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• What does not work 

• What might work 

 

 



GMOs 
OMG 

PINK 
SLIME 

MEAT IS BAD 
FOR YOU – 
MEATLESS 
MONDAY 

CONVENTIONAL 
AGRICULTURE 
DESTROYS THE 
ENVIONMENT 

FARMERS  
MISTREAT  
ANIMALS 

ORGANIC  
IS BEST 

EATING 
MEAT 
CAUSES 
GLOBAL 
WARMING 

ANTIBIOTIC 
USE IN 
ANIMAL AG 

SCIENTISTS 
ARE BAD; 
ACTIVISTS  
ARE GOOD 



Dorothy, we are not 
 in Kansas anymore 

 

• Special interest groups have become disciplined, 
strategic and have little interest in scientific 
accuracy 

• Need to communicate in language the public 
understands 

• Social media has changed everything – need to 
respond in real time 
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Need to communicate in language the 
public understands 



How Academic versus General audiences 
respond to various aspects of communication 

Communication aspect Academic General 

Main information channel Audio and visual Visual 

Structure Information is fine Need a story 

Mode of response Cerebral Visceral 

Need humor? Not necessarily Pretty much 

Like sincerity? Suspicious of it Always 

Sex appeal? Potential disaster The ultimate 

Prearoused? Yes No 

Effective elements Information  Humour, sincerity, sex 

Effective organs Head  Heart, gut, gonads 

Preferred voice Robotic Human 

Olson, R. 2009. Don’t be such a scientist. Talking substance in an age of style. Island Press.   



Social media has changed everything 
– need to respond in real time 

 Sent: Wednesday, September 19, 2012 9:42 AM 
To: Alison L. Van Eenennaam 
Subject: FW: Massive Tumors in Rats Fed GMOs - Press Call at 2:30 with Leading Experts 

I’m food and agriculture reporter with …….in Washington, DC. I came across 
your name looking for a second opinion on the study (and upcoming press 
conference) referenced in the press release below. Do you have some time this 
afternoon for a phone call? Please let me know the best time to reach you and 
the best number to call. If you’re not available, is there someone else you’d 
recommend? 
  
  
  
  
  

 



What might work? 
Calling on poor science or political  
science in a way that gets publicity 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Replace “spurious” or “poor experimental design” 
with ……… 

bogus, big talk, bunkum, cock-and-bull story, 
disingenuous, exaggeration, fairy tale, fancy talk, 
farfetched story, fib, fiction, fine talk, fish story,  

flam, flimflam, half-truth, highfalutin, highfaluting, 
hot air, lie, mendacity, pious fiction, prevarication, 

snide, sinister, trumped-up story 
 

BE PASSIONATE ABOUT SCIENCE 
 
 
 



”There is little benefit to society if attempts to increase 
public participation in the regulatory process are used as an 

opportunity to vilify technology.” 

 

Nature Biotechnology (2011) 29: 706–710. 

 





What might work? 
ADVOCACY OF SCIENCE 

Calling on poor science or political  science in a way that gets 
publicity 
Righteous indignation when scientific process becomes 
corrupted for political purposes 

 
 
 
 



What really concerned me were the photos of the rats with abnormally large tumors,” she 
said. “I realize that they were trying to prove a point, but you don’t make animals suffer to do 
it. At our lab, once a tumor exceeds 40 millimeters, the animal is sacrificed. We take animal 
welfare very seriously, and for these researchers to allow the [treated] rats to grow tumors as 
large as the ones they photographed is absolutely appalling.” 



? 

What is missing?  

911 CONTROL 

Control image downloaded from http://www.ratfanclub.org/mamtumpics.html   
Approx. 70% of female Sprague–Dawley rats get mammary tumors by 2 years of age 

M 

http://www.ratfanclub.org/mamtumpics.html




As a scientist these are the concerns 
about mandatory GE labeling 

• There have been hundreds of animal feeding studies showing no health effects 
and singling out GE for labeling suggests there is something wrong with them 

• Safety is supported by NAS, AMA, WHO, FDA, EFSA, mainstream medical….. 

• Studies show that biotech crops have had environmental benefits 



National Research Council (NRC). Impact of Genetically Engineered Crops on Farm 
Sustainability in the United States. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2010. 
 
Many U.S. farmers who grow genetically engineered (GE) crops are realizing substantial economic and 
environmental benefits -- such as lower production costs, fewer pest problems, reduced use of pesticides, 
and better yields -- compared with conventional crops, says a new report from the NRC. 
  
"Many American farmers are enjoying higher profits due to the widespread use of certain genetically 
engineered crops and are reducing environmental impacts on and off the farm," said David Ervin, professor 
of environmental management and economics, Portland State University, Portland, Ore., and chair of the 
committee that wrote the report 
  
First introduced in 1996, genetically engineered crops now constitute more than 80 percent of soybeans, 
corn, and cotton grown in the United States. GE soybeans, corn, and cotton are designed to be resistant to 
the herbicide glyphosate, which has fewer adverse environmental effects compared with most other 
herbicides used to control weeds. In addition to glyphosate resistance, GE corn and cotton plants also are 
designed to produce a Bt protein that is deadly when ingested by susceptible insect pests.  
  

ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS 
 

Improvements in water quality could prove to be the largest single benefit of GE crops, the report 
says. Insecticide use has declined since GE crops were introduced, and farmers who grow GE crops 
use fewer insecticides and herbicides that linger in soil and waterways. In addition, farmers who 
grow herbicide-resistant crops till less often to control weeds and are more likely to practice 
conservation tillage, which improves soil quality and water filtration and reduces erosion. 
 

