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Curious about the brain? The BrainHelpDesk is here to help!

During the Brain Awareness Week 2025, the new  science in clear, accessible language.
BrainHelpDesk was launched. On this website The BrainHelpDesk is 100% non-profit and can
people can submit questions or explore what only exist thanks to donations, sponsorships and
others have asked about the brain. gifts. Want to donate to keep BrainHelpDesk
The BrainHelpDesk connects curious minds with going? Send an email to the board:

expert knowledge. Whether it's psychology, biol- brainhelpdesk@donders.ru.nl. The BrainHelp-

ogy, linguistics or computer science, understand- ~ Desk is managed by a dedicated team of stu-
ing the brain requires input from many different dents and staff from the Donders Institute and
fields. Each question the BrainHelpDesk receives  the Netherlands Institute for Neuroscience. Got
is matched with a suitable expert—within or a question or suggestion?

beyond the Donders Institute—who explains the Visit www.brainhelpdesk.nl!




FOREWORD

Strength through
collaboration

When | joined the Donders Institute in 2023, we were just
emerging from a period of transition. Since then, we have
entered a new phase, marked by growing and deepening
collaboration, both within our institute and with external
partners. Fostering connections across our six partner institu-
tions remains a central ambition. We aim to do this not only
through our shared scientific themes, but also via targeted
initiatives such as the Donders Research Stimulation Fund.

That same belief is at the heart of our new research strategy.
We took a close look at areas in which we already excel and
areas that we wish to strengthen or initiate. Our strength is

in our interdisciplinary approach. This issue of Donders
Magazine showcases the power of that approach. You will find
stories of our national and international collaborations.

Together with the NIN, we awarded five DI-NIN Fund grants
this year, totaling €500,000. The awarded projects are excel-
lent examples of cutting-edge science and have strong poten-
tial to attract further external funding. If you are curious to see
this collaboration in action, we warmly invite you to the next
DI-NIN Day on Friday 14 November.

Collaboration also drives innovation in our education. The
Bachelor's programme Human Neuroscience will start in 2026
and we are developing a Master's in Neurotechnology through
the NeurotechEU alliance, to start in 2027. Our collaboration
with Maastricht extends into education as well, through the
development of a new minor in neurostimulation. | am confi-
dent these programmes will train uniquely skilled talents who
will strengthen our science for years to come.

What all these collaborations have in common is that they
intensify the exchange of knowledge, ideas and methods. This
interdisciplinary research approach is a major building block
of the Donders mission.

Edward de Haan
Scientific Director of the Donders Institute.
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The Donders
Institute s in
full swing.

This is the Donders Institute

When you are reading this magazine, you already know: The Donders

Institute, based in Nijmegen, is a leading research institute in the field

On these pages, you will find a few
highlights about our staff, research,
and innovations.

Rubicon grant
for modelling brain
development

of brain, cognition and behaviour. For those who did not know this,

we have have made a unique insight to the work of our scientists with

this short video. Feel free to share it!

ofiiExto the

Donderian Francesco Poli, has been awarded a
Rubicon grant to conduct research at the University
of Cambridge (UK) for 24 months. Poli will develop
computer models of brain structure and function by
incorporating realistic developmental processes.
These models aim to simulate how brain structure
and function evolve together over time, offering a
more accurate understanding of individual cognitive
development in children. The project may provide
valuable insights into developmental disorders.

SERGE THILL NEW SCIENTIFIC
DIRECTOR DCC

As of March 2025, Serge Thill is the new scientific
director of the Donders Centre for Cognition (DCC),
succeeding James McQueen.

New sketches
Dynamic 14T

Exciting times lie ahead for everyone involved in the
development of the world's first 14 Tesla MRI scanner.
Recently, new architectural sketches were revealed for
the building that will house this scanner by architect
BDP. With its exceptionally strong magnet, the scanner
will enable brain imaging at an unprecedented level of
detail.

Stay up to date on the process at
www.dondersdiscovers.nl.

Grants and awards 2024

This overview shows

the large number of 9
grants, awards and
memberships
received by
Donders
researchers in
2024. These
recognitions

are vital for
Grants and
awards

advancing

our scientific
work.
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ERC SYNERGY
GRANT FOR
RESEARCH ON
PHONOLOGY

Paula Fikkert received an ERC
Synergy Grant for research on
the relationship between
sound, script and knowledge
of language. The Synergy
Grants are the largest grants
from the European Research
Council (ERC). A grant amounts
to a maximum of 14 million
euros for a period of six years.
The project, entitled ‘Phono-
logical cognisance and allied
linguistic representations:
acquisition, bilingualism,
change and script’ (PAAL) is

a collaboration between
Donderian Paula Fikkert at
Radboud University, Aditi
Lahiri at Oxford University and
Allison Wetterlin and Linda
Wheeldon at the University

of Agder. Fikkert, professor

of First Language Acquisition
and Phonology at the Centre
for Language Studies and also
dean of the Faculty of Arts, is
the lead applicant. Following
the start of the project she will
stay on as dean, although
some of her duties will be
taken over by vice-deans and
the director of operations.

European Research Council

Established by the European Commission

Vidi grant for innovative research on gait
disorders in Parkinson’s disease

Donderian Jorik Nonnekes, a researcher at
Radboudumc, has received a Vidi grant from
NWO for his work on reducing gait impair-
ments in people with Parkinson's disease.
Many people with Parkinson’s experience
walking difficulties that worsen under stress
or anxiety, as heightened arousal leads to
excessive communication between brain
regions. This can result in severe gait issues,
including freezing of gait. Nonnekes and his

Prof. Dr. Esther Aarts

De link tussen wat je eet, denkt en doet

” =

team investigate how arousal disrupts brain
connectivity, using advanced wearable tech-
nology such as mobile EEG to monitor brain
activity during walking in both lab and real-life
settings. They also explore how cognitive tasks
and stress affect mobility, and even use
augmented reality to simulate walking at high
altitude, offering new insights into the impact
of psychological and environmental factors.

WHY THAT BAG OF CRISPS
SHOULD ALWAYS BE EMPTIED
IN ONE GO

For those looking to shift the holiday weight,
just like the rest of the Netherlands, it might be
a good idea to pick up the latest book by
Donderian Esther Aarts. In Why you always

finish a bag of crisps in one go’ (in Dutch), she

explains why we struggle to stop once we start
eating something tasty, how this works in the
brain, and how we can prevent doing this.

ERC Consolidator Grant for
innovative mental health research

Emma Sprooten, Donderian at the Donders
Community for Medical Neuroscience, has
been awarded a €2 million Consolidator Grant
from the European Research Council (ERC).
With this funding, she will deepen her
research into the complex relationship
between our genes, brain, and mental health.

