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AN 
EXAMPLE

AND
A

SOLUTION



Jochen Mierau is a role model within the University of 

Groningen (UG). He has led the Aletta Jacobs School of 

Public Health (AJSPH) with energy and fervour. 

It has become a great success. Jochen got interdisciplin-

ary teaching and research off the ground. In doing so, 

he became an example and a solution for the Board of 

the University, which meanwhile had to formulate a new 

strategy for the University.

How do we encourage interdisciplinary and transdisci-

plinary research into complex societal issues? This was 

achieved in the arena of healthy ageing. For the themes 

of energy, sustainability, and digitization, it was a little 

harder. 

Jochen’s School became an organizational example for 

research into complex societal issues. And we now have 

four Schools: the AJSPH, the Wubbo Ockels School, 

the Jantina Tammes School, and the Rudolph Agricola 

School.

We have Jochen to thank for this. 

F O R E W O R D

J O U K E  D E  V R I E S
President of the Board of the UG
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GUTS,
LYING
AWAKE
AND
PERSISTING

Martinitoren. Photo: Fotostijl.

The conception of the AJSPH: in conversation with Jochen Mierau



The Aletta Jacobs School of Public Health (AJSPH) 

has already existed for five years. In this time, 

the School has become a well-known authority 

in the arena of public health. Through the AJSPH,  

northern knowledge institutions work together 

with local, regional, national, and international 

partners. The AJSPH organizes interdisciplinary 

research and teaching, develops interactive public 

installations, and, through its various programmes 

and projects, it contributes to a sustainable health 

landscape in which evidence-based health policy 

is the norm. It is odd to think that just five years 

ago, nothing like the AJSPH existed. Where did it 

all begin? And how was this network turned into a 

success? Jochen Mierau, initiator of the AJPSH, tells 

us all about it.

‘It actually began with the Centre of Expertise Healthwise 

within the Faculty of Economics and Business (FEB), 

which I had founded together with Kees Ahaus. This 

Centre received an increasing number of questions 

from societal partners that did not fall into FEB’s own 

field per se, but which were still relevant. To answer 

these questions, suitable researchers from the other 

faculties and institutions had to be found. This always 

went smoothly, but we lost a lot of time in arranging 

these “one-off coalitions”.’ In the summer break of 2016, 

which offered the opportunity to think a little more 

deeply about the working year outside everyday issues, 

Jochen explored how collaboration between society and 

science is organized in other countries. In his search, 

he came across the phenomenon of ‘Schools of Public 

Health’. It was clear: we needed one here too. How this 

had to be established was another question. Yet, from 

that moment on, the name was fixed: it was to be called 

the Aletta Jacobs School of Public Health.

The AJSPH had to be the answer to the question: ‘Who 

will the Minister of Health, Welfare and Sport call when 

he has questions on public health and health policy?’. 

With this concept, and the name already under his 

belt, Jochen first approached FEB and the University 

Medical Center Groningen (UMCG) to pitch the idea. 

The Dean of FEB was immediately enthusiastic. It took 

a little while longer for the UMCG, but a few weeks later 

they too embraced the idea. Finally, FEB, the UMCG, and 

the Board of the University gave the green light and 

budget to start the exploration phase, in which the idea 

was broadly tested among relevant societal partners, 

such as health insurance companies, municipal health 

services, municipalities, and provinces. Two things 

were important for this phase: all UG faculties had to 

participate, and Hanze University of Applied Sciences 
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(Hanze UAS) also had to become co-owner. This last 

requirement was largely facilitated by health insurance 

company Menzis. Without them, the initiative would 

likely also have started without Hanze UAS. A session 

involving academics from various disciplines was 

organized in the Van Swinderenhuys, where the idea was 

again received enthusiastically. 

The exploration phase was completed shortly before the 

summer of 2017, when the process seemed to reach a 

halt after all. Not all governors were convinced. During 

his holiday in Boston, in a final attempt, Jochen wrote a 

rebuttal letter, but this didn’t seem to make a difference. 

Even the Board of the University had withdrawn. 

Only Jochen and Annechien Pronk, his partner in the 

exploration phase, remained. ‘What is really crucial in 

this sort of process is whether someone lies awake at 

night because it didn’t go through. I was the one lying 

awake’, says Jochen, reflecting on that period. ‘The 

“The AJSPH had to be the 

answer to the question: 

‘Who will the Minister of 

Health, Welfare and Sport 

call when he has questions 

on public health and 

health policy?”

problem within academia is that “dignified failure” is 

actually very easy, maybe even embedded in the system. 

There is an illusion of organic growth, in which you 

start small and grow naturally, but that doesn’t happen 

by itself at all. And if that doesn’t work, you’ve tried 

well and there is still dignity in failure. But in this sort 

of process, that conclusion should not be possible. You 

need to really commit, and failure cannot be an easy way 

out.’ Dignified or not, at that moment it seemed as if the 

AJSPH initiative had failed.

The decisive plot twist came in September 2017, when 

Victor Verrijp, the then director of policy and external 

relations at the UMCG, was appointed to work for the 

AJSPH for two days a week. ‘If someone so high up the 

ladder is appointed, then you know that it’s going to 

work out’, says Jochen. A strategic plan was written 

and, together with Annechien, Jochen cycled to all the 

deans on his cargo bike to convince them to invest in the 

network.  In December 2017, a meeting was organized 

with speakers from various faculties. So many people 

had signed up for the meeting that it had to be relocated 

to a bigger place a few days beforehand: to Forum 

Groningen, which ended up being jam-packed. The hype 

for the AJSPH was there, the momentum was huge. This 

was partly thanks to the use of an advertising agency, 

De Beer en Zwarts, which had presented the AJSPH 

‘brand’ in a grand manner, including the recognizable 

logo and house style. At this point, there was really no 

stopping it: the AJSPH existed. That was a big lesson for 

Jochen: ‘With this sort of thing, you cannot wait until the 
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contract is signed. You have to set it up and then present 

it as an accomplished feat. This takes guts, not only from 

initiators like myself but also from the organizations 

involved. We were really lucky that the governors had 

guts.’

In the meantime, the Board of the University had 

already announced that it would not finance the AJSPH 

any further. The funds therefore had to come from 

the faculties and from Hanze UAS. Behind FEB and the 

UMCG, the Faculty of Science and Engineering (FSE) 

soon followed. The Dean did not yet know exactly what 

his Faculty would gain from it, but he saw the great 

added value of the AJSPH for the knowledge institutions. 

The participation of FSE was a sign for other governors, 

who then also let themselves be won over. 

The long-awaited opening took place on 15 March 

2018, which was suitably held in the Aletta Jacobs Hall. 

Despite the significant momentum, the AJPSH still had 

not really been established. This was reflected in the 

‘contracts’ that were signed that day: empty A4 pages. 

In the hustle and bustle of preparation, the organization 

had forgotten to print the contracts and bring them 

along. Hereafter, the process could finally begin, and the 

first official AJSPH staff member was appointed: office 

manager Gabriela Matouskova, who has since become 

the AJSPH’s event manager. After the summer, the first 

team to be appointed was complete, and in September 

2018 the AJSPH became an official School of Public 

Health with Jochen as its scientific director. 

Since then, the AJSPH has become an established fact 

among northern knowledge institutions (NHL Stenden 

University of Applied Sciences joined the network 

in 2022), which facilitates collaboration between 

academics from various disciplines and institutions, 

and between science and society. A sustainable 

structure has been set up via the health centres at the 

UG faculties and the universities of applied sciences 

that supports this collaboration. As you can see, 

everything is in order internally and the AJSPH is also 

being increasingly recognized as an authority in the 

area of public health externally. Still, an important 

direction for further development in this field remains: 

‘Regional public health challenges do not exist, despite 

them sometimes being presented as such. Through 

interaction with international partners, you see these 

“regional” challenges for what they really are: regional 

manifestations of European challenges’, says Jochen. 

That is why we must continue to invest in international 

collaboration. 

The AJSPH has become a one-stop shop for societal 

partners who are looking to connect with knowledge 

institutions in the field of health. As a result of that 

connection having been made easier, more impact will 

be created. In this way, the aim of the AJSPH comes closer 

and closer: more healthy years, for everyone. And now 

that his ship has launched, Jochen is bidding farewell 

with full faith in its direction.
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SOCIETAL
IMPACT
FROM
RESEARCH
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In recent years any quality assessment for research has 

increasingly featured criteria such as ‘societal relevance’, 

‘valorisation’, and ‘impact’. The understanding is that 

our research should make innovative contribution 

to understanding and knowledge in the field and 

for society, and that it should be effectively shared. 

