically
meaningful (p = 0.072)

a dark and dusty lab, and when you’re
finally done with your experiment,
Employ the 'fake news' media
there is that moment of truth: the
Oh, those darn media! Always puffin’
statistical test. Your finger lingers
up boring scientific results like they’re
above the button... With great
marshmallows in a campfire.
suspense, you tremblingly press it...
However, if you’re smart, you can use
And it turns out your results are
the media to misinterpret your results
nearly significant! Now you might do a in a favourable way, without doing
little p-hacking, throw out some weird anything wrong yourself. Remember
data points or run another test that
that viral trend saying that “cheese is
you suddenly remember is way more as addictive as heroin”? That was
adequate for this type of data, but
based on an article that counted how
that’s bad science, and you do not
often people selected a certain food as
want to be a bad scientist. So what
problematic, which by the way
else can you do? What about if you
concluded that chocolate was 16
forget for a moment that the p = 0.05 places higher in the ‘problematic
threshold is an all-or-nothing rule,
foods’ ranking than cheese (look it up:
and present your insignificant p-value “Which foods may be addictive?
as if it is not yet significant, but
The roles of processing, fat content,
mystically slithering towards that
and glycemic load”, Plos One 2015).
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If all else fails: turn to social sciences
Fine, all this jibba jabba about
publishing dubious findings, but what
if you’re just not really an ‘objective,
reproducible truth’ type of person?
Then turn to the warm side of science!
According to Alan Bryman’s Social
research methods handbook (Oxford
University Press, 2016), quantitative
research is even seen as “incompatible
with feminism”, for example because
“The emphasis on controlling
variables further exacerbates this last
problem [oppression of women], and
indeed the very idea of control is
viewed as a masculine approach”. If
you ever get tired of the brain and feel
the urge to study the “particular
ethical challenges” posed by glory
holes (http://bit.ly/2mg4B37), the
“discourses of gender and beauty in
the production of computer-animated
hair” (http://bit.ly/2qJElTo) or just
your own diary (before starting, make
sure to belong to a minority;
http://bit.ly/2Ff9OA1), you know
where to go.
All cynicism aside: if you want to make
a change, there’s a great free online
course called “Improving your
statistical inferences” on coursera.org,
especially designed for researchers who
want to overcome the statistical
problems posed by John Ionnanidis.
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Are humans bad at
smelling? Give this
idea a second sniff
By: Mariana Duque Q
“Poor human olfaction is a 19th
-century myth” — is the title of a
Science Magazine publication, listed
as one of the 100 most commented
papers in social media in 2017,
according to Almetric’s ranking.
What made this review to be so
popular? Its author John McGann,
challenges the folk idea that humans
are mammals with a poor sense of
smell, or microsmatic. This notion
persistent till today, was born in the 19
th century, elaborated by figures like
Broca, Sir William Turner and Freud.
Olfactory scientist J. MacGann claims
that human’s classification as
microsmatic did not come from a
study of our ability to smell, as it
should have. Anatomist W. Turner
coined this term in 1890 departing
from Broca’s categorization of
humans as anosmatic: animals that do
not use olfaction as a primary sense,
determinant of behavior.

According to the author, Broca was
influenced by the French Catholic
Church to argue in favor of separating
humans from the other animals.
Neuroanatomical comparisons
showed him that humans have an
enlarged frontal lobe and an atrophied
olfactory bulb. He explained that
because of this, human behavior is not
as driven by odors as it is the case for
non-primate animals. His reasoning
was that our prominent frontal lobe is
the seat of the free will that other
animals lack.
In his review, McGann question the
use of anatomical differences as
predictors of our olfactory capacities.
He says that body size do not
determine which odors will be
encountered in the environment.
Maybe because of this, becoming a
larger animal did not come with a
bigger olfactory bulb. In fact, if you
look into the absolute number of
olfactory bulb neurons across various
species of mammals including
humans, they are always within the
magnitude of 10 million neurons.
But what can be said about our
olfactory abilities per se?
There is a lot of research to be
done

EVENTS
By Iris Proff
So many interesting events and talks,
so little time. Iris lists some of the
best and most fun events of January
for you!
Wednesday 17th of January, 14:00 –
21:00 Science Park 904
Breaking Balance is a conference
organized by the biomedical and
psychobiology student association.
This years topic are different kinds
of biological equilibria. Tickets for 10
Euros, registration required.
Tuesday 23rd of January, 17:00 –
18:30
- Spui 25
Joele van der Weele does research in
the intersection of psychology and
economics. He holds a talk about the
psychological

. To begin, the author says that for a
long time, the amount of odors
humans can discriminate has been
underestimated to be about 10.000. A
study from 2014 showed that it could
be up to 1 trillion compounds.
Humans have also show to have better
sensitivity for certain compounds. A
research that tested the detection
threshold of six sulfur-containing
odors, found that humans could
detect two of this faster than mice.
Sensitivity is prone to large variations
between species, which may be due to
genetic and environmental
differences. Moreover, humans
possess much more elaborate cortical
regions for interpreting olfactory
inputs. Can it then be said that
Human’s sense of smell is “as good as
a dog’s” as a journalist reported, based
on this review? Not to that extent.
What this article does allow is to open
a discussion around the traditional
assumption that humans have poor
olfaction, which has constraint
research about this sense. Free of this
idea, we can maybe start conceiving a
human experience which is also made
up by odors.
McGann, J. P. Poor human olfaction is a 19thcentury myth. Science 356, eaam7263 (2017).

BIRTHDAYS

mechanisms that make it so difficult
for humans to consume ethically.
Friday, 26th of January
Karaoke night organized by the
social committee!
Wednesday 31st of January, 16:00 –
17:30 - Oudemanhuispoort D1.08
Harvard professor Steven Shapin
holds a talk that sheds light on the
question what Art and Science have
in common and what sets them
apart.
Still find yourself bored?
You can go to the Tuesday drinks,
every week at Kriterion, or maybe
have some drinks with friends at
Maslow! Our board organized a nice
10% off if you come with a group.
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So apparently, a lot of our firstyears were born in January!
Here's all the lovely Cognito
members whose birthdays are
this month:
Andrea Lind - 2nd of January
Vera Korenblik - 6th of January
Axel Constant Pruvost - 14th of
January
Quirine van Engen - 14th of
January
Alice Hickling - 22nd of January
Paul Kaplick - 26th of January
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By Linda Jolink

Cognito is sponsored by:

OVERHEARD AT SCIENCE PARK
"Well, then your problem is
not that your research doesn't
yield results, your problem is
that your research is
irrelevant"

When you go to
Maslow with 10 or
more people, just
mention you're from
Cognito and you get
10% off your drinks!

PUZZLE OF THE MONTH
By Iris Proff
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