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For years, the science community stood on the sidelines as the public conversation on GMOs 
evolved into an increasingly contentious and emotional debate. By continuing to neglect this tough 
issue, a void of reliable, scientific information was created. The consequences of non-participation 
were dire. Consumers adopted a self-protective attitude based on suspicion and fear. In 2015, the 
Pew Research Center collaborated with the American Association for the Advancement of Science 
(AAAS) on a pair of surveys to examine public and scientists’ views on science and society. 
“Citizens and scientists” views diverge sharply across a range of science, engineering and 
technology topics,” the study reports. The largest disparity? If genetically modified food is safe to 
eat. 

In the spring of 2016 at Purdue University, we launched a strategic communication effort to 
address this issue. We focused on three critical components that were previously missing: trust, 
transparency and effort. The guiding motto of our messaging was simple. People don’t listen to 
what you think is important, they listen to what they think is important. By allowing this to steer 
our efforts, we then poured our energy into practical ways to enhance trust and transparency. This 
presentation addresses how to communicate around a contentious and emotional issue by walking 
the audience through the case study of GMOs and Purdue’s communication initiative, “The 
Science of GMOs.” 

Takeaways 
• How to break down the communication barrier by establishing trust with your audience 

and demonstrating shared values around divisive and complex issues. 
• How to persuade reticent researchers or stakeholders to understand the value of 

communication and to participate in the communication process around tough issues. 
• How to practically approach the communication process on a tough issue through the 

example of Purdue University’s development of a communication campaign around 
GMOs. 

	