Academic research therefore involves processes of 

investigation influencing knowledge, scholarly thought, 

but also, crucially, benefits for society. Societal impact 

has become an accepted criterion for understanding the 

quality of our research.

Although definitions differ (see Table 1), it is clear that 

societal impact implies an understanding of external 

engagement involving the use of research outputs by 

industry, government, and society more broadly. But 

how, actually, can impact be measured and argued in a 

reasonable way?

Impact case studies

A common way to addressing this question is through 

considering so-called ‘impact case studies’ or impact 

statements. Impact case studies in the context of the 

UK Research Excellence Framework (REF) represent a 

particularly useful example. A REF impact case study is 

essentially a 4-5 page evidence-based narrative showing 

the contributions that a researcher or research group 

has made to society. The case study shows both their 

research done over the last (up to twenty) years or so, as 

P E R S P E C T I V E

J O H A N  W O LT J E R 
Professor of Urban Development and Planning, 

and Dean of the Faculty of Spatial Sciences, 

University of Groningen

•  Research England: “Impact: an effect on, change 

or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public 

policy or services, health, the environment or 

quality of life, beyond academia.”

•  US National Science Foundation: “The potential 

[for your research] to benefit society and contribute 

to the achievement of desired society outcomes.”

•  Australian Research Council: “The contribution 

that research makes to the economy, society, 

environment or culture, beyond the contribution to 

academic research.”

•  Netherlands Strategy Evaluation Protocol: 

“Societal relevance: the societal relevance of 

the unit’s research in terms of impact, public 

engagement and uptake of the unit’s research 

assessed in economic, social, cultural, educational 

or any other terms that may be relevant.”

Table 1. Some definitions of ‘broader societal impact of 

research’.
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well as well-evidenced examples of the benefits society 

has had from this research in more recent years. Impact 

case studies can help for research assessment. They 

can also help staff to make cases for promotion. The 

framework for a REF impact case study is shown in Table 

2.

As shown in the Table, a case study first contains a 

number of characteristics about the organization, 

the researcher(s) and respective periods covering the 

research and its impact. A summary of the main benefits 

are then provided. The subsequent item involves a 

typically chronological description of the research with 

references to publications and projects. Details of the 

impacts then follow. These details can vary from changes 

in policies, the use of research as a basis for investments, 

or evidence around the effectiveness of strategies by 

public or private organisations. Other examples can be 

about greater well-being due to research, including, 

for example, fewer accidents or less environmental 

pollution. Or cost savings, health improvement, and 

greater awareness. They also often feature the use of 

tools developed through research. A final item in the 

case study involves an overview of the evidence for 

impact, often featuring testimonials and formal policy 

documents.

Three principles

Case studies like these can be very helpful instruments 

in operationalising the concept of societal impact from 

research. However, they also are based on a few essential 

Institution: …

Unit of Assessment: …     

Title of case study: …

Period when the underpinning research was 

undertaken: …

Details of staff conducting the underpinning 

research from the submitting unit: …

Period when the claimed impact occurred: …

1. Summary of the impact (e.g. enabling policy mak-

ers, changing policy and design guidance, providing 

an evidence base for investments or business/public 

operation, offering tools for societal improvement)

2. Underpinning research (chronological description 

with references to publications and projects) 

3. References to the research and details of funded 

projects

4. Details of the impact (setting out significance 

and reach of the impacts, with cross reference to 

evidence sources)

5. Sources to corroborate the impact (listed items 

including people or organisations, testimonies, 

URLs, media coverage, reviews, policies, strategy and 

policy documents, guidelines etc., specifying which 

aspect(s) of the impact they corroborate)

Table 2. Framework for a REF impact case study (2021).
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principles. Overall, I would argue, there are at least 

three principles defining a good impact case study:  1. 

Causality, 2. Selectiveness, and, 3. Strategic monitoring.

1. Causality. As shown in the definitions of impact 

(Table 1) and the REF example (Table 2), the causality 

between the impacts and the ‘underpinning’ research is 

essential. The case is about impact from research, not 

broader influence of a researcher or research unit per 

se. Or, as a recent KNAW brochure (2022) puts a related 

point: ‘fundamental research is the source of making an 

impact’. Clearly, the dissemination of research results 

to a wider audience must always be accompanied by 

a clarification of the underlying research. Another 

implication of this principle is that impact case studies 

should show evidence for impact, not the dissemination 

pathways towards impact themselves. The case study 

would therefore contain narratives around how users, 

the environment, the economy or people benefit. It 

would not list detailed dissemination-oriented metrics 

including specified amounts of academic citations, 

downloads, views or media appearances.

Figure 1 below shows an illustration  of the so-called 

Research Impact Pathway. The crucial issue is that 

research activities, outputs and impacts are mutually 

linked. The figure also shows that while universities and 

researchers may be able to plan their inputs, activities, 

outputs and outcomes, they typically have much less 

direct control over the impacts these products generate. 

Considering causality is essential for arguing impact. 

However, impacts may occur unexpectedly and be 

Figure 1. The Research Impact Pathway (source: Fryirs et al, 2019. Nat Commun).
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surprisingly wide-ranging.

2. Selectiveness. A research pathway typically covers 

a long period of research activities, dissemination and 

impacts. As pointed out, it can also be unpredictable as 

it may be subject to a variety of socio-political processes. 

An impact case may also yet be underdeveloped in the 

case of very recent of longer-term fundamental research. 

It is for good reason, therefore, that impact case studies 

should be used selectively. Any research assessment 

should always present a specific selection of cases, 

examples or statements. It would be unwise to require 

impact case studies for every single research activity. In 

the UK REF experience, for example, universities would 

normally submit one case study for about 10-15 FTE of 

staff research time to illustrate research quality for a 

period of seven years.

The principle of selectiveness can also be argued from 

the perspective of individual researchers. While good 

dissemination and effective sharing of research outputs 

is essential, it is advisable to target a selection of specific 

audiences and users. The same applies to writing an 

impact case study or statement: develop those (or the 

one) that cover(s) the entire research impact pathway, 

and for which evidence may be readably accessible. 

Take a long-term view. It is important to avoid writing a 

case study based on principally dissemination evidence 

only. Obviously, as impacts take a while to emerge, they 

need to be monitored longitudinally beyond outputs and 

dissemination. University support for staff is required to 

do this adequately. 

3. Strategic Monitoring. A major challenge for making 

convincing impact cases involves the need to collect 

and structure the data on which these cases are built. 

In itself, arguing impact is not new, particularly when 

impact from research and academics on the research 

community or students is involved. Societal impact 

from research, however, should be evidenced on the 

basis of an extensive and much wider range of sources, 

some of which are difficult to access. The presentation 

of evidence should then also involve the skill of writing 

a strategic narrative. The task of coherently measuring, 

monitoring and setting up persuasive argument is yet to 

be established structurally at universities and should not 

be left to individual researchers alone.

The activity of collecting impact evidence will require 

review of policy documents, public advisory reports, 

government guidance, health and environmental 

statements, business reports, newspaper and media 

databases. These reviews should be based on key 

information from underpinning research at the 

university or unit: academic outputs, ongoing projects, 

outcomes and tools. They will also require invitations 

to and the collection of testimonials from users and 

societal stakeholders that may have benefited from 

research. In other words: beneficiaries. The key is to 

collect data selectively, based not on dissemination and 

media presence of a researcher principally, but based 

on benefits beneficiaries may have had from research. 

14



A particularly useful way of monitoring is to follow 

systematically the performance of the tools or outcomes 

researchers have produced. Some examples in the 

context of the Aletta Jacobs School of Public Health, for 

instance, include the Prevention Accelerator and their 

Corona Barometer.