Her project, EM-POWER, explores how social
and lifestyle factors, some of which can be

passed down through generations, contribute
to mental health. Sprooten aims to develop a
new, non-deterministic biological perspective
that encourages individual agency in over-
coming genetic influences. By combining inno-
vative research methods, she will investigate
how inherited environmental factors may
connect genetic vulnerability to mental health,
and whether these influences can be altered
at a personal level.
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New Bachelor’s
Human Neuroscience:

Bridging

Science

and Society

Starting in September 2026, Radboud University will introduce
a new Bachelor’s programme in Human Neuroscience. This
innovative degree is designed to address a growing need for experts
who combine neuroscience knowledge with technological and
data-driven skills. The programme’s founders, Professors Pieter
Medendorp and Richard van Wezel, explain why this initiative is so
important for the future of neuroscience and society.

FILLING A GAP IN NEUROSCIENCE
EDUCATION

Medendorp states: “Over the past few years, my
colleagues and I noticed that many graduates who
came to Donders for research in human neuro-
science lacked a specific set of skills essential for
their work. We call these STEM skills—an acronym
for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math-
ematics. When I had more time to reflect on this,
I started discussing it with Richard, and that’s
how this Bachelor’s programme was created.

This new Bachelor’s is designed to fill that gap

by combining neuroscience with advanced STEM
education.”

Professor Richard van Wezel, a specialist in Visual
Neuroscience, highlights the importance of these
skills: “Understanding the brain requires more

We need experts who can
work across disciplines,
applying neuroscience to real-
world problems in healthcare,
technology, and beyond.

Richard van wezel

than just biology and psychology. We need experts
who can work across disciplines, applying neu-
roscience to real-world problems in healthcare,
technology, and beyond.”

Both Medendorp and Van Wezel have been
recognised with the prestigious Donders Cube
Award for their contributions to neuroscience
research. “Winning the Donders Cube underlined
the importance of interdisciplinary research,” says
Van Wezel. “This is exactly what we want to pass
on to our students.”

A SIGMA PROGRAMME:
INTEGRATING MULTIPLE
DISCIPLINES

The Bachelor’s in Human Neuroscience is
structured as a ‘sigma programme’, integrat-

ing elements of natural sciences (beta), social
sciences (gamma), and humanities (alpha). “This
programme does not just teach students about the
brain—it trains them to apply neuroscience in a
variety of contexts,” explains Medendorp.

The curriculum covers neurobiology, cognitive
science, computational modelling, Al, and neuro-
technology. “Graduates will have a strong founda-
tion in neuroscience while also being proficient in
data science and programming,” says Van Wezel.
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“This combination makes them highly adaptable
for careers in research, healthcare innovation, and
neurotechnology.”

ADDRESSING SOCIETAL
CHALLENGES

Neuroscience plays a key role in tackling global
challenges such as neurodegenerative diseases,
mental health, and cognitive enhancement.
“Although this programme doesn’t train medical
doctors, it provides students with knowledge that
can contribute to new treatments and technolo-
gies for conditions like dementia or Parkinson'’s
disease” says Van Wezel.

Medendorp adds: “The relevance of neuroscience
extends beyond medicine. It influences education,
law, artificial intelligence, and even sports science.
Understanding the brain allows us to develop
better learning methods, enhance human perfor-
mance, and create assistive technologies for people
with disabilities.”

WHO SHOULD APPLY?

This programme is ideal for students with a strong
interest in the brain, behaviour, and technol-

ogy. “If you want to understand how the brain
processes information, how we can measure

and influence brain activity, and how these
insights can shape society, then this is the right
programme for you,” says Medendorp.

As neuroscience continues to evolve, Radboud
University’s new Bachelor’s in Human Neurosci-
ence will provide students with the skills needed
to become the next generation of interdisciplinary
brain scientists. “We look forward to welcoming
the first students in 2026,” says Van Wezel. “They
will be pioneers in a new way of studying the
brain.”




PhD candidates and Postdocs:

The heart of

the Donders
Institute

With over 530 PhD candidates and more than 250 postdoctoral
researchers, the Donders Institute is home to one of the largest
early-career research communities on campus. These young
researchers form the beating heart of the institute.

FROM INTRODUCTION TO
CAREER PLANNING

PhD coordinator Annemiek Barsinger-
horn and postdoc coordinator Lisa
Groenendaal-van Weert are committed
to supporting this community. They do
so by offering a wide range of activities.
From the Graduate School Introduction
Day when PhD candidates arrive, to
the Career Event for guidance on
life after the PhD or postdoc. That
life could be within or beyond
academia as you can see in this
overview of our PhD alumni:

enjoyable trajectories, with only the
normal setbacks that are part of the
research process. However, when things
do not go well, support might be needed.
“Our goal is to make sure that in those

1year after graduation(n=527)

® Academia (52%)
® Academia/Healthcare-Clinical (8%)
Healthcare - Clinical (16%)
@ Healthcare - Support staff (2%)
@ University Staff (3%)
@ Industry - Research (6%)

But these events are not just
about learning. “For us it also
about creating a community,”
Annemiek explains. “Young
researchers can be so focused
on their own project that they
miss out on the bigger picture.
Our events and those of the councils

help them connect with others, build a
network, and get inspired by what is going
on beyond their own research group.”

@ Industry - Business (7%)
@ Education 3%)
@ Government/Non-profit - Research (1%)
Government/Non-profit (2%)
® Unemployed (1%)

DOWNLOAD THE
FACTSHEET “CAREER
PATHS OF DONDERS
PHD GRADUATES’

The majority of PhD candidates and
postdocs have successful, fulfilling, and

cases no one is left alone, for PhD candi-
dates, postdocs, and their supervisors”
says Annemiek.

PHD COUNCIL

Both the PhD and Postdoc Councils

are essential pillars of the Donders
community. They not only act as the
“eyes and ears” of the institute, sharing
valuable insights and concerns with
Annemiek and Lisa, but also take the lead
in organising events that bring research-
ers together.

“Especially in the
beginning, it’s a lot
to take in”

Iris Visser

Veronique Stokkers and Iris Visser are
both PhD candidates and active members
of the Donders PhD Council, with



INTERVIEW 9

Véronique currently serving as chair. The
Council represents PhD candidates across
the entire Donders Graduate School, with
representatives from DCC, DCCN, DCN,
and DCMN, collecting feedback, organis-
ing events, and helping to shape policy
from a PhD perspective.

“It helps to know
you're not alone”

Veronique Stokkers

“Especially in the beginning, it’s a lot to
take in,” Iris reflects. “Having someone
from the Council at the intro days
made a difference, it showed us where
to go with questions.” Veronique agrees:
“It helps to know you're not alone. The
social activities we organise are just as
important as the info sessions—we’re
building community.”

Both speak highly of the Donders

Graduate School’s activities, such as the
annual Graduate School Day. “It’s not

only fun, but it makes you realise others
are facing the same challenges,” Iris says.
“There’s this ‘second-year dip’ many of us
experience, and talking about it helps.”

Their work in the Council also exposed
them to colleagues from very different
research fields. “That’s what I enjoy
most—meeting people I'd never cross
paths with otherwise,” says Veronique.
For Iris, the highlight of her PhD so
far is working with patients. “After all
the preparation, actually starting the
study and seeing how much it means
to participants—that’s incredibly
rewarding.”

