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Public Awareness of Nanotechnology Grows, but Majority Unaware   
Poll Reveals Education & Government Oversight Key to Unlocking Nanotech Potential 

 

WASHINGTON— Research findings released today from the first major national poll on 
nanotechnology in more than two years indicate that while more Americans are now aware of 
the emerging science, the majority of the public still has heard little to nothing about it.  The 
poll also finds that the public looks to the federal government and independent parties to 
oversee nanotechnology research and development. These results, according to experts, 
necessitate increased education and stronger oversight as a means to increase public 
confidence in nanotechnology.   
 
The poll, a telephone survey of 1,014 U.S. adults, was commissioned by the Project on 
Emerging Nanotechnologies at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars and 
conducted by independent research firm Peter D. Hart Research Associates in August 2006.   
 
Findings reveal that one in 10 Americans have heard a lot about nanotechnology and 20% 
say they have heard some – nearly double the number of Americans aware of the technology 
in 2004. But, 42% of Americans have no awareness of it at all. Older Americans and women, 
the groups most likely to use consumer products containing nanotechnology materials such 
as skin-care products and cosmetics, are the least informed about nanotechnology. 
Importantly, those individuals with an awareness of nanotechnology are more likely to 
believe the benefits of this emerging technology outweigh the potential risks—supporting 
experts’ assertions that open discourse and information about nanotechnology is crucial in 
establishing positive sentiment among the American public.   
 
“Nanotechnology is increasingly being incorporated into Americans’ daily lives, from the 
sunscreens that they wear to the golf clubs they swing and the computers they operate. With 
this increased use, specifically in those products that are ingested or used topically on the 
skin, it is essential that the public be aware of what nanotechnology is and the benefits and 
potential risks it presents,” said David Rejeski, director, Project on Emerging 
Nanotechnologies. “Our purpose in conducting this poll is rooted in the very heart of the 
Project’s mission: to spark discussion about nanotechnology’s promise and about potential 
health and environmental risks. The findings indicate the time is ripe for government and 
industry to do more to educate and engage Americans about nanotechnology’s tremendous 
potential and to conduct strategic research into possible risks.” 
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Findings from the survey also indicate that majorities of Americans feel that the federal 
government (55%), universities and independent researchers (54%) have a role in overseeing 
scientific and technological advancements such as nanotechnology rather than relying on 
self-regulation by private companies and industry, especially for non-prescription over-the-
counter (OTC) cosmetics and skin care products. In fact, only 12% of consumers believe the 
companies that manufacture these products should be exclusively responsible for regulating 
their safety.  
 
Other findings from the Public Poll on Nano Awareness and Trust include: 

• Men aged 18 to 49, adults with at least a college education, and adults with higher 
incomes are more likely to have heard about nanotechnology.   

• Fifty-nine percent of adults age 65 and over have not heard about nanotechnology. 
• More than one third (35%) of the public believes that the risks will outweigh benefits, 

15% think the benefits will outweigh risks and 7% say that the risks and benefits will 
be about equal.  Forty-three percent are not sure. 

• More than half (52%) of women are not sure about the benefit/risks trade-off, 
compared with 34% of men. Fifty-eight percent of older women (age 50 and above) 
are not clear about the trade-off. 

• Americans who have heard a lot about nanotechnology and men aged 18 to 49 are 
most likely to believe that the benefits of nano outweigh the risks. Almost half (46%) 
of those who have heard a lot, and 25% of men aged 18 to 19 think benefits will 
outweigh risks. 

• Political party affiliation is not a factor affecting opinions on oversight responsibility.   
 
The poll results come just prior to the Food and Drug Administration’s first major public 
meeting on FDA-regulated products containing nanotechnology materials on October 10.   
Additionally, the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Science will hold a hearing 
on September 21 on "Research on Environmental and Safety Impacts of Nanotechnology: 
What are the Federal Agencies Doing?" Dr. Andrew Maynard, chief science advisor of the 
Project on Emerging Nanotechnologies will testify. 
 
The Project will formally release the findings from the Hart Research survey at a briefing 
today from 12:30 pm to 1:30 pm. EST at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars, located at 1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C., 5th floor 
conference room. 
 
The briefing will be webcast live at www.wilsoncenter.org. 
 

For a copy of the report in its entirety, log on to www.nanotechproject.org.  
 

About Nanotechnology 

Nanotechnology is the ability to measure, see, manipulate and manufacture things usually 
between 1 and 100 nanometers. A nanometer is one billionth of a meter; a human hair is 
roughly 100,000 nanometers wide. 
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More than $32 billion in products containing nano-materials were sold globally last year. By 
2014, Lux Research projects that $2.6 trillion in manufactured goods will incorporate 
nanotechnology.   

The Project on Emerging Nanotechnologies is an initiative launched by the Woodrow 
Wilson International Center for Scholars and The Pew Charitable Trusts in 2005. It is 
dedicated to helping business, government and the public anticipate and manage possible 
health and environmental implications of nanotechnology. For more information about the 
project, log on to www.nanotechproject.org. 
 
The Pew Charitable Trusts is a national charitable organization serving the public interest 
by informing the public, advancing policy solutions and supporting civic life. Based in 
Philadelphia, with an office in Washington, D.C., the Trusts will invest $248 million in fiscal 
year 2007 to provide organizations with fact-based research and practical solutions for 
challenging issues. 
 
The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars is the living, national memorial 
to President Wilson established by Congress in 1968 and headquartered in Washington, D.C. 
The Center establishes and maintains a neutral forum for free, open, and informed dialogue. 
It is a nonpartisan institution, supported by public and private funds and engaged in the study 
of national and international affairs. 
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