Concluding remarks

This contribution has discussed the main characteristics 

and principles around making impact case studies for 

research. The importance of a focus on societal impact is 

evident and current practices are increasingly presenting 

evidence for societal impact. These practices are varied 

and in development still, and further progress will need 

to be made, particularly around the question how the 

making of impact case studies is to be organisationally 

supported. A research environment is required with 

places for external engagement and support for 

researchers with promising output portfolios, to set 

up outcomes, identify beneficiaries, establish targeted 

events, collect impact data, and improve interaction. 
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THE 
POLITICAL
INFLUENCE 
OF 
JOCHEN MIERAU
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In October 2019, after seven years of working for the 

Dutch House of Representatives, I decided to leave and 

to start as a strategy consultant at Vintura. My focus 

area remained the same: helping to keep good-quality 

healthcare available and affordable for everyone. 

During my years in The Hague, alongside my focus 

on the healthcare sector I often regularly delved into 

prevention, a topic that politicians like to form opinions 

on. Many politicians preach prevention as the best 

manner for avoiding healthcare costs, but actual good 

ideas about suitable measures are few and far between. A 

lot of talk, many opinions, but little action. The Coalition 

Agreement that I had worked on before my departure 

indeed introduced the National Prevention Agreement 

(NPA: Nationaal Preventieakkoord), but without any clear 

objectives or suitable ideas for effective measures, it 

seemed (and later appeared) to mainly act as a stepping 

stone for good intentions.

In the period surrounding my departure, Jochen 

P E R S P E C T I V E

A R N O  R U T T E
Former member of the Dutch House of Representatives on 

behalf of political party VVD & owner of Rutte 
Public Affairs 
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government sets guiding goals on various fronts. Take 

climate goals, nitrogen goals, and security goals. These 

goals offer society the space to change in the required 

direction. The government only sets measures when the 

goals are not achieved on time. Why could or should 

that not be the case for health too? It would in any case 

mean that a responsibility for health, going further 

than individual responsibility, would finally be laid. For 

poor health (healthcare needs!), this responsibility lies 

expressly with the government, various regulators, 

health insurance companies, healthcare administration 

offices, healthcare providers, and municipalities. Should 

this not also be possible for good health?

In my view, a government that sets health goals 

could still be a government that can and does deeply 

intervene in individual freedoms. But on that point too, 

Jochen pointedly thought along with me in a way that 

continues to inspire me to this day. In his view, collective 

health goals do not have to mean that the government 

directly interferes in the lifestyle of each of its citizens. 

gradually began to manifest as a thinker with influence 

in The Hague. Jochen made a name for himself as an 

approachable, friendly, and smart thinker with a good 

political antenna, who did not indulge in all sorts of 

moralistic measures but who wanted to fundamentally 

change the thinking of politicians. Jochen did, and 

continues to, refuse to isolate prevention from the wider 

field of health. He does not talk about ad hoc measures so 

much as about goals. And how this precisely happened I 

cannot remember, but we gradually appeared on each 

others’ radars and had a good many intense discussions 

together. From these discussions a friendship developed, 

as well as two fantastic episodes for the Slimme Zorg 

(‘Smart Care’) podcast by Vintura: one on health and the 

other on the coronavirus. Both episodes rank among 

the most-listened episodes ever, which I take as being 

thanks to the understandable manner in which Jochen 

can directly translate scientific insights into practice 

without moralizing.  He knows how to reach his audience, 

including politicians, and get them thinking.

Jochen and I do not share the same political perspectives. 

So, we are far from always in agreement. That is exactly 

why our discussions are worth having. As a liberal, I fear 

a government that pointedly and intensively interferes 

with the lifestyles of its citizens. Health is a great blessing, 

but so is freedom. A healthy (or is it unhealthy?) tension 

exists between these two phenomena. However, Jochen 

was able to entice me to become enthusiastic about 

his idea that the government must take responsibility 

for health goals. He was incisive about the fact that the 

“The government only sets 

measures when the goals 

are not achieved on time. 

Why could or should that 

not be the case for health 

too?”
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Instead, through smart policy, the government can 

encourage people to exercise a bit more, to drink a 

glass of water instead of a fizzy drink, to eat slightly less 

sugar, and so on. That sort of government would have 

an enormously positive impact on collective health, 

without fully interfering with the individual freedoms of 

its citizens. With an eye to a rapidly ageing population 

and the collapse of the healthcare sector that this would 

threaten, such an approach that has a small impact on 

individuals but an enormous one on the collective as a 

whole is very attractive. 

The manner in which Jochen was able to seduce me 

with his ideas has also had a great impact among active 

politicians. He was even able to gain a majority for his 

idea to make the government responsible for health 

goals. This majority has not yet resulted in actual policy, 

but the seed has been planted. Nowadays, I am focusing 

on public affairs, in other words, the art of political 

influence. From that perspective, I hope that Jochen is 

succeeded in his position at the Aletta Jacobs School of 

Public Health by someone with a comparable political 

antenna, so that his ideas can grow beyond the seed that 

he has planted.
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TIMELINE
OF 

ACADEMIC
IMPACT



With Aletta’s Talent 
Network, we build 
bridges for young 
researchers between 
different faculties, 
departments and 
organisations. 
By making these 
connections, the 
talents gain insight 
into other methods 
and studies and can 
benefit from different 
perspectives and 
backgrounds.

June

FOUNDING OF
ALETTA’S 
TALENT 

NETWORK

15 March

GRAND
OPENING

After two years of 
“exploration and 
foundation”, the 
official moment of 
opening arrived on 
15 March 2018.

29 August

NOORDERZON

Aletta’s first perfomance 
at the Noorderzon 
performing arts festival. 
Together with the UMCG 
and the Hanze University 
of Applied Sciences 
presentations were given 
on dementia and obesity.

7 June
Aletta

Research 
Meet-up

2018

March
Aletta becomes 
partner in the 

development of the course 
Management and 

Economics in Health and 
Wellbeing

6 November

Aletta
Research 
Meet-up
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9 December
Handing over the  

report to the 
Province of 

Groningen on the 
health landscape 

in Groningen, 
one of the three 
frameworks for 
the (then) new 

implementation 
programme 

liveability of the 
province 

Multidisciplinary 
students work 
together on 
existing complex 
issues of various 
northern clients.

KICK-OFF
MINOR

MORE HEALTHY
YEARS

2 September

22 November

Cross-border 
Healthcare 

Research 
Meet-up

5 November

Aletta
Research 
Meet-up

17 October

Founding of the 
Aletta

Fellow Network 
which forms a 

research network 
together with the 

Aletta 
coordinators

Together with 
the University of 
Oldenburg, the 
AJSPH launched the 
Crossborder Institute 
of Healthcare Systems 
and Prevention (CBI). 
By drawing on the 
strengths of two 
world-class healthcare 
systems, we can move 
one step closer to more 
healthy years in both 
regions and beyond.

19 March

CROSS-BORDER
INSTITUTE OF 
HEALTHCARE 

SYSTEMS AND
PREVENTION

1 November
First 

meeting
Aletta
of the 

Scientific 
Council

15 January
Establishment of Aletta 

Fryslân together with the 
GGD Fryslân, De Friesland 

health insurer, The Medical 
Center Leeuwarden and 

RUG Campus Fryslân

21 January

Establishment  
of the Learning 

Community together 
with the municipality 

of Groningen

Menzis, UMCG 
and the AJSPH 
are launching a 
Prevention
Accelertor to 
make preventive 
interventions 
available to as 
many people as 
possible.

19 March

START 
PREVENTION 

ACCELERATOR

5 April

Aletta
Research 
Meet-up

March

Founding of 
Aletta Consulting

2 September
Kick-off 

Research Master 
track ‘Health 

Systems 
and Prevention’
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2020

10 December

Aletta
Research 
Meet-up
(online)

1 May

Start of ‘Crowdfunding 
against Corona’. Initiative 
of the Ubbo Emmius Fund, 
in collaboration with the 

AJSPH, UG, UMCG, Lifelines 
and the NDC Media Group

19 March

COVID-19 
RESPONSE FROM 

EXPERTS

The start of the Lifelines 
Corona research among more 
than 135,000 northerners. 
Initiative of UMCG, UG, 
Lifelines and AJSPH.

30 March

LIFELINES
CORONA-

RESEARCH

First of a series of blogs on 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
from the expertise of the 
Aletta researchers. First 
blog by Alex Friedrich 
(COVID-19 response: wake 
up and be quick!)

