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In late 2012, the members of the Environmental
Mutagen Society voted to change its name to
the Environmental Mutagenesis and Genomics
Society. Here, we describe the thought process
that led to adoption of the new name, which
both respects the rich history of a Society

founded in 1969 and reflects the many advan-
ces in our understanding of the nature and
breadth of gene-environment interactions
during the intervening 43 years. Environ. Mol.
Mutagen. 54:153–157, 2013. VC 2013 Wiley
Periodicals, Inc.
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HISTORICAL FOUNDATION

A detailed history of the Environmental Mutagen Soci-

ety (EMS) has been recounted previously [Wassom,

1989; Wassom et al., 2010]. The EMS was founded in

1969 by a group of distinguished scientists that included

Alexander Hollaender, Joshua Lederberg, James Crow,

James Neel, William Russell, Heinrich Malling, Frederick

J. de Serres, and Matthew Meselson (www.emgs-us.org).

The goals and interests of the Society were and are to

promote research and training of scientists in the fields of

environmental mutagenesis and genetic toxicology to pro-

mote human health by minimizing exposure risks.

Additional Supporting Information may be found in the online version
of this article.
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As a vibrant community of scientists, EMS proved to

be fertile ground that quickly connected and expanded

member efforts. A growing emphasis on policy led to a

key 1975 position article that highlighted the regulatory

responsibility of government to identify potential muta-

gens before they are introduced into the environment

[EMS Committee 17, 1975]. These and other member

actions helped to establish the Toxic Substances Control

Act of 1976, which empowered the United States Envi-

ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) to include mutage-

nicity data in regulatory decisions and served as a model

for similar legislation worldwide [Hollaender and de

Serres, 1978; U.S. EPA, 2010]. Attendant needs for uni-

form testing methods and interpretations led to the semi-

nal book series “Chemical Mutagens: Principles and

Methods for Their Detection” [Hollaender, 1971] that

included the first article published on the Ames

Salmonella mutagenicity assay [Ames, 1971]. Cutting-

edge efforts in genetic toxicology, including computa-

tional toxicology, toxicogenomics, and high-throughput

screening, continue to the current day.

In parallel with regulatory and testing efforts, EMS has

always been driven by research into the basic mechanisms

of action of mutagens and their many varied effects on

organismal biology and human health [Wassom et al.,

2010]. Although initial interests centered on germline mu-

tagenesis, the importance of somatic mutations to the

pathogenesis of cancer was soon appreciated. Increased

understanding of DNA, its chemistry and encoded

information, and the many processes that manipulate

and repair that information, collectively known as

“molecular biology,” led to more precise explorations of

mutational mechanisms and, ultimately, a renaming of the

Society’s journal in 1987 from its original 1979 title

“Environmental Mutagenesis” to “Environmental and

Molecular Mutagenesis” [Hoffmann, 1987, 2004]. In a

continued progression of scientific insight and thought,

members are now strongly engaged in consideration of

not only the genetic but also the epigenetic and genome-

level responses to environmental agents.

MOTIVATION FORCHANGE

Throughout its dynamic history, the name of the Soci-

ety has remained singular and constant. To be sure, mem-

bers consistently value the connection of the EMS name

with the roots highlighted above. Nevertheless, in various

forums over recent years, many members expressed the

belief that the words EMS did not capture a strong focus

on mechanism nor the more modern sensibilities engen-

dered by continued scientific insights into the nature of

gene-environment interactions. Similar discussions were

occurring within the International Association of Environ-

mental Mutagen Societies (IAEMS), leading to a position

article that argued for a change in name [DeMarini and

De Flora, 2010]. The Society name was the focus of a

well-attended “Town Hall Meeting” at the 42nd EMS An-

nual Meeting in 2011 in Montreal, Canada. The broad in-

terest and strong opinions of the attendees led to the

establishment of a Task Force to address the name change

issue through a more formal process.

BRAND IDENTITY TASK FORCE

The EMS Brand Identity Task Force was comprised of

active Society members representing a diversity of demo-

graphics, scientific interests, and opinions on the name

issue. Its scope was broadly defined as all mechanisms

used by the Society to communicate and advertise our

mission and activities, including but not limited to the

Society name. The Task Force restricted its activities to

the North American EMS, the membership base we repre-

sented, but we were mindful that our actions were of

potential interest to the international community. The

Task Force had the following specific objectives: (i) to

establish a database of member opinions and input on im-

portant brand identity issues, (ii) to identify and build

membership consensus on the Society’s mission, and (iii)

to use the assembled information to generate specific and

actionable recommendations to the Society. Retaining the

EMS name was understood to be one of the possible

recommendations.