Asked what advice they’d give others,
both emphasise stepping out of your
own bubble. “Go to events, even if you
don’t know anyone yet,” Iris encourages.
“You'll meet people who understand
what you're going through—and that'’s
invaluable.”

FIRST POSTDOC
COORDINATOR ON CAMPUS
While PhDs have long enjoyed struc-
tured support, postdocs at the Donders
Institute now have a dedicated coordi-
nator too, a unique position on campus.
Lisa Groenendaal-van Weert stepped into

From MBO to Postdoc:
a journey of curiosity and growth

Martin-Pieter Jansen - Postdoctoral Researcher at the Centre for Language Studies

the role earlier this year. “This role didn’t
exist yet, even though there’s a clear
need,” Lisa says. “Postdocs are here for

a relatively short time, and they face big
career decisions and complex challenges,
sometimes without knowing who to turn
to.”

To help change that, the institute is
investing in support for postdocs,
including a development plan and

a stronger community. The Postdoc
Council plays a key role in this, organ-
ising events and representing postdoc
concerns at policy level.

If there is one piece of advice Annemiek
and Lisa would give to PhD candidates
and postdocs, it is this: communicate and
ask for help if necessary. “Speak up early,
and make sure mutual expectations are
clear. About your research, supervision,
communication, finishing within contract
duration, and career plans,” Annemiek
says. Lisa agrees, and adds another crucial
point: “Begin to shape your career wishes
and needs from the start. Look around,
talk to others, explore opportunities. That
broader perspective not only enriches your
experience, it also helps you make more
confident choices about your future. It
certainly helped me.”

“If you would have told me years ago that | would end
up here as a postdoc, | would not have believed you,”
says Martin-Pieter Jansen. His academic journey began
with an MBO degree, followed by HBO, a Research
Master's, a PhD in Germany, and now a postdoc
position at the Centre for Language Studies.

Martin researches online communication about cancer
screening programmes in the Netherlands, work that
combines media studies, social psychology, and public
health. “What I really value about the postdoc phase is the
freedom to develop new skills,” he explains. “I had no expe-
rience with Python, and now I'm analysing large datasets
with it. You get to try things out without the pressure of a
dissertation.”

That freedom comes with responsibility. “There’s a lot of
independence, which can be great - but also isolating,”
says Martin, who also serves as a postdoc representa-
tive within the Donders Institute. Together with col-
leagues across centres, he helps build a growing post-
doc community, from informal gatherings to events on
funding and career development.

Like many others, Martin is on a temporary contract -

a reality that brings uncertainty. “Most postdocs are here
for two to three years. That makes it hard to plan ahead,
even if you would love to stay.” Still, he encourages others
to make the most of this time. “Some professors say their
postdoc years were the best of their career. It is when you
have the space to do real research, explore new directions,
and shape your path.”
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From Lab
to Launch

How researchers are turning
science into startups

4,
Y/

Groundbreaking research does not always end at
publication, it often marks the beginning of
something new. Increasingly, researchers are
exploring how their scientific insights can take shape
beyond the lab in the form of innovative businesses,
often with support from Mercator Launch or the
university’s Knowledge Transfer Office (KTO).
Entrepreneurship is one of the ingredients which
drive real-world impact while it also enriches science
itself by offering new perspectives, collaborations,
and funding opportunities.

From here onwards, the Donders Magazine features several
examples of Donders-related startups. These stories show that
entrepreneurship and academic research are not mutually
exclusive, but can go hand in hand.

%

A

Mercator
Launch

460 supported entrepreneurs,
100 companies registered

Based on the Heyendaal Campus
in Nijmegen, an incubator for
early phase entrepreneurship at
the Heyendaal Campus in
Nijmegen (or Radboud
UniversityCampus). Since its
founding in 2018, the initiative
has helped over 500 entrepre-
neurs take their first steps in
transforming innovative ideas
into impactful businesses.

This already resulted in the
registration of 100 companies
which raised 26 million in total.
With tailored coaching,
programmes, office space, and
access to a growing network,
Mercator Launch offers a safe
and inspiring environment
where experimentation is
encouraged and failure is seen
as a vital part of learning.

For researchers with entrepre-
neurial ambitions, it provides
not just practical support, but a
community that believes science
and business can reinforce one
another. If you have a good
idea, get in contact with them
via their website to help you

launch this idea into society!
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From
Lab to
Legislation

Scientific discoveries often outpace the laws and policies that
govern their use. At the Donders Institute, some researchers
are increasingly calling for new regulations and political
awareness to keep up with rapid developments. These voices
from the lab highlight the urgent need for thoughtful, forward-
looking policies on Al, animal research and use of pesticides.

Artificial Intelligence (Al)
forces ethical choices

Artificial Intelligence and neurotechnology are developing
at a rapid pace. This brings exciting possibilities, but risks
for democracy, privacy, and even personal autonomy

as well. According to Pim Haselager, professor Artificial
Intelligence, it is becoming increasingly easy to collect
real-time data but the societal debate about how to
handle this data is lagging behind.

Haselager explores ethical questions related to artificial
intelligence and neurotechnology which touch on fun-
damental themes such as human action, responsibility,
and power dynamics. He explains: “As human beings, we

are very skilled at creating new technologies, but not at
regulating them.

GUIDING THE FLOW OF THE RIVER
According to'Haselager, it is important to think about
the right conditions and frameworks in advance. Techno-
logical development often resembles a river. Once the
water begins to flow, it cannot simply be stopped. Dams,
sluices and canals are needed to guide it in a responsible
direction. This is particularly visible in the use of artifi-
cial intelligence in healthcare.

“There is a clear difference between systems that assist
in recognising tumours in scans, and systems that
independently determine which diagnosis is most likely.
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The second type of system raises the question: who is
responsible for that judgement?”

For this reason, Haselager is working on what he calls a
reflection machine: a system which presents users with
questions about alternatives at critical moments in the
decision-making process.

“For example, by asking the question: if you are consid-
ering hypothesis A, then what do you think about this
particular data point that supports hypothesis B? These
kinds of interventions can help people make decisions
more consciously and more responsibly.”

Without proper regulation, such as in this example,
artificial intelligence systems may have unintended and
undesirable consequences. Haselager refers to the Dutch
childcare benefits scandal, bullying on social media
platforms, and the manipulation of elections as examples
where automation and algorithms have caused real harm.

“When algorithms make too many decisions, there

is a risk of an ‘algocracy’ in which human oversight
fades away.” Applications in brain technology also raise
concerns, in brain-computer interfaces involving brain
implants. “Here as well, we must decide now what we
find acceptable and under what conditions. This should
not be postponed until later, because by then it may be
too late.”

EUROPEAN DECISIONS

The geopolitical context makes this issue even more
urgent according to Haselager: “Different regions of the
world have different visions regarding data and tech-
nology. Europe must make clear decisions about how
we want to use and regulate technology now. Otherwise,
those choices will be made by others.”

The Donders Institute plays an important role in this
process, not only by developing the technology itself, but
also by critically reflecting on its societal impact. “In the
end, the goal should be to use technology in a way that
benefits people and society as a whole.”

