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Albert Polman will deliver a keynote lecture at the Student Research Conference (SRC) on 

November, 20. Albert Polman is a renown researcher, for whom research is the leitmotiv 

through his career. Currently he is the director of AMOLF, a research institute of the 

Dutch Foundation for Fundamental Research on Matter (FOM), which is housed at 

Science Park Amsterdam. In addition to that, he is a member of the Royal Dutch 

Academy of Arts and Sciences and he is associated with the University of Amsterdam as 

professor of photonic materials for photovoltaics. These materials are, for example, 

applied in solar panels. In short, Albert Polman is a man whom we should get to know 

better! 

 

In the career of most researchers a number of shaping events have taken place. What were these 

key turning points in your career? 

In 1985 I completed my research for my master thesis. By coincidence, this was also at 

AMOLF at the location where the AUC-building stands now, where the conference will be 

held in November. For one year I did research on how we could improve the efficiency of 

solar panels. The research atmosphere was incredibly attractive! It was not completely 

clear that I would delve deeper into research at that moment. The combination of 

fundamental and applied research made science interesting for me. I decided to carry out 

my PhD research at AMOLF as well. This was completed in 1989. Yet, what do you do 

after? Subsequently, I left for the US, where I worked for AT&T Bell Laboratories. 

Fundamental research was stimulated here. I got in touch with the telecommunications 

technology at AT&T. At this moment the glass fiber technology was emerging. Finished 

at AT&T, I applied for AMOLF to set up a similar research branch there. Within 24 hours 

I received a positive response.  

 

At these key turning points, research plays a pivotal role. What is your drive in doing research? 

What makes it so exciting and sexy? 

That are actually two things. Firstly, it is intriguing to sort out how the world is built up 

from a scientific perspective. The world consists of molecules, which are built up by 

atoms. In my lab I have a certain control over this matter. We are able to create new 

materials with new properties. These materials are non-existent in nature. The second 

point is related to this. If you can develop such materials, it is a wonderful challenge to 

think of an application that is useful to society. Take for example the energy problem. By 

means of new materials we can increase the efficiency of solar panels. Society at large 

benefits from that. 

 

Your research is focused to a large extent on controlling light at the nanoscale. What makes this 

research area so interesting? 

Light is omnipresent. Yet we do not know precisely what light is. That makes it a 

fascinating phenomenon. A phenomenon that asks to be better understood and to do 



things with it. Especially on the nanoscale, we can do very interesting things with light. 

And how to create something at the scale that is a billion times smaller than a meter? 

That is a challenge in itself and therewith again very interesting.  

 

The Dutch Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) is an important financer for your 

research. If you had to plea for more money from the NWO, how would you convince them to 

double the funding for next year? 

The NWO has the task to stimulate and finance scientific research of top quality. AMOLF 

is an institute that executes such top-notch research. Additionally, our research has a 

useful application, for instance for the energy problem. Judging from our citation count 

and also by whom we are cited, we score better than for example MIT or Harvard on our 

field of research. This indicates our top quality.  

 

You mentioned that you also worked for AT&T in the US. Are there cultural differences in doing 

research in the US compared to in the Netherlands? 

There are even differences with France or Germany. In the US, I found it most striking 

that PhDs are literally living in the lab. They spend much more time there. Nevertheless, 

our output is roughly similar in the Netherlands, so somehow we are more efficient than 

our American counterparts. As for the cooperation within the lab, that differs more per 

lab within a country than per country as a whole.  

 

You are among others also professor at the UvA and a member of the KNAW. How do you 

integrate research with these other positions? 

When I give a lecture for the Master program Sustainable Energy, research is the thread 

throughout my lecture. I hope to enthuse students for research. At the KNAW I represent 

my field of research when for example the forty most important questions for Science and 

Arts are drafted. 

 

The ENI Renewable Energy Prize is a prestigious prize regarding renewable energy. To what 

extent has winning this prize in 2012 contributed to your career in general and your research 

project in particular? 

Such a prize means international acknowledgement of your research. I benefit from that 

when I send out proposals for funding of research. Furthermore, I see that more people 

want to follow you and are curious about the research you conduct. 

 

What is your advice to the young scientists of the SRC? 

Both in your bachelor and master program you will find little time to do research. 

Squeeze yourself into something, so that you can gain practical experience with research. 

In general, try to gain theoretical insights in tandem with practical insights, instead of 

first the theory and then practice. Other than that, I think developing a broad horizon is 

important. Hence, if you study for example physics try that course in music studies. This 

holds for all study programs.  

 



What is the value of the SRC in your eyes? 

It is interesting to see what research is all about. How do others deal with it? What 

conclusions do they draw? You will get really motivated by such an event. Furthermore, it 

is useful practical experience for conferences that you might attend later on as a 

researcher. 