October
First measurement of 

‘CurioUs?’, an initiative 
together with Science LinX 

and Forum Groningen. 
Together, mini-lectures, 

measurements and walk-
ins are organised where 

visitors can gain 
information and 

experiment

‘Little Troublemakers?’ is the 
first of a series of exhibitions 
that will eventually form 
an interactive exhibition 
on public health. It gives 
scientists a platform to pose 
research questions and 
search for answers together 
with other northerners.

17 September

KICK-OFF
LITTLE 

TROUBLEMAKERS?

3 September
Founding of Population 
Health DataNL (PHDNL). 

PHDNL offers a public 
infrastructure that 

unlocks healthcare data in 
a uniform way and makes 

it accessible to all  
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24 March
The first Aletta 

Health Grants have 
been awarded

6 September
Students from NHL 

Stenden University of 
Applied Sciences, Hanze 

University of Applied 
Sciences and UG/

UMCG work on real life 
challenges from (public) 
health stakeholders that 

contribute to the Year 
Challenge: “How can we 
increase the confidence 

and ability of our citizens 
to be effective in achieving 

optimum health?”

The Greatest Groninger Food 
Quiz during Aletta’s Kitchen in 
the Forum Groningen. The food 
quiz, consisting of two interactive 
game shows, was developed 
together with researchers, 
nutritionists, citizens and artists 
and was also part of ‘European 
Researcher’s Night’.

ALETTA’S 
KITCHEN

24 September

How much do you know about 
food? Interdisciplinary food 
scientists affiliated with the 
AJSPH have developed an 
educational programme in 
collaboration with the Institute 
for Nature Education (IVN). Part of 
the ‘European Researchers’ Night.’

EDUCATIONAL
PROGRAMME

PRIMARY 
SCHOOLS

September

6 September

Kick-off 
Executive 

MBA-track 
on health

22 April

Aletta
Research 
Meet-up
(online)

KICK-OFF
‘LET’S DISH UP!’

Kick-off interactive 
installation: ‘Let’s 
dish up!’ in Forum 
Groningen. Part of the 
‘European Researchers’ 
Night’.

23 September

8 December
The winner of the Nationale 

Leefkracht Award is 
announced. Wedde dat ‘t 

lukt is the winner with their 
initiative of the 

Dorpsondersteuner. 
The professional jury chose 

this initiative as the clear 
winner from a total of 15 

applications
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2022

NHL Stenden 
University of Applied 
Sciences officially 
joined as the fourth 
partner of the AJSPH.

January

NHL STENDEN
OFFICIAL
PARTNER

In the new course ‘Met 
gezond verstand’  (With 
common sense), we will 
address several major 
challenges of the public 
health landscape in the 
Northern Netherlands, 
such as how to deal with 
major health crises, 
health inequalities and 
an ageing population. 

KICK-OFF
COURSE

‘WITH COMMON
SENSE’ 

September

Aletta is the initiator of the 
Health Prevention Council 
Groningen (Preventie Overleg 
Groningen). The council marks 
the beginning of a movement 
in which residents’ initiatives, 
local authorities, care and 
knowledge institutions, social 
partners, health insurer 
and province want to work 
together to realise more 
healthy years with and for the 
inhabitants of our region.

KICK-OFF
HEALTH 

PREVENTION 
COUNCIL 

GRONINGEN

3 March

14 April

Aletta
Research 
Meet-up
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KNOWLEDGE 
INFRASTRUCTURE

Mountain biking in national park Drents Friese Wold. Photographer: Leonie Wiers.



A 
VISION 
ON 
THE 
KNOWLEDGE 
INFRASTRUCTURE

It is almost impossible to express an opinion about 

our healthcare system nowadays and not mention 

prevention. The importance of prevention is also 

clearly mentioned in the new Coalition Agreement. The 

previous Cabinet had already cleared the path for this 

by concluding the National Prevention Agreement (NPA: 

Nationaal Preventieakkoord). 

Over the past few years, the societal pressure to commit 

more to prevention largely came from the world of 

academia. The foundation of the Aletta Jacobs School of 

Public Health (AJSPH) and the efforts of professors such 

as Jochen are great examples of this. Also in terms of 

prevention, knowledge is a fundamental condition to be 

able to have an effect and to actually promote health. It 

is therefore even more noteworthy that the necessity of 

a well-connected knowledge infrastructure has mostly 

been missing from the policy discussions that have been 

held on prevention.  The understanding that a more 

intensive approach to prevention must be paired with 

the strengthening and development of the knowledge 

sphere around it is still insufficiently present among 

policymakers and managers. Over the past few years, 

the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport has attempted 

to pay more attention to the topic a few times through a 

number of knowledge platforms, but this has not led to 

a strong vision on this front. It seems as if people think 

that the knowledge bodies in the preventive field have 

their affairs in order by having authoritative institutions 

like the National Institute for Public Health (RIVM), the 

Netherlands Organisation for Health Research and 

Development (ZonMw), the regional Municipal Health 

Services, many knowledge institutions, the university 

medical centers, and universities of applied sciences 

and their lectors.  But if you look further, you reach very 

different conclusions. A unanimous, critical image arises 

regarding the position of knowledge to benefit the 

promotion of health. Allow me to make a few suggestions 

for a new vision.

The most essential point of criticism is that the 

authoritative institutions that I mentioned above 

are very successful in gathering knowledge, but that 

this knowledge is insufficiently used in practice. This 

is, of course, a known phenomenon when it comes 

to knowledge and science. Yet in the world of public 

health, it is even more damaging. There, the connection 

between knowledge-gathering and practice is surely 

essential. Knowledge implementation is, therefore, a 

problem. It demands explicit attention from knowledge 

organizations, yet this happens too infrequently. It is 

apparently easier to gather new, substantive knowledge 

than to prioritize research into implementation and 

P E R S P E C T I V E

H U G O  B A C K X
Public health advisor (Geerts en Partners B.V.)
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decision-making processes. In their respective visions, 

policy and management should steer towards this; 

they both have a great interest in making further use of 

knowledge investment. 

That being said, the statement that there is enough 

knowledge and that we should focus more on its 

application is only partly true. The reality of public 

health is a complicated matter. By now, almost everyone 

is convinced that if you want to work on the health of 

citizens—and especially those with a structural health 

disadvantage due to their weaker societal position—

then the circumstances in which citizens live are 

essential. Does the gathering of knowledge delve 

into this topic in sufficient depth? Has our knowledge 

“The most essential point 

of criticism is that the 

authoritative institutions 

that I mentioned above 

are very successful in 

gathering knowledge, 

but that this knowledge 

is insufficiently used in 

practice.”

sufficiently answered questions from practice on this 

topic? To ask the question is to give the answer. The 

knowledge infrastructure for the benefit of prevention 

is highly fragmented and is almost exclusively organized 

thematically. Moreover, researchers are still mainly 

rewarded for their own specialisms. This does not help 

much to achieve integrated knowledge development. 

More attention should be paid to this in a vision on the 

knowledge infrastructure. 

Another bottleneck in the knowledge infrastructure 

should not be left out of an essay on the occasion of 

Jochen’s farewell: the manner in which we handle data. 

This also still often takes place in a fragmented manner 

and, although increasing amounts of data are being 

collected, they are too rarely connected and interpreted. 

The initiatives that Jochen has taken with Population 

Health Data NL are sorely needed and we must hope that 

he continues to make solid progress on this in his new 

position. 

The knowledge infrastructure for the benefit of 

prevention is mainly steered and financed at a national 

level in this country. Meanwhile, the local and regional 

role in terms of prevention is growing. Of course, much 

has been invested over the past years to allow the 

practical field to contribute to drafting and formulating 

research tasks and local managers are being asked 

about what they need. But this is still very different from 

really being able to direct that research and to make 

decisions. I am convinced that the use of and managerial 
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commitment to knowledge will increase if they have a 

real say in it. The same applies to the involvement of 

citizens in research. Big progress has been made in this 

arena, too, but I still doubt whether the perspective from 

which research is conducted reflects the perspectives 

of these citizens in all facets. If that happened, the need 

for integrated research would become much more 

apparent. In our regional approach to preventive policy, 

let us build a strong knowledge infrastructure of which 

the region is a co-owner.



City centre of Groningen. Photographer: Deon Prins.

PARTICIPATION 
MEANS 
HAVING 
IMPACT



On the day when I was reflecting on ‘impact’, I read the 

news item about the ghost driver who had crashed 

into an oncoming car head-on, in the dark on the A28. 