MEMBERSHIP SURVEY

To achieve its objectives, the Task Force conducted an

internet survey that presented a series of unbiased ques-

tions regarding the intellectual concepts that define the

Society (Supporting Information 1). For all items, alterna-

tive viewpoints were provided based on previously voiced

opinions. In addition to these ranked-response items,

respondents were invited to make comments and sugges-

tions. In total 151 people responded, approximately

one-third of the active EMS membership (Supporting

Information 2). Respondents represented each of the

various demographic groups within the Society, and there

was no apparent stratification of responses by any

demographic parameter, including scientific discipline,

occupational setting (government, academia, and indus-

try), and age. Thus, survey data were considered strongly

representative of the opinions of the Society as a whole.

The three most highly ranked brand concepts were

“mutagenesis,” “genetics,” and “environment.” “Health”

was also ranked highly, but enthusiasm was lower for

“molecular.” “Epigenetics” was considered central to our

mission, but with the commonly voiced opinion that it

could be considered to be a subset of other concepts.

“Mutagenesis” was uniformly positively regarded,

although on its own was too confining for individuals
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interested mainly in nonmutagenic/epigenetic changes.

Although not queried specifically, comments in the survey

and open-forum discussions indicated that “mutagen” was

not as appealing to most members as “mutagenesis.”

Despite the fact that the survey did not specifically ask

about “genomics,” numerous suggestions included this

word, demonstrating that to many it was a strong and

modern manifestation of “genetics.” “Environment” was

strongly supported by most respondents, but a small

minority held strongly negative opinions of this concept

word, mainly because it might be misinterpreted as only

representing flora and nonhuman fauna rather than a fac-

tor impacting human health.

Respondents sought to display through our brand an

excitement about what makes EMS unique. Recurring

themes were the strengths derived from our diversity of

interests and backgrounds and that we are a true commu-

nity of scientists who interact, collaborate, and mutually

support each other. Respondents wanted the EMS brand

to attract young scientists to encourage them to help

define its mission moving forward.

Approximately equal numbers of respondents reported

satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the name EMS.

This dichotomy of opinions indicated that any considera-

tion of a name change would need to be approached care-

fully and with full respect to member identification with

the existing brand. Nevertheless, a strikingly high per-

centage of members disliked the EMS name, which even

its advocates recognized as problematic. Importantly,

comments revealed that many people who expressed

satisfaction with the name considered it “good enough”

rather than fully optimal. Accordingly, the Task Force

believed that most members would be open to an

improved name if it could be arrived at quickly,

decisively, and through a consensus that strengthened the

Society and its mission.

TASK FORCE RECOMMENDATION

After carefully considering the survey data and other

inputs, the Task Force unanimously endorsed Environ-

mental Mutagenesis and Genomics Society (EMGS) as an

appropriate and desirable new name for our organization.

To understand the deliberations that led to this recom-

mendation, it is useful to restate the mission of the

Society as seeking to understand the process (mutagene-

sis) by which agents (mutagens) derived from a source

(the environment) impact a target [the (epi)genome]. The

objective of this effort is to promote an outcome (human

and ecological health) through appropriate activities

(research, oversight, and regulation).

The EMS name encompasses one word,

“Environment(al),” which might be considered either a

“source” or a “target,” and which might therefore engen-

der ambiguity, especially among nonscientists for whom

it is often a politically charged concept. Nevertheless, a

defining mission of the Society is to understand the

effects of the environment, and especially exposure to

chemical or physical agents in the environment, on

human health and the vitality of natural populations. The

Task Force concluded that the Society name must include

the word “Environment(al)” but that improving the speci-

ficity of its scientific context as “source” was desirable.

Once this decision was made, it was clear that the struc-

ture “Environmental ________ Society” should also be

retained, as it promotes a desirable continuity from past

to future. Thus, the further question was whether and how

to replace “Mutagen” with more effective descriptor(s).