A call for nuance: why we
still need animal research

While the ambition to reduce, refine and ultimately
replace animal experiments is widely shared, the reality
is that we are not there yet. Animal research remains
essential for developing new medicines and ensuring the
safety of drugs, chemicals and food. It also plays a vital

role in understanding how the human body works, how
diseases develop, and in training medical professionals.

For Professor Lisa Genzel, who studies memory and
brain plasticity, the debate around animal research is
anything but abstract. “This year political discussions
questioned whether we can do without animal testing
altogether. But the answer is simple: not yet. Even the
most dedicated advocates of the animal-free transition
in the Netherlands know that we cannot yet replace
animal research for fundamental science. And thank-
fully, despite alarming headlines, Parliament is starting
to show more nuance.”

Genzel points out that while the Netherlands has a clear
and extensive licensing system for animal research, there
is room for improvement, particularly in ethics review.
“There is a very good system in place, with national

and local applications. But the ethical evaluation still
depends heavily on local customs and is not as standard-
ised as it should be across institutions.”

One of the most confusing examples of legislation, she
notes, concerns cosmetics. “Cosmetic testing on animals
has been banned in Europe since the 1990s. But new
chemicals, even if used in cosmetics, must still be tested
on animals for workplace safety. That falls under a
completely different regulation. So when animal rights
groups claim cosmetics are still tested on animals, they
are technically right, but it is misleading.”

INVEST IN REFINEMENT AS WELL

Despite the complexity of the legal landscape, Genzel
sees a clear path forward: more support for refinement
and reduction. “The three Rs: replacement, reduction and
refinement are the cornerstone of animal ethics. But all
the focus and funding now goes to replacement. I would
ask politicians to invest more in refinement too, because
that is how we can improve the welfare of animals in the
fields where we still need them.”

The danger of oversimplifying the debate is real, she
warns. Unrealistic expectations and pressure to reduce
animal numbers can lead to the closure of entire
research lines. “Parkinson’s research, for example, was
shut down at a Dutch primate research centre because
the new limits made it impossible to continue. That is
a real loss.”



Parkinson's disease demands
new policy

The face of Parkinson’s disease is changing fast. Once
seen as a tragic but rare neurological disorder striking
mainly the elderly, Parkinson's is now one of the fastest-
growing brain diseases in the world. In the Netherlands
alone, the number of people living with Parkinson’s

has risen by 30% over the past decade. Globally, rates
have doubled in the last 20 years and are set to more
than double again, and far sooner than scientists had
predicted.

But perhaps the most sobering realisation is this:
Parkinson’s disease is, to a significant extent, man-made.
Professor Bas Bloem, neurologist at Radboudumc and

one of the world’s leading experts on Parkinson’s, states:
“The environment plays a major role, and that makes
this at least in part a preventable disease.” Bas Bloem laid
out the mounting scientific evidence linking Parkinson’s
to long-term exposure to pesticides, air pollution, heavy
metals, and industrial solvents. These are not theoretical
risks but substances people encounter in their daily lives,
especially in agricultural and industrial areas. Researchers
have found that some rural areas have significant clusters
of Parkinson'’s patients, and Dutch farmhouses can
contain residues of up to 100 different pesticides.

A TOXIC COCKTAIL

Crucially, it is not about a single “bad” chemical. As Bas
Bloem explains, “One pesticide may appear harmless
on its own, but in combination with others, the toxicity
increases dramatically. That’s the real-world exposure
we're talking about: a toxic cocktail.”

And yet, despite the mounting evidence, the response from
policymakers has lagged. What would it take for legisla-
tion to catch up with the science? For one, we need to
shift from a reactive to a preventive approach. That means
implementing stricter environmental and agricultural
policies, accelerating the transition to greener farming,
and funding more research into environmental health.

Secondly, Parkinson’s should be recognised not just as a
medical issue, but as a public health and environmental
justiceissue. Vulnerable communities, those who cannot
move away from polluted areas or avoid occupational
hazards, should not bear the brunt of inaction. In that
light, the earlier example of Parkinson’s research ending
at a Dutch primate centre raises concerns about the
impact of policy on progress.

INTERVIEW 13
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Startup:
XtRNA Bio

A new frontier in treating neuro-
degenerative disease

What started as fundamental research
into a rare nerve disease has now
become the foundation of a brand-new
biotech company. Erik Storkebaum,
scientific director of Donders Centre for
Neuroscience, recently launched the
spin-off XtRNA Bio to develop a novel
gene therapy for Charcot-Marie-Tooth
disease (CMT), a hereditary neuro-
muscular disorder that currently has no
effective treatment.

The idea emerged from Storkebaum’s
discovery that certain mutations in
enzymes trap tRNA molecules, disrupting
protein production in cells. “Our solution
was to restore the balance by adding
extra tRNA using viral gene transfer,”

he explains. In mouse models, this

approach successfully prevented the

development of disease symptoms.

The company was founded in collabora-
tion with NLC, a health-focused venture
builder, and supported by Radboud
Innovation Science (RIS). “Without their
help, we would not have made it this far,”
says Storkebaum. “From patenting the
technology to preparing the company
structure and recruiting the first employ-
ee, it has been a real eye-opener.”
XtRNA Bio is currently working on proof-
of-concept studies and is exploring addi-
tional applications of the platform for
other tRNA-related neurodegenerative
diseases. “It is a dynamic process, very
different from academic research,”
Storkebaum reflects. “You move through
different stages of funding, from early
grants to serious investors. And with
that comes a different way of thinking.”
Looking ahead, XtRNA Bio plans to
expand its lab facilities and eventually
move to Mercator Launch. “It is great to
have a place that supports you through
those early stages by offering lab space
for instance. | think many researchers
would benefit from exploring this route
to broaden the impact of science.”
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Home of ground-
breaking research

The Donders Institute is home to many talented academics who are
conducting groundbreaking research. The four theme leaders discuss
their current research projects and the challenges that lie ahead.

Theme Leader Stephanie Forkel on
language science, clinical translatio
_and the power of gestures

THEME 1:

Language and Communication

“Language is never just words,” says
Stephanie Forkel, theme leader of
Language and Communication at the
Donders Institute. “It's embodied,
dynamic, and deeply embedded in
how we interact with each other.”
That conviction is at the heart of a
series of recent developments within
the theme, and points to a future
where language science within the
Donders Institute becomes more
multimodal, multilingual, and
possibly clinically impactful than
ever before.

One major step in this direction is the
establishment of a new department: the
Multimodality of Language, located at
the Max Planck Institute for Psycholin-
guistics and led by Asl Ozyurek. Here,
researchers study how communication
extends beyond spoken or written
words—into gesture, facial expression,
posture, and timing. At the core of this
new direction is the Motion Capture
Lab, where cutting-edge technology
tracks even the smallest movements as
people speak or sign.

