
1 

Humanizing Science to Build Trust 
and Advance Innovation 

Dr. Eric S. Sachs 
Monsanto Company 

 

Gaining Societal Acceptance of Biotechnology:  
The Case for Societal engagement 

@EricSachsPhD               Eric.S.Sachs@Monsanto.com 
 



Setting the stage… 
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We've arranged a global civilization in which 
most crucial elements profoundly depend on 
science and technology. We have also 
arranged things so that almost no one 
understands science and technology. This 
is a prescription for disaster. We might get 
away with it for a while, but sooner or later this 
combustible mixture of ignorance and power is 
going to blow up in our faces. 
 
Carl Sagan 1995 
The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark  
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Beware GMOs; they set you 
up for Cancer 
   
 
From breast milk to breakfast 
cereal, tests increase for Roundup … 
 New Study Links Roundup to Diabetes, 

Autism, Infertility 
    
 

MIT Researcher States that Half of All Children May be 
Autistic by 2025 MSNBC International 

The Buzz… 

    
 
USDA SUED FOR VIOLATING FOIA, DENYING AMERICANS 
THE RIGHT TO KNOW THE HARMFUL EFFECTS OF GMOS 
 



Science and public are at odds… 
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PEW Institute 
Research Center 
(2015) 

“…intuitions and emotions make the mind 
highly susceptible to particular negative  
representations of GMOs.” 
       Blancke et al. 2015 



We can communicate better… 
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Key questions… 
• Why are people concerned about GMOs when there is 

a great deal of evidence validating benefits and 
safety?  

• Why do some people believe GMOs may be unsafe and 
harmful to the environment? 

• What drives human behavior and biases –our own 
included?  

• What do we need to do to reach audiences in 
meaningful ways?  

 

The bottom line… 
Our communication can’t only be about science and 
facts; we need to be human too. 

 
 



Persistent misinformation can have 
serious societal consequences… 
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“It is a truism that a functioning democracy relies 
on an educated and well-informed populace. 
The processes by which people form their opinions 
and beliefs are therefore of obvious public interest, 
particularly if major streams of beliefs persist that 
are in opposition to established facts. 
If a majority believes in something that is 
factually incorrect, the misinformation may 
form the basis for political and societal 
decisions that run counter to a society’s best 
interest; if individuals are misinformed, they may 
likewise make decisions for themselves and their 
families that are not in their best interest and can 
have serious consequences.”  

 Source: Misinformation and Its Correction: Continued Influence 
and Successful Debiasing. Lewandowski et al. (2012) 
  



The costs of our beliefs and 
behaviors 
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• Beliefs are “held strongly with forceful and 
infectious conviction” 
Lewandowsky et al. 2012 

• The risk response: perceptions of risk are 
more about feelings and instincts  
Ropeik 2014; Kahneman 2012 

“Sometimes the fear can become pathogenic, 
instigating bad public policy, with negative 
effects for everyone.” 
     McHughen and Wager 2010 
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Our communication can’t only be 
about science and facts; we need to 
be human too 



Consumers have a direct impact 
on private sector ability to operate 
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“No longer is it sufficient to rely solely on science 
or to attack our attackers as a means of protecting 

self-interest. Today’s consumer environment 
requires new ways of engaging the public and new 

methods of communicating if we want to build 
trust, earn and maintain social license, and protect 

our freedom to operate.” 
 

- The Center for Food Integrity 
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BEFORE 

FOCUSED ON BUSINESS PARTNERS, 
CUSTOMERS, EMPLOYEES, 

SHAREHOLDERS 

LET THE SCIENCE SPEAK  
FOR ITSELF 

ENGAGED ONLY AS NEEDED 

NOW 

CONTINUED FOCUS ON CUSTOMERS, 
EMPLOYEES AND SHAREHOLDERS WITH MORE 

FOCUS ON CONSUMERS 

FOCUS ON FINDING SHARED VALUES, STORY 
TELLING AND CONVERSATION 

ENGAGING IN NEW VENUES WITH NEW 
AUDIENCES TALKING ABOUT SUSTAINABILITY, 

COLLABORATION, FOOD AND SAFETY 

CUSTOMERS 

EMPLOYEES 

OWNERS 

CONSUMERS 

Monsanto’s approach has changed… 
 



We are talking about dialogue… 
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We are engaging the critics… 
 
Does a popular herbicide cause cancer? 
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We are showing who we are… 
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We are making new allies… 
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Bill Nye visits Monsanto and 
changes his mind on GMOs 
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We are reaching out to consumers… 



And We’re 
Tweeting… 
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The Brave New World of Science 
Communication 
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Key Points 
1. People do not listen to scientists naturally 
2. The public trusts scientists 
3. Explaining science better is not the answer 
4. More information does not lead to agreement 
5. Need to simplify messages 
6. Decisions are not always based on critical thinking; 

people take cognitive 'short cuts' (motivated 
reasoning) 

7. People seek out people that think like them 
8. People look for information that supports their beliefs 

(conformation bias) 
9. Personal values and contexts matter and they vary 

around the world 



Key Points 
10. People frame everything 
11. GMOs have been framed negatively and many 

persons have not engaged 
12. Pure scientists don't exist and science arbiters 

essentially are issue advocates 
13. “We have met the enemy and he is us1”.  We are 

members of society and we need to be aware that 
we are just like everyone else. 

14. If you swim, you are going to get wet 
15. Find the smartest person that disagrees with you 

and talk to them 
 

1 Walt Kelly  1971 
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Questions? 
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