This event made me think about the origin of the word 

‘impact’. The word stems from the Latin verb impingere, 

meaning to bash or bump into something. While 

the English language also comprises the literal word 

‘impact’, Dutch has only adopted the metaphorical 

meaning of krachtige inwerking, or ‘powerful effect’. In 

Dutch, ‘impact’ does not refer to the collision but to the 

consequence. 

The question that is central to this discourse is how 

academia can impact policy. To find the answer, it is 

important to sharply define the difference between 

science and policy. Academics conduct research that 

improves our ability to interpret phenomena in the world 

around us. They expand our knowledge. Policymakers 

take decisions on the direction and resources through 

which goals must be met within a certain period. They 

base their decisions on our knowledge. 

But knowledge in itself does not provide the answers for 

a policymaker. After all, the policymaker must take the 

decisions themselves. And policymakers often have a 

huge amount of knowledge at their disposal, including 

implicit knowledge from practice. To make a long story 

short: a scientist who wants to impact policy must 

influence the policymaker. Not by telling them what to 

do, but by establishing a relationship. The scientist must 

be embedded within society. 

Can a painting that has been placed in an attic by the 

artist, and that has never been seen by anyone else, 

be considered a piece of art? What can we learn from 

the young man who decided to say ‘good morning’ to 

everyone he passed on his journey to work? If we are not 

a part of something greater than ourselves, all of our 

expressions can only have an effect on (you guessed it) 

ourselves. 

So, we have to participate. Based on my practical 

experiences of collaborating at the interface of science, 

policy, and society, I would like to give a few tips: know 

who you are and what your vision is, be curious, seek 

dialogue, and be prepared. 

In all collaborations, meetings, and networks, it is 

important that everyone participating does so on 

the basis of their own competences, knowledge, and 

qualities. It is useful to draft a clear summary of roles and 

to make agreements on these. Why are you involved? 

Where does one person’s remit stop and the other’s 

P L E A

M A R I Ë L L E  G E B B E N
Creative entrepreneur MRLL

Knowledge, policy, society and art
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“Ultimately, your impact 

will be the greatest if you 

can explain why your 

research matters, why 

you are committed to 

the outcomes, and what 

relationship you can 

observe with the world 

around us.”

begin? Knowing who you are also means knowing who 

you are not. Nothing is as disruptive as a scientist who 

makes assertions about things that lie outside their own 

research area. 

Without a vision, it is impossible to determine your 

impact. You may well achieve all kinds of things without 

a vision, but if you do not know why you are doing the 

things you are doing, then you will not know what 

effect you are striving for. At most, you’ll only achieve 

impact coincidentally or by accident. This could still 

be very welcome, but it is preferable as an intended 

effect. Ultimately, your impact will be the greatest if 

you can explain why your research matters, why you 

are committed to the outcomes, and what relationship 

you can observe with the world around us. Sincerity, 

authenticity, and honesty are values that can get you far 

in collaborations, particularly in complex ones. 

And curiosity is like a magic wand if you want to 

participate. Of course, it is important to share your 

research results and their significance, but it is even 

more important to listen to others, to ask ‘why?’ nearly 

ad nauseam, and in this way, to explore where you can 

make connections between your research and the 

questions and problems that exist. Serendipity may well 

give you an advantage: you might find exactly what you 

were not looking for, but you can then beat a totally new 

path together with others. You will certainly carry all the 

knowledge that you have gained with you. 

A great number of words have been damaged by the 

deluge of policy and advisory texts, and have decayed 

into buzzwords of which we seem to have forgotten 

the original meaning. Take the word ‘impact’, which is 

frequently used as a marketing term (searching for this 

word in the Trade Register generates a multitude of 

hits, including ‘Impact4dogs’ and ‘Impact Incasso’). The 

word ‘dialogue’ sometimes appears to have reached the 

same fate, because what do we really mean when we 

invite others to enter into dialogue with us? A debate, or 

a free exchange of thoughts between different people? 

The latter leads to new insights, also in terms of how you 

as a scientist can increase your impact. And do not only 

exchange thoughts with policymakers but, in particular, 
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Non Linear Behaviour.
By Mariëlle Gebben

with people affected by those policies and with the 

governors who determine (if they dare) the respective 

goals. 

Above all, participating is about being prepared: 

prepared to share, to receive, to invest time and energy, 

to give space, to find an alternative route, to fail, and to 

stop. 

The artist is not their art, but a person who aims to allow 

another person to experience something. The young 

man is not his spoken ‘good morning’, but a person 

who managed to get everyone to say ‘good morning’ to 

one another. The scientist is not their research or their 

knowledge, but a person who shares their results and 

tries to teach others how to interpret them. 

Impact is not the collision, but everything that 

continuously surrounds it. By participating, we have 

influence on these surroundings: will they be unpleasant 

or enjoyable? Knowledge is indispensable in this.
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The foundation of the UG Schools did not happen 

in a vacuum. Rather, it manifested as a new 

expression of the societal orientation of academic 

thought that has been developing since the start of 

this century, concentrating on finding connection 

with the knowledge economy and with societal 

challenges. In this contribution, we outline how 

this way of thinking has led to impact becoming a 

third pillar alongside research and teaching. On the 

basis of this legacy, we offer a few tips to help UG 

Schools further boost their desired impact.

Universities have, of course, historically been involved 

in societal developments. But actually implementing a 

shared, or even joint, strategic agenda is a more recent 

emergence. Many of these agendas are founded on the 

triple helix model: the steering model for innovation in 

which the government, business world, and knowledge 

institutions work together equally. This model was 

developed in the 1990s, but was only really embraced 

by governors and policymakers from 2000 onwards. The 

most well-known Dutch example of such a collaboration 

is Brainport Eindhoven. In Groningen, the comparable 

Groningen Agreement was set up in 2005. In the current 

time period, the topics and ambitions of these triple helix 

collaborations are mainly economic and technological 

in nature. They focus on increasing the earning potential 

of individual regions and technological sectors and 

on creating joint preconditions, such as setting up 

campuses and marketing campaigns and attracting 

highly qualified national and international staff. The 

triple helix idea has since continued to develop as an 

underlay for the Dutch knowledge economy and has 

been reflected in large subsidy programmes, such as 

Pieken in de Delta, Top Sector funds, City Deals and 

Regio Deals, and the recent Growth Fund. The UG’s 

Schools are rightly expected to increase the chances of 

the University being granted such resources.

An important consequence of the triple helix  

collaboration is the creation of a joint language.  Since 

2010, triple helix jargon has seeped into the institutional 

plans of almost all Dutch universities. Knowledge 

valorization is the most eye-catching example.  This 

term implies doing more research and teaching on 

the basis of the needs of government institutions 

and companies, with the aim of creating societal or 

economic added value. The take-up of the term and the 

activities that have stemmed from this are based partly 

on opportunism and partly on necessity. Universities 

have noticed that research funds are being increasingly 

linked to economic goals, and are thus bending 

accordingly. In addition, triple helix collaborations have 

F r e d e r i c  v a n  K l e e f  &  M a r v i n  H u i s m a n

Managing director AJSPH & historian
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since become so normalized that non-participation is no 

longer an option. To increase the chances of obtaining 

these funds, successive network organizations have 

been founded at the UG, such as Business Generator 

Groningen, Campus Groningen, and the Consortium 

for Valorization and Entrepreneurship/ Northern 

Knowledge. This development has not been without 

success, as businesses and government institutions 

have co-financed various major research initiatives 

over the years, such as the Carbohydrate Competence 

Center (CCC), the European Institute for the Biology 

of Ageing (ERIBA), LifeLines, the Energy Delta Gas  

Research Centre (EDGAR), and Energy Academy Europe 

(EAE).  As the years have progressed since 2010, 

valorization has been increasingly making way for 

impact in institutional plans. The now commonplace 

word ‘valorization’ has since gained a strong economic 

connotation. As a result, it no longer reflects the 

demand for responsibility voiced by the government 

and society. The concept of impact fits better, especially 

since the publication of the Sustainable Development 

Goals in 2015 and, more recently, the concept of broad  

prosperity. Another difference has accompanied the 

arrival of and commitment to impact. Compared to 

previous institutional plans, in which valorization was 

mainly seen as a separate task, impact has become a 

self-evident and central component of academia. The 

establishment of impact as a third pillar alongside 

research and teaching is now an accomplished feat.