LAB CHECK OUT
THE LAB YOURSELF
VIA THIS VIDEO

Researchers like Judith Holler and Linda
Drijvers use this data to build digital
avatars, simulate communication, and
explore how subtle cues, like a well-
timed hand gesture or a facial twitch,
shape comprehension. “It's about
moving beyond language as isolated
sentences,” says Forkel. “This is
language in interaction.”

Looking ahead, Forkel sees develop-
ments shaping the future of the field.
Our use of language is increasingly tech-
nology-mediated. The rise of computa-
tional language science, including the
use of large language models (LLMs)
offers possibilities to better understand,
and even simulate, language develop-
ment, language use, and language
breakdown. For example, by mapping
the errors made by language-impaired
patients. That said, natural language
operates very differently and child's
brain and mind is still far superior in
learning language than an LLM when it
comes to learning language.

A clear example of how fundamental
research translates into real-world
application is tractography, a technique
Forkel helped develop to visualise
language networks in the brain. “It's

already changing neurosurgical
practice,” she notes. “We now train
surgeons around the world to avoid
cutting through key connections.”

And what about recent public concerns
over language decline in the digital age?
Forkel smiles. “The evidence that screen
time alone harms language development
is limited—what matters more is how and
with whom that screen time is spent.”

Two chapters did recently close: after
more than a decade, the NWO Gravita-
tion programme Language in Interac-
tion and the department Neurobiology
of Language department at MPI officially
came to an end. “It marked Nijmegen's
position as a global hub for language
science,” says Forkel. “And now, we're
building on that legacy, expanding the
boundaries of what language research
can be.”

Language and technology

Mark Dingemanse, associate professor of linguistics at
the Centre for Language Studies, has been awarded a
Vici grant last year to explore the
evolving relationship between language
and technology. Read more on this new

g o]

line of research:




THEME 2:

Perception, action, and decision

making

Floris de Lange took on his new role
as theme leader this year. With over
400 researchers involved, this theme
is one of the largest. “That is both
exciting and challenging,” Floris
reflects. “It is incredibly diverse,
ranging from fundamental neurosci-
ence to clinical research. That
breadth is wonderful, but it also
means there is no one-size-fits-all
approach.”

Floris has already brought fresh energy
to the community. “We have had a
couple of really enjoyable theme
meetings. But the members of the
theme meet during other settings as
well. This year, 13 focus groups started,
which are a great example of how the
Donders Institute fosters interaction
around shared research interests.
“People told me they really enjoyed
hearing about what others are working
on, and there is a lot of enthusiasm,”
he says. “So | encourage everyone to
explore which focus groups might be
relevant or inspiring for them.”

Major developments: big data and
neuromorphic computing

One major development Floris sees in
the field is the move toward shared,
large-scale datasets. “There is a shift
towards big datasets like the Healthy
Brain Study here in Nijmegen, which
are used by many researchers to
answer different questions. | think this
model has great potential.”

Another trend is the increasing
alignment between neuroscience and
artificial intelligence. “More and more
research groups are using neural
networks not merely as analytical tools,
but as models for how the brain might
function,” Floris explains.

That said, neuromorphic computing,
inspired by the structure and function
of the brain is also advancing rapidly.
“Marcel van Gerven is really pushing
that frontier,” Floris says. “One of the
fascinating features of this approach
is that there is no clear divide between
hardware and software. The computa-
tion happens directly within the
physical structure of a chip. Itis a
fundamentally different paradigm
fromhow traditional semiconductors
operate today.” These brain-inspired
systems are remarkably energy-
efficient and could become extremely
powerful in the future.

Highlights from a vibrant community
With over 400 researchers involved,
Theme 2 produces an enormous
breadth of work, far too much to
capture in just a few highlights. As
Floris points out, “It is impossible to
do justice to everything that's going.”
Still, he selected three recent publica-
tions that stood out to him personally
as striking examples of the quality
and diversity within the theme:

Curious toddlers

Francesco Poli's Nature Communi-
cations paper reveals that even
two-year-olds use smart strategies
to seek information — g

often showing more :
flexibility and curiosity

than adults.

Natural attention
Maélle Lerebourg's revealed that
in real-life settings, our brain
guides attention by searching for
familiar contexts. For example:
when you are looking &

)

for your phone, you
might first look for the 135
table it is usually on.

Calming tremors with
propranolol

Rick Helmich’s study shows that
propranolol reduces tremors in
people with Parkinson’s — even at
rest — suggesting the stress
system plays a role beyond
stressful situations. ]

Read more on the

Donders Institute

=E

website:
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Theme Leader Hans van Bokhoven on
development and lifelong plasticity

THEME 3:

A
4 7

Development and lifelong

plasticity

Since taking up the role of Theme
Leader in fall 2024, Hans van
Bokhoven has grown even more
impressed by the institute’s structure
and spirit. “One of the things that
struck me is how well organised the
Donders Institute is,” he says. “It is
not just an institute, it is a real home
for researchers. There is a strong
identity, and it reaches across
faculties and domains. That interdis-
ciplinary nature is one of its great
strengths.”

Development and lifelong plasticity
includes early cognitive development,
neuroplasticity, resilience to stress,
and age-related change. Although the
breadth is considerable, a few recent
highlights illustrate the scope and
relevance.

At the Donders Institute, we explore
brain plasticity and development from
various angles, including studies on
infants and children. Hans selected
diverse examples, ranging from
behavioural research to Al-driven
methods.

Carrying babies

Nicole Rheinheimer’s PhD research
showed that outdoor carrying
babies lowers infants’ stress
hormones and improves sleep.
Interestingly, the effect on mothers

was different: those who remained
indoors experienced a greater drop
in cortisol than those who went for
walks outside.

Bloccs - Tracking brain and
development

A second example is a major study
led by the University of Bristol, with
Rogier Kievit, tracking 300 children
from six months to five years. It
aims to uncover how children learn
and will generate data for many
future studies.

A final example comes from Bert de
Vries, whose research centres on
patients with neurodevelopmental
disorders. His team has developed Al
tools that combine detailed phenotyp-
ing with facial recognition to identify the
genetic causes of such disorders — a
breakthrough for early diagnosis. He
also recently created a database of
comorbid phenotypic data from over
50,000 individuals, offering valuable
insights for more accurate diagnosis
and prognosis in clinical practice.

Stress as a societal challenge
Another pressing issue, and one that's
only growing in relevance, is stress.
“Recent data from the RIVM show that
25% of Dutch adults experience high

'

levels of stress,” says Van Bokhoven.
“That remains to be a worrying figure.
The causes vary: social tensions, cost of
living, global unrest, housing stress, but
the effects are very real.” Fortunately,
many researchers are also helping to
find solutions.

Destress

Aims to detect stress signals early in the
workplace using wearable biosensors
and smartphones. Led by Erno Hermans,
the Donders Institute will contribute to
developing innovative methods that
combine neurobiological markers with
real-time measurements, forming a
scientific basis for preventive mental
health care. Funded by €10.6 million
from the Dutch National Science Agenda,
the eight-year project brings together
researchers across the Netherlands to
improve individual and organisational
resilience.

