It’s all in a name
Vineland Research and Innovation Centre’s Dr. Alexandra Grygorczyk and other
researchers are working to improve communications between the horticulture
sector and consumers.
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A company’s end goal is to sell its products to consumers.
Selling can be a complicated, confusing process, and every
little detail matters. This is especially true when it comes to
plants, where industry jargon and terminology can confuse
consumers more than they inform them.
Take the term “conventional plant breeding.” While the term
is considered everyday language in the green industry,
Vineland Research and Innovation Centre (Vineland)
researcher Dr. Alexandra Grygorczyk found that nearly 2/3
of consumers either could not offer a guess as to what it
meant or believed it was a production practice like
“growing plants with no pesticides” or “no human
intervention.” Any mention of genes or genetics leads
many consumers to assume we’re talking about
genetically modified organisms — GMO, for short. Since
the first GMOs reached the market, they have become
taboo amongst consumers.
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“Not all consumers are the same and there are a lot of different opinions,” says
Grygorczyk. “There are people against GMOs, but the majority are just unsure. And
the reaction is generally, ‘Well I’ve heard they’re bad, but I don’t really know what
to think about them.’” That uncertainty bleeds into all other aspects of new variety
development.
This is the wariness Grygorczyk and other researchers at Vineland, located in
Ontario, Canada, are trying to sift through. As she describes it, Grygorczyk’s work
seeks to understand what the consumer wants and needs. Her research covers a
broad range of topics — including studying consumer trends to identify new market
opportunities, informing targets within the breeding programs, providing guidance
on selection of new varieties for commercialization and messaging of production
practices to improve communication between experts and consumers.
Identifying the problem
Vineland’s team quickly came to realize that some of the words they were using
didn’t mean the same thing to consumers as they did to the researchers.

Grygorczyk says that Vineland’s research into horticulture technology
communication began as an offshoot of their research into people’s comfort with
pest management methods. Early on, they found that the term “biological agent,"
used to describe insects or microorganisms in biocontrol, was mistaken for
pesticides by nearly one out of three consumers. In some instances, people even
associated the term with biological weapons. “If something as seemingly benign as
biological control could be so vastly misinterpreted, we wondered how we were
faring with communication about plant breeding,” says Grygorczyk.
To better explore consumer
inclinations, Grygorczyk used online
surveys, in-person focus groups, and
consumer interviews to understand
what the public was hearing when
different explanations of breeding
technologies were used.
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“We wanted to achieve a better
understanding of how we [can] make
sure we’re not misleading people by
using technical jargon,” she says. “In
one study, we started off with a focus
group where we explained various
breeding methods to people. We
wanted to know what their immediate
gut reactions were and what they
associated those explanations with.”

Sifting through the confusion
One example Grygorczyk cites is the explanation of plant breeding using terms such
as “mother plant” and “baby plant”. Although it seems intuitive to explain it that
way, when plants are humanized with terms like mother, father or baby, people
have a hard time switching out of that mindframe and imagine everything you say
is being done to humans. Even something as fundamental as plant breeding turns
into forcing plants into a relationship. It only gets more sensitive when you talk
about newer technologies such as “marker-assisted selection.” To the average
consumer, this term probably means nothing. But to a researcher, it’s a tool that
analyzes a genome’s genetic code and then hints as to whether the plant will grow
into a plant that you will want to continue breeding or discard.
In Vineland’s focus groups using the terms mother plant or baby plant in
explanations of “marker-assisted selection” lead into conversations about the ethics
of whether you should choose to keep something alive or not, based on its genetic
code. Regardless of what the main topic was, consumers’ minds became more
fixated on what they understood words to be, even if they weren’t correct in their
assumptions. This can also be attributed to being fearful of something new.
“It’s like when power lines were first put up,” Grygorczyk says. “People were
worried about the electricity affecting their health. Or anything people saw as

exotic, it kind of scared them. That’s why we’ve noticed that familiarizing things is
very important, such as showing the researcher or grower’s face alongside the
plant, instead of zooming in only on the plant and instrumentation.”
Finding the correct response
So, what’s the solution? According to Grygorczyk, consumers are responding more
and more to shared values conveyed by brands. Typically, most consumers don’t
care about the technical details of how a new variety is cultivated or how it was
developed. Instead, they want to know what the product stands for. Proper
messaging also includes appropriate word choices, messaging framing and who is
delivering the message, Grygorczyk says.
“Whether the motivation is to reduce land usage or to preserve natural habitats,
those kinds of shared values resonate better and they make farming stories more
effective,” she says. “The agricultural industry spends a lot of time out there in
nature and they don’t want to ruin the environment. But we tend to skip over those
stories and just get to the science.”
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