We could therefore say that universities, and especially 

the UG, have become policy-savvy over the past two 

decades and that the Schools are just the newest 

expression of this development. But what impact are the 

Schools actually pursuing? One important type of impact, 

research-driven impact, has already been described 

by Johan Woltjer in his contribution to this book. We 

would like to raise another type of academic impact:  

network-driven impact. With this, we mean the impact 

that arises from referring to existing knowledge and 

making it applicable. After all, many societal challenges 

do not require new knowledge. Instead, the task is to 

make existing knowledge more available or to put it 

higher on the societal agenda. No research is needed 

for this, but rather participation in all sorts of networks: 

regional and national policy networks, political networks, 

international NGO networks, and more. All these types 

of networks revolve around knowledge transfer between 



academia, policy, and practice. However, network-driven 

impact can be vulnerable. There is often no direct 

funding for it. Instead, it depends on the engagement of 

researchers; for them to be heard and to participate in 

policy processes. This type of impact is also less visible 

than newspaper opinion columns or social media posts, 

for instance. In addition, this type of impact has not 

yet been recognized or rewarded in the career paths of 

university staff members.
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“We could therefore say 

that universities, and 

especially the UG, have 

become policy-savvy over 

the past two decades and 

that the Schools are just 

the newest expression of 

this development.”

We are ending with three lessons from the past. Firstly, it 

is important that the Schools do not become financially 

dependent on societal funds but may instead use these 

funds as an opportunity to create independent, critical 

impact. Many network organizations in the past have 

been set up with a payback or reinvestment requirement. 

Yet this has always remained wishful thinking; even 

Brainport Eindhoven depends on government subsidies. 

The second is that universities, and primarily the UG for 

us, further professionalize the organization of impact, 

starting with recognizing and rewarding different types 

of impact and appointing impact officers in the faculties 

and Board of the University. In our opinion, the Schools 

are a starting point and not an end goal. Finally, we call 

on the Schools to be critical about the neoliberal fetish 

for low-hanging fruit and quick wins that is common 

among policymakers and politicians. The complex reality 

of policy and politics is often diametrically opposed to 

the solutions offered by academia. It is admittedly the 

Schools’ task to bring these worlds closer together, but 

not to merge them.
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The lighthouse of Vlieland. Photograper: Theo de Witte.

POSITIVE
IMPACT
AS A 
SECRET
OF
LIFE



Dear Jochen,

Ever since we first got to know each other, it has all 

been about impact. As my academic counterpart, we 

have been trying to positively impact the healthcare 

arena through intra- and entrepreneurship, all from 

our beloved Groningen. Over several Weizen beers, we 

fantasized about ridiculous things, like “Hey, what if 

someone creates a school of public health from scratch 

and becomes a household name in the Dutch media?’’ 

or the equally ridiculous “Hey, what if someone valorizes 

multiple university ideas into thriving healthcare 

companies?’’ Our train of thought had 2 conductors, 

and it always brought us to the same destination: “Why 

not us?’’ Had we lived in 1874, I’m sure a 20-year-old 

Aletta Jacobs would have been our drinking buddy, and 

she might have said something like “I will be the first 

female healthcare student and will impact generations 

of girls wanting to study’’. Needless to say, she did it, and 

like Aletta, your impact has also been above and beyond. 

I am doing my best as well, trying to generate impact 

through the valorization of  various academic ideas in 

L E T T E R
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Netherlands and beyond. 

The Institute for Diagnostic Accuracy (iDNA) 

facilitates the implementation of lung cancer screening 

around the world. While lung cancer remains the leading 

cause of cancer related deaths, research has proven that 

volumetric screening is an effective way to detect lung 

cancers at the earliest stage, when it is still possible to 

implement therapeutic interventions such as surgery 

or chemotherapy and prolong life. Implementing 

consistent and high-quality lung cancer screening 

programs is quite the challenge, but if done correctly, 

these programs would impact millions worldwide. At 

iDNA, we aim to do exactly that, assisting European 

governments with the implementation of lung cancer 

screening. As the premier CRO in early lung cancer, we 

provide numerous services which impact stakeholders 

and decision makers looking to reduce lung cancer 

mortality worldwide.

From top global pharmaceutical manufacturers to 

the World Health Organization, World Economic 

Forum, governments, and biotech startups—we have 

challenged them all to correctly pronounce “Groningen’’. 

Asc, GPRI, and iDNA have impacted the early careers of 

numerous talented ex-RUG students, and they continue 

to stimulate both young professionals and experienced 

academics to try their best in the champions league of 

public-private healthcare. 

Trying to create impact has also impacted me. I had to 

the healthcare field. So far, so good.

 

Asc Academics is a health economics consultancy, 

where more than 30 healthcare researchers help 

(inter)national decision makers assess new healthcare 

innovations through economic models, analytical 

insights, and reimbursement strategy and preparation. 

While new innovations may positively impact patient 

health, they also impact the national healthcare 

budget. Asc Academics facilitates the discussions 

between decision makers and manufacturers by 

quantifying the impact of innovations in cost per QALY, 

reviewing available therapeutic evidence, describing 

unmet medical needs, and preparing the mandatory 

documentation to launch an innovation. 

General Practitioners Research Institute (GPRI) 

aims to improve the lives of patients by developing and 

facilitating disease research in primary care. With over 

30 healthcare professionals, GPRI performs scientific 

research in primary care and makes it accessible and 

enjoyable for all, with the ambition that our research 

might impact guidelines for primary care based on 

patients from primary care. GPRI’s network includes 

research clusters in 7 countries, and our research 

encompasses a range of study types, from multi-country 

observational studies to EMA registration studies. 

While various parties talk about or analyze real world 

evidence, we actually generate it, and GPRI has become 

a valuable partner for numerous key opinion leaders, 

manufacturers, and healthcare organizations in the 
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learn, and one thing I learned is the beauty of tracking 

impact through KPIs—key performance indicators. 

These critical indicators can, if used correctly, quantify 

goals and give you the opportunity to improve while you 

are chasing them. A KPI is a healthy goal, and one that 

you want to introduce to the (Dutch) government. And 

rightly so—as healthcare is quantifiable and trackable, 

and governments should be transparent in the impact 

of their policies, why not? This gamechanger could lead 

to a transformation in how healthcare systems work, 

helping to cost-effectively allocate scarce national 

budgets to the most impactful policies. This could, in 

turn, help decision makers handle all the upcoming 

challenges within our healthcare system. Your idea 

about transparency and accountability in healthcare 

could therefore impact generations, and there is no 

better place to start demonstrating that than at Lifelines.  

“Our idea about 

transparency and 

accountability in 

healthcare could therefore 

impact generations, and 

there is no better place to 

start demonstrating that 

than at Lifelines.”

Note how I humbly say “could” instead of “will”, as I know 

other people will be reading this; however, I believe your 

ideas will lead to that impact.

I don’t know how things work exactly—I’m not a 

professor—but I’m sure that part of life’s formula is 

about creating positive impact. Let’s continue to do that, 

from our beloved Groningen, with an occasional Weizen! 



De Aletta Jacobs School of Public Health besta-
at alweer 5 jaar. Inmiddels is de School een 
bekende autoriteit op het gebied van publieke 
gezondheid. Via de AJSPH werken de noordeli-
jke kennisinstellingen samen met lokale, re-
gionale, nationale en internationale partners. 
Er wordt interdisciplinair onderzoek en on-
derwijs opgezet, er zijn interactieve publiek-
sinstallaties ontwikkeld, en via verschillende 
programma’s en projecten draagt de School 
bij aan een duurzaam gezondheidslandschap, 
waarin evidence-based gezondheidsbeleid de 
norm is. Het is raar om te bedenken dat er 5 
jaar geleden helemaal niet zoiets was als de 
AJSPH. Waar is het allemaal begonnen? En 
hoe is het gelukt om dit netwerk een succes 
te maken? Jochen Mierau, initiatiefnemer, ver-
telt. 