With these examples, van Bokhoven sees
his theme not just as a field of study, but
as a reflection of how science itself could
grow and evolve. “Lifelong development
applies to people, to researchers, and to
how we do science,” he concludes.




Then{e ‘l\.eader Fleur: Zeldenrust on

education, neurotechnology and the
future of critical research
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THEME 4:

Natural computing and

neurotechnology

“Looking at where we are now, we
have been building a unique range
of education in the theoretical and
technical parts of neuroscience,
from the bachelour’s to the master’s
level. This range is unique, not only
in the Netherlands, but in the world”
says Fleur Zeldenrust, theme leader
of Natural Computing & Neurotech-
nology.

Unique range of education
Learn more about the new Bache-
lor's Human Neuroscience on page
6 of this magazine.

With the arrival of two new program-
mess, the Bachelor's in Human Neuro-
science and the Master's in Neurotech-
nology, in addition to the existing
neuro-specializations in Al, Medical
Biology, Cognitive Neuroscience and
Physics, a cohort of STEM-skilled neuro-
scientist is being trained, according to
Zeldenrust. “We will soon be training
students with a combination of skills
you will not find anywhere else: from
reading brain signals to applying artifi-
cial intelligence in a closed feedback
loop, building models based on those
data and then also being able to
simulate them.”

NeurotechEU, an alliance of eight
European universities to which

NeurotechEU

Learn more about this alliance
which brings direct and tangible
benefits to both our students and
staff according to Richard van
Wezel, Coordinator of the Neuro-
techEU on page 19.

Radboud University belongs, is
important in this respect. It gives
students and researchers access to an
even wider field of expertise.”

That programme fits perfectly with the
recent expansion of the many special-
isms that were already present. ‘The
arrival of Timo van Kerkoerle and Nick
Ramsey, and soon Devika Narain,
means we now have a complete new
department of neurotechnology,’ Zeld-
enrust explains. ‘We are at the intersec-
tion of neuroscience, technology and
computational modelling - and we have
both the people and facilities to really
push boundaries here.

Zeldenrust is referring to the so-called
“closing the loop” principle: “The idea
that brain activity not only drives a
computer, but that that computer then
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does something back to the brain. That
kind of feedback system requires
in-depth knowledge of both biological
systems and technological interfaces.
And that is where we are really leading
the way here.”

“Still, the future is far from certain.

‘l increasingly wonder: will we still be
doing this kind of research five years
from now? says Zeldenrust. ‘Academic
freedom is under pressure, budgets
are being cut, and critical voices are
disappearing — developments that
affect all scientists, including those in
the technical fields. At the same time,
the societal impact of new technologies
calls for broad dialogue, in which we
need not only engineers but also
humanities and social scientists. These
are two sides of the same coin: both the
conditions under which science can
flourish, and the conversations we need
to have about where it's taking us.”

For Zeldenrust, it is therefore essential
that the Donders Institute not only dis-
tinguishes itself in terms of content,
but also keeps an eye on the societal
debate. “Doing research is one thing.
But ensuring that it can continue to
exist, that is perhaps the most
important task for the coming years.”

<ﬁ
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Startup:

Naturally
O Public outreach is an important way to increase the impact of research at the
Intelllgent Donders Institute. By sharing scientific insights in accessible and engaging

formats, we aim to raise public understanding of brain, cognition, and behaviour—
Systems

Brain-inspired algorithms running we receive show us that we more and more people are interested in our work.

while strengthening the visibility of our work. The number of visitors and followers

directly on specialised chips Key public events contributed to our impact. The launch of the Brain Museum,
Brain Awareness Week, and collaborations with partners such as the InScience
Professor Marcel van Gerven, Al Film Festival, Radboud Reflects, and Science Café Nijmegen helped connect our
researcher at the Donders Institute, is research with thousands of visitors and viewers.

pioneering a new generation of intelli- With every blog, event, or video, we open the doors of science a little wider,
gent, energy-efficient computing called increasing the impact of our research.

neuromorphic computing. His latest
venture, a startup in its early stages, aims
to harness neuromorphic computing:

Public outreach highlights of 2024:
directly on specialised chips. /

“At its core, neuromorphic computing \ / \
asks what makes the brain so efficient—
and how we can embed those principles

104,000 16,000 followers
\_ website visits J \__on Linkedin Y,

4 N I

brain-inspired algorithms running

into hardware,” Van Gerven explains.

Unlike conventional computers that
separate hardware and software, neuro-

morphic systems integrate the two,
allowing computations to emerge from

the physical structure itself.

94,000 Donders 273 mentions
\_ Wonders visits U in the press Y,

His team has already succeeded in

developing learning algorithms that

operate directly on field-programmable
gate arrays (FPGAs)—reconfigurable
chips that consume less energy than
GPUs and can learn from data in real
time. “That's a game-changer for Al at

the edge, especially for neurotech 8
p!
applications like brain implants or wear- g

able assistive devices,” says Van Gerven. . A by
The spinoff, currently developed under in O Tt (] ot ‘
the Mercator Launch programme, is ; s D I scove rs £15
working toward real-world applications / v,

in science, industry, and society. “We're ¢ We are proud to announce the launch of Donders Discovers, our newest online

not just building faster chips—we're f platform designed to share our most innovative projects and technologies as well
building intelligent systems that adapt as the beauty, relevance, and innovation of our research with a wider audience.
like the brain, but run on a fraction of At www.dondersdiscovers.nl, we highlight flagship projects such as DYNAMIC 14
the power,” he says. Tesla and showcase the Beauty of the Brain image series.

With global tech giants exploring similar The striking example you see here, was made available by Alexandra Olander and
frontiers, Van Gerven sees a unique Corette Wierenga. The image features a cultured hippocampal slice from a mouse
role for Europe. “We can lead with brain, used to study early-stage Alzheimer’'s disease. The magenta colour reveals
sustainable, human-centred Al. The microglia—immune cells that serve as the brain’s first line of defence against
Donders Institute, with its deep neuro- infection and injury.

science expertise and strong Al research, Discover more at www.dondersdiscovers.nl.

is the perfect place to start.”
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Stronger together:
uilding scientific
partnerships

In recent years, the Donders Institute has not only invested in
pioneering research and education, but also in strengthening its
collaborations with national and international partners. “We are
deliberately working towards closer ties,” says Edward de Haan,
Scientific Director of the Donders Institute. “Not just to improve
the success rate of grant applications, but above all because these
partnerships make us stronger, scientifically.”

NETHERLANDS INSTITUTE
FOR NEUROSCIENCE

One of the institute’s most long-stand-
ing and intensive collaborations is with
the Netherlands Institute for Neuro-
science (NIN) “We complement each
other exceptionally well,” says De Haan.
“They specialise in techniques that are
not available to us, such as non-human
primate studies and the development of
brain banks. On the other hand, we excel
in advanced human brain imaging using
technologies like 7T and soon, 14T MRL.”

Christiaan Levelt, Director of the NIN,
agrees: “At the NIN, we're very focused

on circuit neuroscience—how networks

of brain cells underlie mental functions,”
explains Levelt. “The Donders Institute, on
the other hand, brings in deep expertise
from psychology, behavioural science, and
computational modelling. That makes it

a very powerful partnership.”

