
As part of TTIS’s Women in Innovation series,
we celebrate Dr Mariaan Wicks, a registered
dietitian, academic, researcher and
innovator whose work demonstrates how
sustained research can evolve from a well-
defined problem into a technology with
meaningful real-world application.
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Dr Mariaan Wicks

Dr Wicks is a Senior Lecturer in Nutrition at
North-West University, with research
spanning nutrition interventions, obesity,
non-communicable diseases, nutrient
profiling and food labelling. Her innovation,
NutriRank™, is a web-based nutrient
profiling calculator designed to evaluate
and rank the nutritional quality of food and
beverage products.

NutriRank™



Innovation rarely begins with a finished

product. It often starts with a research

question that addresses a practical challenge

and develops progressively through evidence,

experimentation and refinement.

For Dr Wicks, the foundations of NutriRank™

can be traced to her 2012 MSc research at

NWU, which focused on validating a suitable

nutrient profiling model for South Africa. The

research considered whether a nutrient

profiling model could appropriately classify

foods in accordance with South Africa’s Food-

Based Dietary Guidelines.

Her subsequent work in nutrient profiling, food

labelling, obesity prevention, food marketing to

children and the nutritional composition of

processed foods contributed to a growing

body of knowledge around the food

environment. This illustrates an important part

of the innovation journey: research conducted

over time can create the knowledge base from

which a new solution emerges.

For researchers, this journey reinforces the

value of recognising recurring problems within

a field. A research finding does not necessarily

become an innovation immediately. However,

where research repeatedly points to an unmet

need, there may be an opportunity to translate

that knowledge into a tool, process, product or

service with broader application.

From research question
to innovation

Moving research towards impact requires more

than a strong idea. Researchers must consider

questions of intellectual property, development,

validation, user needs, market relevance,

partnerships, funding and commercialisation.

For researchers developing an idea with potential

beyond research, early engagement with the TTIS is

therefore important. Protecting intellectual

property where appropriate, understanding the

intended users and application, validating the

technology and identifying potential partners can

help create a clearer pathway from research to

impact.

The innovation journey is
not a solo journey

TTIS wishes Dr Mariaan Wicks continued success as

NutriRank™ progresses on its innovation journey.

We look forward to continuing to work with and

support her throughout this journey, and to seeing

NutriRank™ realise its potential to contribute to a

healthier and more informed food environment.



For more than three decades, Prof Petro Erasmus
has worked at the intersection of psychology,
education and mathematics, developing
innovative ways to help children overcome
barriers to learning mathematics. Her research,
professional experience and commitment to
finding practical solutions ultimately led to the
development of Whartels®, a mathematics
learning game that has progressed from
invention and intellectual property to
entrepreneurship and commercialisation.

As part of TTIS’s Women in Innovation feature
series, we celebrate women whose research,
ideas and determination are transforming
knowledge into innovation, entrepreneurship and
real-world impact.

TTIS CelebratesTTIS CelebratesTTIS Celebrates
Women in InnovationWomen in InnovationWomen in Innovation

TTIS Celebrates
Women in Innovation

Professor Petro Erasmus | Educational Psychologist |
Researcher in Mathematics Education | Inventor of
Whartels® | Founder of PENPlay | 

Technology Transfer andTechnology Transfer andTechnology Transfer and   
Innovation Support (TTIS)Innovation Support (TTIS)Innovation Support (TTIS)   
Technology Transfer and 
Innovation Support (TTIS) 

Creating Impact Through InnovationCreating Impact Through InnovationCreating Impact Through InnovationCreating Impact Through Innovation

This month, we spotlight Prof Petro Erasmus, an
educational psychologist, researcher, academic,
inventor and entrepreneur whose journey
demonstrates what is possible when an
innovative idea is recognised, protected and
taken forward into the market.

Prof Petro Erasmus 

Whartels® -  an innovative, interactive
game for learning mathematics



Beyond mathematical performance, Whartels®
considers factors such as mathematics anxiety,
resilience, self-regulation, metacognition,
information processing and confidence,
creating a positive environment in which
learners can engage with mathematics and
build understanding and confidence.

Prof Erasmus’s innovation journey was shaped by
more than three decades of working with children
experiencing difficulties with mathematics.

With extensive experience in remedial
mathematics, she has worked with learners from
preschool through to Grade 11. Her academic and
research interests have included mathematics
achievement, mathematics anxiety, memory,
resilience, emotional intelligence and study
orientation.

Through this work, she recognised that difficulties
with mathematics are not always simply about
whether a learner understands a mathematical
concept. A learner’s emotional experience,
confidence, attitude towards mathematics and
willingness to engage with the subject can also
influence learning. This understanding prompted
Prof Erasmus to explore different ways of making
mathematics more engaging and accessible.

Her work with learners led her to experiment with
play-based activities and interventions that could
support mathematical learning while also
addressing cognitive and emotional barriers. This
journey ultimately resulted in Whartels®, her
mathematics learning game.

From experience to
invention

The Whartels® technology is licensed by
North-West University to PENPlay, a
company owned by Prof Erasmus, providing
a pathway for her to further develop and
take her invention to the market. PENPlay is
built around Psychology, Education,
Neurodevelopment and Play, with a focus
on developing innovative learning solutions.

Her journey demonstrates that
commercialisation requires more than a
good invention. It requires vision, an
understanding of the market, partnerships,
business development and the
determination to turn intellectual property
into something people can use.

From Inventor to
Entrepreneur



Prof Erasmus’s journey carries an important
message for women in innovation: you can
be the inventor, the innovator and the
entrepreneur who takes an invention to the
market.

Her journey demonstrates how research
and experience can become intellectual
property, a licensed technology, a business
and ultimately market impact. 

Through PENPlay, she has not only
commercialised her own invention,
Whartels®, but also recognised
opportunities to take innovations
developed by other NWU inventors to the
market.

A Message and Inspiration for Women in
Innovation - You Can Be the Inventor and
the Entrepreneur

At TTIS we recognise and celebrate Prof Petro Erasmus’s passion, vision
and commitment to transforming ideas into meaningful impact.

Her journey from inventor to entrepreneur is an inspiration to women in
innovation and a powerful reminder of what is possible when passion is
matched with purpose and determination.

We wish Prof Erasmus continued success on her innovation and
entrepreneurial journey and look forward to seeing Whartels® and the
broader PENPlay vision continue to grow, reach the market and create
impact.
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