“Het begon eigenlijk met het Center of Expertise 

Healthwise binnen de Faculteit Economie en Bed-

rijfskunde (FEB), dat ik samen met Kees Ahaus had 

opgezet. Daar kwamen vanuit maatschappelijke 

partners steeds meer vragen binnen die niet per 

se binnen het vakgebied van FEB vielen, maar wel 

relevant waren. Bij dit soort vragen werden dan 

passende onderzoekers binnen de andere faculte-

iten en instituten gezocht. Dat ging altijd wel goed, 

maar we waren veel tijd kwijt aan het organiseren 

van deze ‘gelegenheidscoalities’.” In de zomer-

vakantie van 2016, die gelegenheid bood om buit-

Drents Friese Wold national park. Photographer: Karin Broekhuijsen.
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Dear Aletta,

I hope that we have done justice to your legacy over the 

past five years through the Aletta Jacobs School of Public 

Health (AJSPH). In any case, it began with that intention,

from a dream to really give prevention a place in 

the debate surrounding public health. Tangible and 

measurable to a greater extent, and above all with 

greater effect— demonstrable effect, not only in the 

political debate but in particular in terms of more 

healthy years.

The past five years have taught us that political debate 

is tough. Through this, our respect for what you were 

able to achieve in your time has grown. How you fought 

against the current of what women could and were 

permitted to do under the societal image that applied at 

the time. And how you did not simply kick up a fuss but 

rolled up your sleeves to make change.

It humbles me and undoubtedly other ‘Alettas’ at the 

University of Groningen, the University Medical Center 

L E T T E R

A n n e c h i e n  P r o n k
Project leader of the AJSPH (October 2017–July 2018)

Groningen, Hanze University of Applied Sciences, NHL 

Stenden University of Applied Sciences, Menzis health 

insurance company, and so on. How odd, that I feel 

the need to name all these organizations. I am almost 

certain that you did not think that way in your time. In 

fact, establishing a name with a logo and a story behind 

it was exactly the tipping point for the foundation of the 

AJSPH.

Investments in branding for the AJSPH were made as if 

it were a commercial start-up. The silhouette of Aletta 

enables us to all recognize ourselves in it. Summarizing 

our dream in two sentences made it concrete and 

shareable. As an actual ‘business’, we outlined 

propositions. In doing so, we were able to generate an 

effect of shock and awe among knowledge institutions 

and further afield. Everything went quickly, became 

concrete, and was steered toward decision-making. 

I often ask myself how often someone told you: ‘Just stop 

with that, it won’t become anything’. Jochen and I must 

have heard it 30 times in the exploratory discussions on 

the AJSPH that we held together. What does Jochen have 

in common with you, Aletta? Perhaps his strong will, his 

goal focus, and his mission? Or maybe the charisma 

with which people want to connect, and to believe in 

something?

Establishing the AJSPH was a constant balance between 

a glowing dream and a reality full of political interests 

and fundraising. If  I’m being honest, a sense of pride also 
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lurked within Jochen and myself: if someone said that it 

could not work, the challenge became even greater.

Personally, I became further distanced from the dream 

and it mainly became a legal governance structure in 

which I was peddling for a property, an office chair, and 

a coffee machine pass. And with that, the doubt arose: 

would we make sufficient impact from within a scientific 

context? Would we be able to provide enough guidance 

to soon make real change? It was time for me to leave, 

after leading the project for one-and-a-half years.

Thankfully, new ‘Alettas’ took my place, with an 

understanding of science and impact. And then the 

coronavirus raised its head. It suddenly became very 

urgent for science to be given a place in steering the 

approach to public health. And yes, we were able to 

create that impact and give steering.

 

But has the world changed sustainably? Like how you 

“It began with that 

intention, from a dream 

to really give prevention 

a place in the debate 

surrounding public health. 

Tangible and measurable.”

changed it in your time, Aletta? Or do new laws first 

need to be made to achieve this? Such as the legislation 

on women’s emancipation that made impact thanks to 

your struggle? What new legislation must be made for 

health? For now, Jochen will undoubtedly continue this 

struggle in his new position. And the AJSPH will certainly 

also continue to do so under your name.

A new phase is beginning for the AJSPH: yet another 

phase within the walls of the University, even if these 

walls are actually located on the Grote Markt. I fiercely 

hope and wish that rowing against the current will 

continue to work, also without Jochen.

With your name at our helm, we have a sense of duty to 

do exactly that: continue to row!
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Friesland at dawn. Photographer: Theo de Witte.

START 
WITH DOING, 
YOU WILL 
DISCOVER 
WHO YOU ARE 
AS AN 
ORGANISATION 
ALONG THE WAY

Lessons after 5 years of AJSPH: in conversation with Jochen Mierau



After five years of enthusiastically investing time 

and energy in the Aletta Jacobs School of Public 

Health, it has become a successful vehicle for 

impact. This impact moves in two directions: 

through the AJSPH, knowledge institutions are 

able to make an impact in society, while these 

institutions themselves also changed due to the 

set-up of the interdisciplinary School. This process 

was not all smooth sailing—a lot of lessons were 

learned along the way. Which eight lessons can be 

drawn at the first lustrum of the AJSPH? Jochen 

Mierau, initiator and departing scientific director, 

sums them up:

Lesson 1. If you aim to change an organization, you 

must do so outside the classic coping mechanism.

Organizations have a certain coping mechanism to deal 

with changes in their field. For knowledge institutions 

the classic tasks are research and teaching. When faced 

with a changing society, knowledge institutions will 

respond through education and research programmes. 

When you want to chart a new route, in this case through 
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The AJSPH must be a one-stop shop where partners 

can go with all of their questions in the field of public 

health. Aletta Consulting played an important role in 

this: societal partners looking for certain knowledge 

are used to having to go through consultancy firms in 

this process. Because Aletta Consulting speaks their 

language, it can function as the missing link between 

knowledge institutions and societal partners. 

Lesson 3. When looking for financing, find an 

appropriate balance between individuality and a 

structural character.

An impact organization should have enough money to 

keep itself going but not much more than that. If there 

is not enough money, a lot of energy will be put towards 

fundraising, which means the focus will shift to the goals 

of the investors and will no longer be on the joint goals of 

the knowledge institutions and the impact organization. 

There should be enough money to be able to execute 

the core activities within the organizational strategy to 

prevent the organization’s course from becoming too 

dependent on external parties.

“The AJSPH is a 

consortium of knowledge 

institutions and they 

should always feel a sense 

of ownership.”
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an impact organization such as the AJSPH, you will have 

to do that outside the regular coping mechanism of 

research and teaching. The AJSPH has done that very 

well by not taking those tasks as the starting point but 

by first setting up collaborations with societal partners. 

Research and teaching then followed quite naturally, 

to tie these collaborations back to the knowledge 

institutions. In this way, the School did not just impact 

society but also, or perhaps even more so, the knowledge 

institutions themselves. 

Lesson 2. As an impact organization, you have to 

position yourself between knowledge institutions 

and society, and remain close to both. 

As an impact organization, you need to look for the 

spectrum that is located between society and knowledge 

institutions. You want to connect these two worlds. 

The risk here is that you could move too far away from 

one or the other and lose the connection. The AJSPH 

is a consortium of knowledge institutions and they 

should always feel a sense of ownership. If you move 

too far towards society, on the one hand, you run the 

risk of losing that ownership and becoming a stand-

alone organization. It is important that for knowledge 

institutions to keep a hold on you (see Lesson 1 on 

Coping Mechanism) in order to make a real impact with 

their academic knowledge. 

On the other hand, you also need to be able to get close 

enough to your societal partners.  They have to feel 

that they can do something with what you are offering. 
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However, having too much money is also not desirable 

because that would give you as an organization the 

freedom to do everything you like without taking too 

much notice of the interests of your partners, including 

societal partners. A good rule of thumb is to only spend 

money on activities that other parties are also spending 

money on: ensure to jointly invest in impact activities 

so that the interests of all parties have to be taken into 

account. Here, it is important to try and use the budget 

you have as leverage: every euro should be doubled or 

even tripled by investing in joint projects. 

In any case, an impact organization such as the AJSPH 

will never cover its own costs. It should be seen as a 

utility that uses its investments to tap into new sources 

of funding and takes care of the societal responsibility of 

knowledge institutions. Through various activities, the 

AJSPH brings staff members of knowledge institutions 

closer to resources and society.  Through collaborations 

with the AJSPH, many national and international 

subsidies went to the Northern Netherlands that may 

just as well have gone elsewhere if it had not been for 

the AJSPH.