This complementarity is reflected in joint
research projects, shared professorships,
and recurring events such as the annual

‘Donders NIN Day’ which all Donderi-
ans are invited to visit this fall.

NETHERLANDS
INSTITUTE
FOR NEUROSCIENCE

Master the mind

To support and deepen this collaboration,
the DI-NIN fund initiative was recently
launched, supporting five promising
research projects out of the thirteen
applications. “We allocated specific funds
for this,” De Haan explains. “Not only
to support great scientific ideas, but also
to show that collaboration pays off. If

in two years’ time we can demonstrate
that an investment of a few hundred
thousand euros has resulted in several
million in research funding, then we
have shown that it was worth it.”

EXAMPLE OF
COMPLEMENTARY SCIENCE
The collaboration between Timo van
Kerkoerle and Pieter Roelfsema is a great
example of how the Donders Institute

and the Netherlands Institute for
Neuroscience (NIN) complement each
other. Their research into brain processes
relies on non-human primate studies,

a necessary animal model for studying
complex cognitive functions that simply
cannot be measured in rodents. Think

of attention, decision-making, visual
processing, and behaviour that can be
studied with far greater precision in both
macaques and humans.
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Startup:
Saddle Point
Science
Europe

Transparent data science for
precision medicine

Modern medicine aims to move
beyond the outdated ‘one-size-
fits-all' model. Instead, it seeks
to use the vast amounts of
patient data now available,
ranging from genomic profiles
to clinical outcomes, to deliver
the right drug, at the right time,
to the right patient. But collect-
ing data is not enough. Truly
personalised treatment
demands intelligent, interpreta-
ble algorithms that can predict
how a disease will evolve under
different treatment scenarios.
This is where Saddle Point Sci-
ence Europe comes in.

Founded by Ton Coolen and
supported by Mercator Launch,
this spin-off develops new sta-
tistical and mathematical mod-
els tailored to the challenges of
modern precision medicine.
Their approach tackles one of
the biggest obstacles in data
analysis: distinguishing true ‘sig-
nals’ from random ‘noise’. Tradi-
tional statistical tools often fail
here, especially when datasets
are complex or patient numbers
are small, leading to unreliable
results.

Saddle Point Science Europe
overcomes this by combining
Bayesian inference with power-
ful mathematical tools from the-
oretical physics. Their models
allow for reliable clinical predic-
tions, even in complex, noisy
data environments

These non-human primate studies are
conducted in Pieter Roelfsema’s lab at the
NIN, using a cutting-edge three-photon
microscope developed specifically for this
research by van Kerkoerle. The microscope
was funded through an ERC starting
grant awarded to van Kerkoerle as well as
an NWO ENW-M-invest grant awarded
to van Kerkoerle, Pieter Roelfsema and
Richard van Wezel. The NIN provides

the animal facilities and expertise on
non-human primate neurophysiology,
while the Donders Institute also contributes
its expertise in multi-photon imaging as
well as its strong background in cognitive
science to be able to translate the findings
to humans. This synergy not only leads to
fundamental insights, but also sparks new
research questions and funding proposals.

MAASTRICHT UNIVERSITY
Another Dutch example of collaboration
is=with Maastricht University. “They have
world-class expertise in transcranial
magnetic and electric stimulation tech-
niques,” explains professor Edward de
Haan. “At Radboud University, we are
leading in the development and applica-
tion of focused ultrasound stimulation.
These specialisations are not only comple-
mentary, they also enable a unique
research synergy.” As part of the Neural
Control project, both universities are
setting up mirrored Focused Ultrasound
laboratories, one in Nijmegen and one

in Maastricht. This twin-lab setup will
facilitate seamless collaboration between

DI- NIN Funding

researchers and foster a shared scientific
culture.

% Maastricht University

In addition to infrastructure, education is

a key pillar of the collaboration. The two
universities are co-developing a new minor
programme in neural control, designed

for bachelor’s students in disciplines

such as biomedical sciences, psychology,

or cognitive neuroscience. “Students will
benefit from the strengths of both insti-
tutes,” says De Haan. “They will be able to
do internships in either location and follow
courses that integrate the latest insights
from imaging and neurostimulation
research.” The aim is to prepare a new gen-
eration of researchers with interdisciplinary
knowledge and hands-on experience in cut-
ting-edge brain technologies. By combining
fundamental neuroscience, technical inno-
vation, and clinical applications, the collab-
oration creates a well-equipped platform for
education, research, and impact.

NEUROTECHEU

The alliance of eight European universities
NeurotechEU is focused on technologies
from, for, and with the brain. Radboud
University is not only a member but leading
institute of this alliance as well.

According to Richard van Wezel, coordinator
of the NeurotechEU and Donderian, this

These five proposals were awarded € 5000.000 funding in total by the DI-NIN Fund:
+ Cracking the predictive code of the visual brain (Floris de Lange (DI), and

Christiaan Levelt (NIN)

Restoring neuronal energy: microglia's role in mitochondrial therapy (Nael-
Nadif Kasri (DI), and Christian Lohmann (NIN))

Advanced MRI-profiling of the human cerebellum in health and disease (Bart
vande Warrenburg (DI), Wietske van der Zwaag (NIN), and Chris de Zeeuw (NIN))
The brain’s spotlight: the role of selective attention in transforming visual
perception (llona Bloem (DI), Serge Dumoulin (NIN), and Janneke Jehee (DI))
Optimized gene therapy for peripheral neuropathy (Maria Landinez (NIN),

Fred de Winter (NIN), Joost Verhaagen (NIN), and Erik Storkebaum (DI))
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The Dutch Brain Bank

One of the most exceptional resources housed at the NIN is the
Netherlands Brain Bank. Christiaan Levelt: “It's a collection of more than
5,000 brains, both from healthy donors and those with neurological or
psychiatric conditions,” Levelt says. “It was founded 40 years ago, and
because the post-mortem interval is so short in the Netherlands—just

6.5 hours—the tissue quality is world-class.”

The Brain Bank is open access: researchers can request tissue samples
tailored to specific brain regions and patient profiles. “It is an amazing
resource. With Groningen University, we are also building a neurogenet-
ics database, combining these samples with genetic data and detailed
clinical histories, structured using large language models,” he adds.

“I think it's something Donders researchers could use even more.”

alliance brings direct and tangible benefits
to both our students and staff: “For
students in particular, NeurotechEU opens
the door to a truly international educa-
tional experience. We are already seeing a
growing number of exchanges and joint
activities across the eight partner universi-
ties, and the shared online platform,
Campus+, is making it easier than ever to
access a wide range of high-quality courses
and learning resources from across the
alliance”.

§ NeurotechEU

A major milestone is the launch of a joint
Master’s in Neurotechnology, expected
in summer 2027. Accredited in most

European countries, it will allow students
to follow courses at all partner institutions,
combining local strengths into a unique
European programme.

