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In our society, synthetic biology and genetically modified organisms are becoming more and 
more common. Because of this, it is key for us scientists to discuss the ethical and societal 
issues that accompany these developments with other parts of society. Thus, on October 
11th 2019, we organized a discussion night to engage with the public. At this open event, 
participants were free to share their opinion on the topics and discuss their viewpoints with a 
panel of scientific experts. This gave way to a vibrant and diverse discussion that lasted for 
hours. In this document, we give you a synopsis of the different viewpoints in our discussion 
evening. This summary can be used by future iGEM teams as inspiration for similar events. 
 
Before each discussion started, the presenter showed a video of a certain topic, shortly 
explaining the science. Using Kahoot, a popular online platform, both the panel and the 
public could vote in favor of or against a statement. Then, the discussion started, which 
lasted approximately 25 minutes per topic. After the discussion, both the public and the 
panel could vote again on Kahoot. 
 
1. Are GMO’s harmful to our society? 
 
Voting ratio before the discussion - 1:2 agreement and disagreement rating 
Voting ratio after the discussion - 1:2 agreement and disagreement ratio 
 
The first point of discussion was the danger posed by GMOs to our society. Though people 
agreed that genetic modification is the way forward, they felt that strict regulation would be 
required to implement GMOs on a large scale. Policing genetic modifications across the 
world is very complicated, and we can never be sure if this technology might end up in the 
wrong hands. The panel agreed with these views, although they did add that the application 
of GMOs is strictly controlled in the scientific world. To combat the possible dangers of 
GMOs, strict laws need to be put in place. 
 

 
 
 



2. Can and should we build life? 
 
Voting ratio before the discussion - 1:1 agreement and disagreement ratio 
Voting ratio after the discussion - 2:1 agreement and disagreement ratio 
 
Building on this discussion, the question was raised if we should try to build synthetic life. 
Again, opinions were divided. Especially the definition of what life actually is was a point of 
contention. According to the panel, a group of dividing compartments could already be 
considered a simple version of life. The public disagreed on this, stating that intelligence and 
awareness also play a role in the definition of life. The panel also argued that life is way too 
complex for us to create life in the first place. It was found to be unlikely that we will be able 
to construct artificial life in the near future. Even if we could construct life, the ethical 
question remains if we actually should. 
 

 
 
3. Should we genetically manipulate embryos? 
 
Voting ratio before the discussion - 1:1 agreement and disagreement ratio 
Voting ratio after the discussion - 1:1 agreement and disagreement ratio 
 
Since the tools for genetic modification in embryos are already available, it is important for 
us to consider if we should alter the human genome. The public was set on defining 
situations in which such modifications should be allowed. The panel made a point during this 
discussion, stating that if your child was suffering, would you not want to use genetic 
modification to help them? People agreed that, while altering the human genome could be 
dangerous, we should be able to use it in a specific situation. The second point of contention 
was more ethical in nature. Genetic modification could create a large divide in our society, 
where genetically altered humans would look down upon unaltered humans. This again 
made it clear that if genetic alteration of humans would become commonplace, it would need 
to be regulated strictly. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



4. Is genetic modification the next step in human evolution? 
 
Voting ratio before the discussion - 1:1 agreement and disagreement ratio 
Voting ratio after the discussion - 2:1 agreement and disagreement ratio 
 
As discussed in the previous topic, genetic modification in humans should be tightly 
regulated. However, it will be extremely difficult to monitor the use of this technology across 
the entire world. The public argued that it is almost inevitable that the genetic alteration of 
humans will happen more often in the near future. Thus, we should consider this to be the 
next step in our evolution. On top of this, genetic modification already occurs naturally 
through mutations. Our actions will only speed up a process that already occurs in nature 
However, the panel argued that we have little knowledge of the long term effects of 
introduced genetic alterations. Even though we cannot control genetic modification across 
the entire world, we should still proceed with caution. 
 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
The discussion night was a great opportunity for the public to voice their concerns on the 
rapid developments of genetic modification. By interacting with the panel, people were able 
to gain valuable insights on what is actually happening in the scientific world and hear the 
opinion of researchers that interact with genetically modified organisms on a daily basis. 
Importantly, the recurring theme was that people wanted strict regulations for 
biotechnological applications. It became clear that the different viewpoints were not based 
on a sole truth, but these were personal, well-thought interpretations of difficult ethical 
questions. In conclusion, we highly recommend future iGEM teams to organize such a 
discussion evening, because these provide valuable information of the various 
interpretations of complex ethical questions. 