Lesson 4. Ensure a good balance between regional 

and international collaboration.

At its core, knowledge institutions are international 

bodies. An approach that is too focused on a particular 

region alienates the knowledge institutions and their 

researchers. Through an impact organization such as 

the AJSPH, you can create a lot of impact in the region. 

It is important, however, to appreciate the international 

character of the challenges you are working on. 

It is crucial to remember that, essentially, regional 

challenges do not exist: they are at most an expression 

of broader, international challenges. Many issues 

that for example municipalities in a region face are 

also an issue in wider Europe. The challenge is to be 

able to connect these issues and also sometimes to 

transcend the regional level. The AJSPH is a vehicle 

that makes it possible to connect regional issues with 

international knowledge about similar challenges 

elsewhere in Europe. That is how you contribute to the 

‘academization’ of the professional field and the social 

relevance of the knowledge institutions. The task set 

aside for impact organizations is to find ways to make 

this ‘academization’ happen. 

Lesson 5. Don’t be afraid to compete with parties in 

your field if you think you can do it better.

Of course, before the AJSPH existed, a lot of parties in the 

region were already working with the theme of public 

health. It’s not like you enter an empty professional field 

as a new impact organization. So, you have to decide 

which organizations will become your partners and 

which ones your competition. Collaboration is, of course, 

always preferred but, at the same time, as a consortium 

of knowledge institutions you have to maintain a certain 

quality standard. If you feel that other parties do not 

adhere to this standard, or are unable to, you will have to 

compete with them and sometimes vie with them for the 



Maria church from Wierem. Photographer: Theo de Witte.

same assignments. 

As representative of knowledge institutions, you cannot 

simply put the AJSPH mark on every collaboration. You 

have to be very careful that your logo only appears 

on reports in which you have offered guidance and 

that correspond with the quality requirements of 

the knowledge institution that you represent. By 

guaranteeing a certain quality, competing parties will 

have to deliver the same quality in order to acquire 

assignments, which, finally, will result in better work 

from all parties in this field.

Lesson 6. Interdisciplinarity always has a strong 

monodisciplinary foundation.

The idea of interdisciplinary collaboration is the bringing 

together of various disciplines. Without a strong 

monodisciplinary foundation, however, it is impossible 

to set up a good interdisciplinary collaboration. This 

way, the AJSPH functions as an umbrella, with a broad 

agenda of research topics, and we work closely together 

with the health centres in the various faculties and 

institutes that lean more towards monodisciplinary 

collaboration. The challenge, therefore, is not that all 

health research must be of an interdisciplinary nature 

but that you create exchange between disciplines, taking 

new insights from one discipline to the other. There is 

always a danger in interdisciplinarity that once a theme 

has been defined as interdisciplinary, it becomes just 

as rigid as monodisciplinary themes. The challenge 

of interdisciplinarity, therefore, is to continually link 

disciplines without immediately creating new ones.

Lesson 7. Pursue a ‘no-asshole policy’.

The success of an impact organization depends on 

pleasant collaboration. Make sure to pursue a ‘no-

asshole policy’: don’t be an asshole yourself and do not 

allow others to be one either. Should a collaboration go 

wrong after all due to the personalities of the people 

involved in the collaboration, then don’t be afraid to put 

a halt to it. Collaboration lies at the heart of an impact 

organization, often also with societal partners with 

other standards, values, and work methods. Assholes are 

contagious: if you keep working with people like that, 



you run the risk of it infecting your own organization and 

that will be the end of your impact organization. 

In addition, the no-asshole policy is a precondition for a 

socially inclusive and diverse organization. As an impact 

organization, you need to pay extra attention to diversity 

and inclusion: if you work with so many diverse partners, 

you will be more successful if your team is diverse as 

well. So, make sure that your team comprises people 

with different backgrounds and that everyone feels safe 

within the organization.

Lesson 8. Don’t waste your time indulging in navel-

gazing and waiting for certainty.

As an impact organization that is starting out, you can 

easily put a lot of time into discussing internal processes 

with the knowledge institutions you are part of. Time 

that was therefore not spent on collaborating with 

partners. It’s important not to linger on this and to get 

to work despite the remaining uncertainties. You will 

never reach the point of full certainty; if you wait for 

the contracts to be signed before you get started, your 

organization’s set-up will have failed before you have 

even begun. Get to work based on what is demanded and 

on the realization that the type of organization that you 

are will follow naturally. An impact organization such as 

the AJSPH cannot be completed at the drawing board, it 

has to be shaped in line with its activities and described 

afterwards.

When it comes to the leadership of an impact 

organization that is starting out, it is also important not 

to linger at the navel-gazing stage. It may sometimes 

feel safe to only do the things that you as the manager 

are good at, but especially for an impact organization 

it is very important to do things that are bigger than 

yourself. Hire staff that have other skills than you and do 

not be afraid to accept projects for which you will have 

to keep learning. In the end, you will only be successful as 

impact organization once all parties in the collaboration 

have learned new things. As said: impact on both sides.
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It is an honour and a pleasure for me to follow in the 

footsteps of Jochen Mierau, former scientific director 

of the Aletta Jacobs School of Public Health (AJSPH). We 

have Jochen and his team to thank for this wonderful 

organization.

Under Jochen’s enthusiastic leadership, many steps 

were taken to forge a connection with the UG faculties, 

the UMCG, several universities of applied sciences, 

and the professional field. As a result, we now have an 

organization that is well-known by many research and 

teaching institutions here and abroad, by organizations 

in the province of Groningen, and in the political arena 

of The Hague. 

Jochen is a health economist who is often a few steps 

ahead of others in his thinking. He has the gift of 

translating his thoughts into words at lightning speed. 

At the same time, he is always friendly and sociable, yet 

never patronising. 

Over the past years, Jochen has done his utmost to 

obtain a seat at the table with many institutions in 

order to exchange thoughts. He has worked incredibly 

hard, also combining his work with his young family life. 

If it was ever too much, then he never let it show, and 

together with his wife Viola he has shared this sense of 

calm with his children. What’s more, he has also made 

time to read all of the biographies of Karl Marx as well 

as a huge stack of economics literature, and that’s just 

scraping the surface.

Recalling Marx and other thinkers, Jochen is concerned 

about the health gap between people of high and low 

socioeconomic status. It is an obstinate problem, which 

Jochen can reflect on in a greatly interesting manner. 

He has very clearly conveyed his perspective that 

the government carries responsibility for the health 

of its citizens: that health is a state matter, and the  

government has a care of duty in it.

To this end, Jochen has committed himself to the 

realization of a government obligation to achieve health 

goals: an idea that, thanks to his efforts, has resonated 

with policymakers in The Hague. He wants our Public 

Health Act to articulate the government’s obligation 

to set target values for public health. This would be a 

fantastic way to ensure that politicians do not merely 

focus on short-term successes in healthcare but, instead, 

focus on health as a broad concept. Any improvement 

of the healthcare system would be immediately visible 

and tangible. However, investing in preventive measures 

A F T E R W O R D

B R I G I T  TO E B E S
Professor Health Law in a Global Context and 

new scientific director AJSPH
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is a long-term undertaking. Politicians must also keep 

an eye on the horizon and ensure the health of future 

generations.

Jochen is a much-requested speaker for radio and 

television broadcasts as well as podcasts. I always enjoy 

listening to his visions and insights. When I told my 

mother about my new position at the AJSPH, she noted 

that I would succeed ‘that nice man with the ponytail 

from Nieuwsuur’. Over the past years, Jochen has 

succeeded in giving the AJSPH a face and a voice.

I hope to continue all the good that Jochen has built, and 

to also add a few nice things to it. I would like to thank 

him heartily for his efforts and wish him the best of luck 

with his fantastic new challenge at the Lifelines biobank.

“Health is a state matter, 

and the government has a 

care of duty in it.”

58



61
Campus Groningen. Stella Dekker Photography.



COLOPHON

Aletta Jacobs School of Public Health

Impact. A book in honour of  five years of the Aletta Jacobs School of Public Health.

Contact address

Oude Boteringestraat 24

9712 GH Groningen

Website: www.rug.nl/aletta

Design

Bonobo Content 

Print run

200

Made possible by:

University of Groningen, UMCG, the Hanze University of Applied Sciences and NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences.

September 2022