“Mutagen” is unambiguously an “agent.” Emphasis on

mutagens made perfect sense in 1969 when the most

pressing needs were to understand what harmful agents

were present in the environment and to test the central

hypothesis that these agents could negatively affect

human health via genetic mechanisms. While these needs

are certainly not fully satisfied, decades of acquired

knowledge allow us to ask questions more robustly with

respect to “process” and “target,” which in fact encom-

pass most of the current activities of Society members.

Our knowledge of DNA repair and other cellular proc-

esses, as well as the nature of the genome, including

entirely new concepts such as epigenetics, has signifi-

cantly modified the way we think about our mission. The

simple change from “Mutagen” to “Mutagenesis” shifts

the emphasis toward “process,” while continuing to

embrace those who study agents.

Finally, the word “Genomics” was added to identify

more richly “target” and to continue to disambiguate

“Environmental.” The term “Environmental Genomics”

has gained broad acceptance in the scientific community

in recent years as evidenced by the publication of a book

under that title, as well as the establishment of organiza-

tional structures including a laboratory at the National

Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, university

curricula and centers across the globe, and a recent

National Science Foundation funding opportunity [Martin,

2008; DeMarini and De Flora, 2010]. Clearly, the term is

a modern innovation, which was considered desirable, as

it will resonate with the next generation of scientists.

Moreover, it accurately describes the Society, which has

increasing numbers of members embracing whole (epi)

genomic responses as “target”. In some uses, the term is

tied to specific technologies, but when all factors were

considered, it was deemed more important that

“genomics” is rapidly becoming a defining keyword of

well-grounded scientific disciplines that identify the ge-

nome as a fundamental unit of information targeted by

environmental influences.

Together, EMGS is a name that more accurately

reflects the current scope of scientific investigation in our

discipline, while at the same time respects the Society’s
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tradition and history. Inclusion of both “Mutagenesis” and

“Genomics” conveys important concepts that neither

word achieves alone. In pointedly encompassing referen-

ces to each of “source,” “process” and “target,” the

EMGS name offers connectable concepts to many scien-

tists, including young scientists. It finally disambiguates

“Environmental” and changes “Mutagen” to more holistic

and broadly recognizable words. The name misses some

concepts that are important to the Society’s mission, such

as “toxicology,” “regulatory policy,” and “human health,”

but candidate names that attempted to include all of these

diverse concepts were too long and unwieldy. The Task

Force suggested that such extended concepts are best

incorporated into tagline phrases that could accompany

the Society name in print and online media.

VOTING PROCESS

The EMGS name recommendation and the rationales

described above were presented to the EMS Executive

Board. After extensive deliberation, the Board voted to

proceed with the recommendation by passing it to Coun-

cil. Council in turn voted to bring the candidate new

name to the membership. As a by-laws change, a two-

thirds majority of voting members was required for the

new name to be adopted, otherwise the longstanding

EMS name would be retained. This challenging threshold

was exceeded, and the name EMGS was officially

adopted in December 2012.

PERSPECTIVES

We are excited about the new directions that the

EMGS name embraces. The focus of the Society contin-

ues to include studies on the effects of mutagenic and

genotoxic agents to which humans and other species are

exposed, but it places increased emphasis on the funda-

mental mechanisms by which genomic instability is gen-

erated. The broad term “environmental” encompasses not

only chemicals in our air and water but also endogenous

agents generated by normal metabolism, organismal age,

and stage of development, lifestyle factors such as diet

and exercise, and even socioeconomic status. Understand-

ing how biological systems respond to these factors

requires thinking on a broad scale, encompassing gene

networks, regulation by RNAs, and epigenetic processes.

By taking advantage of technological advances in these

disciplines, we will be in a position to understand better

the ways that the environment continues to shape our ge-

nome and to apply the principles we learn to improve

health and well-being worldwide.

Scientists who share this vision are invited to join the

EMGS and help solve the still pressing health problems

related to exposure to extrinsic and intrinsic mutagens

(www.emgs-us.org). As a professional home, the Society

is dedicated to fostering collegiality that promotes scien-

tific progress through networking and collaboration tools,

stimulating annual meetings, support of young investiga-

tors, international education courses, and this journal. By

bringing together representatives from academia, govern-

mental agencies, and industry, the EMGS is a uniquely

diverse community that enables synergy across many sci-

entific disciplines, perspectives, and objectives, thus

ensuring that research advances will have maximal

impact.
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