Available for free online at http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12804#toc  

http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=12804


• There have been hundreds of animal feeding studies showing no health effects 
and singling out GE for labeling suggests there is something wrong with them 

• Safety is supported by NAS, AMA, WHO, FDA, EFSA, mainstream medical….. 

• Studies show that biotech crops have had environmental benefits 

• Consumers who want non-GE food have a choice already – voluntary labeling 

As a scientist these are the concerns 
about mandatory GE labeling 





• There have been hundreds of animal feeding studies showing no health effects 
and singling out GE for labeling suggests there is something wrong with them 

• Safety is supported by NAS, AMA, WHO, FDA, EFSA, mainstream medical….. 

• Studies show that biotech crops have had environmental benefits 

• Consumers who want non-GE food have a choice already – voluntary labeling 

• Mandatory process based labeling singles out GE process in absence of   
difference in product – there are many processes used in food production  

As a scientist these are the concerns 
about mandatory GE labeling 



Mandatory process-based labeling singles 
out GE process in absence of    

    difference in product – there are many 
processes used in food production  

CROSSBRED (ANGUS X HEREFORD) STEER PRODUCT 

CONCEIVED IN A PETRI DISH AFTER MULIPLE 

OVULATION OF DAM, ARTIFICIALLY INSEMINATED BY 

THE OFFSPRING OF A CLONE, FOLLOWED BY 

EMBRYO TRANSFER,  GESTATED IN A SURROGATE 

CROSSBRED COW, CASTRATED HUMANELY, 

IMMUNIZED WITH A RECOMBINANT DNA VACCINE, 

TREATED FOR PINK EYE WITH AN ANTIBIOTIC, 

FINISHED ON A DIET CONTAINING GENETICALLY-

ENGINEERED CORN FOR 120 DAYS, HUMANELY 

KILLED, NOT-IRRADIATED. DON’T EAT RAW. 

What would be the 
cost of mandatory 
consumer “right to 
know” process-based 
labeling about all 
aspects of the food 
production process?  
 



Proposition 37: The measure, however, exempts certain categories of food and food additives from the 
above labeling requirements. For example, alcoholic beverages, organic foods, and restaurant food 
and other prepared foods intended for immediate consumption would be exempted.  
 

In addition, producers and sellers of the products are exempt from labeling requirements if they  
(1) obtain a sworn statement indicating that the product does not intentionally or knowingly contain 

GE ingredients or  
(2) receive independent certification that their product does not contain GE ingredients.  
 

However, the measure prohibits the use of terms such as “natural,” “naturally made,” “naturally 
grown,” and “all natural” in the labeling and advertising of any food that is genetically engineered. 
 

http://www.lao.ca.gov/ballot/2011/110813.aspx  
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http://www.lao.ca.gov/ballot/2011/110813.aspx




Litigation. According to the 
measure, violation of the 
measure’s provisions could be 
prosecuted by state, local, or 
private parties.  
 
The measure states that the court 
could award these parties all 
reasonable costs incurred in 
investigating and prosecuting the 
action.  
 
In addition, the measure specifies 
that consumers could sue for 
violation of the measure’s 
provisions under the state 
Consumer Legal Remedies Act.  
 
In order to bring such action 
forward, the consumer would 
NOT be required to demonstrate 
any specific damage from the 
alleged violation. 
 
http://www.lao.ca.gov/ballot/2011/110813.aspx  

 

http://www.lao.ca.gov/ballot/2011/110813.aspx


What might work? 
ADVOCACY OF SCIENCE 

Calling on poor science or political  science in a way that gets 
publicity 
Righteous indignation when scientific process becomes 
corrupted for political purposes 
Utilize our students – assign classes to examine the science 
behind sensational claims   

 
 

 
 
 
 



What might work? 
ADVOCACY OF SCIENCE 

Calling on poor science or political  science in a way that gets 
publicity 
Righteous indignation when scientific process becomes 
corrupted for political purposes 
Utilize our students – assign classes to examine the science 
behind sensational claims   
Training charismatic advocates – farmers and scientists 

 
 
 
 
 



 

• I like the outdoors 
• I like animals 
• I am not in a lab coat 
• I care  

 
 

 



What might work? 
ADVOCACY OF SCIENCE 

Calling on poor science or political  science in a way that gets 
publicity 
Righteous indignation when scientific process becomes 
corrupted for political purposes 
Utilize our students – assign classes to examine the science 
behind sensational claims   
Training charismatic advocates  
Rebranding our research to match societal concerns  

 
 
 
 
 



Feeding the world message is getting old 
 

http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/why-you-will-never-see-a-front-page-like-
this/2005/06/30/1119724757442.html  
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What might work? 
ADVOCACY OF SCIENCE 

Calling on poor science or political  science in a way that gets 
publicity 
Righteous indignation when scientific process becomes 
corrupted for political purposes 
Utilize our students – assign classes to examine the science 
behind sensational claims   
Training charismatic advocates  
Rebranding our research to match societal concerns  
If funding gets questioned – lob it back at the questioner 
because there are many “industries” – there is agricultural 
industry, the biotech industry, the organic industry, and the 
ACTIVIST industry – all of which get their money from 
somewhere….. 

 
 

 
 
 
 



This is my vested interest in science…. 



We live in a society exquisitely dependent on science 
and technology, in which hardly anyone knows anything 
about science and technology  
 
 

                                                                        Carl Sagan 
(9 Nov 1934 - 20 Dec 1996) 

 
 
 