In short, NeurotechEU is helping us build
the future of brain research and education,
not only in Nijmegen, but across Europe.
“We are currently exploring how to
embed this alliance more firmly within
the structure of the institute,” says De
Haan. “The strength of such a network
lies not only in sharing infrastructure
and expertise, but also in jointly training
the next generation of neurotechnology
researchers.”

NEW RESEARCH STRATEGY
DONDERS INSTITUTE
Collaboration is also firmly embedded in
the Donders Institute’s renewed research
strategy. Our strength lies in our collab-
orative, interdisciplinary approach. These

partnerships offer access to complementary

infrastructure and expertise, and support
researcher mobility through collaborative
visits and programmes such as Erasmus+.
Beyond institutional links, many of our
researchers maintain strong individual
or group-level collaborations across the
globe. As Edward de Haan puts it: “We
do not build science in isolation. By
working together, we grow stronger, both
as an institute and as a global research
community.”

5%
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Startup:
3Dneuro

Making neuroscience tools
smarter and more sustainable

3Dneuro was born at the inter-
section of science and necessity.
While working on his PhD at the
Donders Institute, Tim Schroder
encountered a common frustra-
tion in neuroscience labs:
high-quality silicon probes for
brain recordings were expensive,
fragile, and hard to reuse.
Together with co-founder Cyriel
Pennartz, he decided to do
something about it.

Their solution became the R2
Drive: a reusable microdrive
system that dramatically reduc-
es the cost of experiments
involving silicon probes. “We
wanted to make advanced tools
more accessible, so that more
labs could do high-quality sci-
ence without burning through
their budgets,” Tim explains.

By enabling reuse of delicate
probes, the R2 Drive can reduce
experimental costs by up to 80%.
What started as a side project
grew into a startup serving labs
across Europe and beyond.
3Dneuro’s growth reflects a
broader shift: scientists embrac-
ing entrepreneurship to acceler-
ate innovation. Early support
from the Donders Institute and,
later, the vibrant community at
Mercator Launch, helped turn
their idea into a sustainable
business. According to Tim, the
strength of Mercator Launch lies
not only in expert guidance, but
in its ability to connect people.
“Now we are sitting next to
startups working on everything
from Al to hydrogen rockets to
educational tech. Itis great to
be surrounded by other people
facing similar challenges.”
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Bringing science closer:

Donders Citylab
grows its footprint
in Nijmegen

Since its foundation in 2021, Donders Citylab has evolved from its initial
pilot project with the muZIEum into a dynamic, city-wide platform for
science and public engagement. Its mission is clear: to make brain, behaviour,
and cognition science accessible, engaging, and inclusive. In 2024, the
Citylab expanded its reach through new partnerships and locations, further =~ o .
strengthening the link between science and society in Nijmegen. =

“We want to spark curiosity,” says Yvonne Kuiper, “It’s all about meeting people where they are,” explains
Societal Impact and Science Communication Officer at Kuiper. “At the muZIEum, it started with the ambition to
the Donders Institute. “Our aim is to connect scientists make experiments more inclusive, open and accessible”
and the public in a way that allows for mutual learning

and discovery.” One of the first experiments has recently been published

in a peer-reviewed scientific journal, showcasing the
What sets Donders Citylab apart is its integration into powerful potential of public participation in science
public spaces where people come to learn. Donders (see box).

Citylab does not operate from a single fixed site, but .
brings science to where people naturally gather. DONDERS CITYLAB @ MARIENBURG
LIBRARY

DONDERS CITYLAB @ MUZIEUM What began as an one-time event for 3FM Serious

The original collaboration with the muZIEum remains Request in 2023 at the Mariénburg Library has evolved
central to Citylab’s efforts. Through Discovery Portals into a collaboration in 2024. The collaboration centres
(interactive displays) located at MuZIEum, visitors can on making scientific research accessible, engaging and
engage in short, interactive experiments that take less inclusive through the Discovery Portals. This allows
than five minutes, designed to be both scientifically library visitors to participate in scientific experiments.
valuable, educational and genuinely fun. Additionally, we are exploring potential ways to
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strengthen each other’s programming during events. “At SCIENCE WITH, FOR, AND IN

the library, people of all ages walk in, get curious, and In 2025, the Donders Citylab continued to take part in
stay longer than they thought they would,” says Kuiper. major outreach events like Brain Awareness Week, the
InScience Film Festival, and the upcoming Weekend of
DONDERS BRAIN MUSEUM Science. According to Kuiper, the real magic lies in the
@ THE LATIN SCHOOL daily, sometimes unexpected, interactions that take place
Another major milestone in 2024 was the opening of across Citylab’s locations: “It still surprises me how little
the Donders Brain Museum, housed in the historic we sometimes know about our own brains,” she says.
Latin School, a building gifted for at least one and a half “Even though scientists are still discovering more, what
years by the municipality to Radboud University. The we do know can be life-changing for a person if they
brain museum offers interactive exhibits, demonstra- have access to it.”
tions, experiments and more. The portrait photos on the
cover of this issue are also part of the People of Donders “My favourite moments are always when someone,
exhibition in the Donders Brain Museum. especially a child, lights up because they have learned
something new. When you tell a 10-year-old they have
“This was an unique opportunity ,” Kuiper says. “To more brain cells than their parents, their eyes widen with
build a space where everyone, from young kids to older wonder. That’s what Citylab is all about.”

adults, can experience the wonders of the brain. During
the past months, we have seen many different groups of WHAT’'S NEXT?

people visiting the Brain Museum and we continuously Looking ahead, Donders Citylab is working on new
. receive request and interest from schools, other organisa- experiments, the development of an ADHD-themed
"f F - tions and even national press to visit.” escape room, and new exhibits at the brain museum.
R - ~ = . -‘\\ The Donders Citylab is also working on international

) . expansion via the NeurotechEU alliance, bringing this
= £ - Nijmegen-born model for public engagement and science
- communication to people across Europe.

‘ “Ultimately, we want to keep pushing the boundaries of

what science communication can be,” Kuiper concludes.
“And most importantly, we want everyone to feel like
they have a place in science.”

k

How 14,000 muZIEum visitors advanced our understanding of
perception - First publication of a Donders Citylab study

One of the most exciting achievements of the ~ + Older participants were less likely to

past year was the first scientific publication perceive the figure, with every additional

— resulting from data collected through decade decreasing detection by 10%.
Donders Citylab kiosks at the muzIEum. + Interestingly, men more often claimed to
Over 14,000 participants contributed to an have seen something, even when nothing
experiment exploring inattentional blindness, was there, possibly suggesting different
the phenomenon where we fail to notice strategies in dealing with uncertainty.

unexpected objects when our attention is
elsewhere. Making this the largest inattentional ~ Thanks to the large number and diversity of

blindness experiment to date! The results, participants, the researchers were able to
published in Cognition by Marco Gandolfo discover these gender and age differences.
and Marius Peelen, revealed fascinating age This study showcases the opportunities

and gender differences: created by Donders Citylab’s model of doing

+ People were more likely to notice a human  research with society in public spaces.
figure when it was upright than when it
was upside down.
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