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Background on Our Work 

-Research on US Public Perceptions  

 -30+ hours of U.S.-based focus groups on synthetic biology 

 -Annual National Surveys (with Hart Research) on synthetic 

 biology in  2008, 2009, 2010, 2013 

 

- Research on Media coverage and framing of 

synthetic biology in the US and EU (2003-2011) 

-Interviews with scientists in the Lab 

 -Ron Weiss, MIT 

 -Jim Collins, Boston University 

 -Michael Elowitz, Caltech 



 

LOST IN TRANSLATION 

 

 
-What Is Synthetic Biology? 
(Also define what it isn’t) 

Genetic Engineers Who Don’t Just 

Tinker (NYT, 2007) 

“Most people in synthetic biology are 

engineers who have invaded genetics.”  

Synthetic DNA on the Brink of Yielding New 

Life Forms (Washington Post, 2007) 

“Synthetic biology involves the large-scale rewriting 

of genetic codes to create metabolic machines [...] 

the creation of life forms driven by completely 

artificial DNA.” 



 

 

LOST IN TRANSLATION 

 

 

-What happens in the Lab… 

Interview at MIT (April 2012): 

 

“ …the misconception is that you think what we do is easy, we 

make Legos. And, that we're able to design organisms, in very 

predictable ways; the misconception arises by, invoking these 

engineering concepts which are not yet practices.” 

 

“… as we start building stuff, we're finding in general that our 

designs actually don't work very well.  

 

And in part, the designs don't work very well because we don't 

understand the biology as well; we have to accommodate the 

biology. What could go wrong? What makes the system fail in the 

biological setting?” 



 

 

LOST IN TRANSLATION 

 

 
-View from outside of the Lab… 

(Washington Post 2013) 

 

 

 MEDIA INTERPRETATION 

 PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS 

 

 



 

 

MEDIA  

  

 

 

Hype… 
NPR (November 2012) 

-“bacteria will create electricity,  

-clean water from waste,  

produce blood, vaccines,  

fuels or whatever we fancy.” 

 

The NYT Magazine (May 2012) 

“Tiny bugs will save the world;  

custom bugs, designer bugs —  

bugs that only Venter can create.  

Bugs will have a mission:  

devour things, like pollution;  

generate food and fuel.” 

“Biology is becoming a 

technology and will produce 

biovalue…”                               



“Life sciences are becoming information sciences…” 

WIRED 2012: 

“Venter is letting that “genetic software” reprogram its host.” 

“The geneticist and his team of scientists are already testing 

out a version of his digital biological converter… 

« It’s a 3-D printer for DNA,  

a 3-D printer for life,’  

Venter said… »  

NARRATIVES OF CONTROL 

 

 

MEDIA  

  

 

 



NARRATIVES OF CONTROL 

The New Yorker, 2009 

-”cells as hardware;” “genetic code as the software;” “write 

programs to control genetic components;” “alter nature;” “guide 

evolution;”  

Nature 2012 

-“What can synbio do for us? move genes around cells, create 

biological circuits, write new genetic programs that will change the 

world” 

U.S. Congress, Science and Technology Committee (May 2010) 

-”Because you have standardization, you know you can get Legos 

from anywhere and they are going to work together.” 

-”Booting-up a genome in a cell,” “Writing the software of Life…” 

 “Being able to reprogram a bacterial cell” (Congressman Waxman) 

 

 

MEDIA  

  

 

 



 

 

ENTREPRENEUR-SCIENTIST 

 

 
“This is the first self-replicating species we  

have had on the planet whose parent is a 

computer.” 
(Craig Venter, Press conference, DC, May 2010) 

“Is this man playing God by trying to create artificial life?” 

(The Herald (Glasgow), August 11, 2011) 

“Is Craig Venter going to save the planet?  

Or, is this more hype from one of  

America’s most controversial scientists?” 

(The  Washington Post, May 22, 2010) 



 

ENTREPRENEUR- 

SCIENTIST 

 

 

  Science on the Colbert Report 



 

CROWD-FUNDED 

BIO-GENIUS 

 

 

 Glowing  

Plants 

  Watchdog Campaign 

-On Kickstarter: half-million $ in 2 months 

-EPA and USDA have no oversight 

-Kickstarter Bans Genetically Modified 

Rewards for Future Projects  

“It exposes the gaps 

and holes in the 

regulatory 

structure…” 

(NYT, May 2013) 



What do these stories have in common? 

FAILURE TO CONTROL… 



 

 

U.S. PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS 

 

 -Low Awareness:  

23% in the US  

17% in Europe 

-Survey  

Participants get  

more polarized  

as they hear  

about the  

science behind  

synthetic biology  

Potential Risks will outweigh benefits 



 

U.S. PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS 

 

 
-Applications with high utility for society and the environment 

matter most 

-Biosecurity and biosafety concerns with emphasis on long-

term implications, “what if” scenarios and governance failure.  

BIOSECURITY 28% 

ETHICS 27% 

BIOSAFETY 22% 

Percentage of Survey 

Participants Concerned by… 

“If a disaster happens, who is in charge?  Can 

they fix it? How much is it going to cost?” 



 

U.S. PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS 

 

 
Comments from focus groups… 

“How do you control that technology? 

How do you stop somebody from 

cloning a human being? Where  does 

it end? How do you regulate that?” 

“But there are no safeguards, 

no clean understanding of the 

negative repercussions. What 

about people who have only 

profit in mind...” 

“I am worried about self-replication.” 

“If there's not someone in their group that's 

asking ‘Should we do this?’ they need to include 

that person.” 



 

U.S. PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS 

 

 
-What do members of the public ask for? 

CONTAINMENT – OVERSIGHT – TRANSPARENCY -  

REGULATION – BENEFIT-SHARING…  

-Who is trusted in 2013?   



 

SOCIETAL & COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES 

 

 
AVOID THREE MISCONCEPTIONS 

 

“Too Soon too tell?” 

Anticipatory Governance Upstream in Research 

Trading Zones, mutual learning between ≠ disciplines 
(Nature piece coming August 29, 2013) 

 

“Just Secure Public Acceptance?” 

To Tackle What’s “Lost in Translation” 

To Include Citizens in Innovation 

 

“Inevitable Benefits for All?” 

Reflection on ownership in international context 

WWICS’ New grant to promote international mobilization 

(4 million euros) 



“[…]we don’t assemble because we agree, look alike, 

feel good, are socially compatible or wish to fuse 

together but because we are brought by  

divisive matters of concern…”  

(Bruno Latour, From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik)  

 

 

More information at: 

www.synbioproject.org  

http://www.synbioproject.org/
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