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Foreword

Throughout its turbulent recent history, the benefits and risks of biotechnology
have been scrutinized and discussed by experts in a wide range of fields. Today, bio-
technology is perhaps best viewed as a growing cohort of technologies, each with its
own scientific benefits and risks, and allied social, economic, legal, and ethical oppor-
tunities and controversies. Increasingly during debates on these concerns, the ques-
tion is asked: “What does the public think?”

In this background paper, OTA reports the results of a nationwide survey of pub-
lic knowledge and opinion about issues concerning science and technology in general
and genetic engineering and biotechnology in particular. The survey, conducted for
OTA by Louis Harris & Associates, measures the interest, knowledge, and concern of
the public about scientific matters. The willingness of the American people to accept
risks in return for benefits of scientific innovation is assessed. The public’s reaction
to testing genetically engineered organisms in their own community is reported, as is
how the American populace feels about human gene therapy. The background paper
also reveals the feelings of the American populace toward the future of biotechnology.

This background paper is the second in a series of OTA studies being carried out
under an assessment of “New Developments in Biotechnology. ” Volume one in the ser-
ies examined commercialization and ownership of human tissues and cells, and forth-
coming reports will include evaluations of. U.S. investment in biotechnology; genetically
engineered organisms in the environment; tests for human genetic disorders; and the
impact of intellectual property law on biotechnology. The assessment was requested
by the House Committee on Science, Space, and Technology and the House Committee
on Energy and Commerce.

OTA was assisted in preparing this study by an advisory panel and reviewers selected
for their expertise and diverse points of view. OTA gratefully acknowledges the contri-
bution of each of these individuals. As with all OTA reports, responsibility for the con-
tent of the background paper is OTA’s alone. The background paper does not necessarily
constitute the consensus or endorsement of the advisory panel or the Technology As-

sessment Board.
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