
w w w. s i l e n t s p r i n g . o r g

Pollution Gets Personal 
Reporting Personal Exposures When 

Health Effects are Uncertain

Julia Brody, Phil Brown, Rachel Morello-Frosch, 
Sarah Dunagan, Ruthann Rudel

NIEHS Partnerships in Environmental Public Health
April 2010

w w w. s i l e n t s p r i n g . o r g 



w w w. s i l e n t s p r i n g . o r g

Pollution looks like…
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New science measures in-visible 
pollution in people, personal space …
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For emerging contaminants

 Early exposure measurements
precede knowledge of…

–Human health effects

–Sources
“None of these chemicals come with a 

return address.” 

− Toxicity, mechanism of action
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With science uncertain…

 Could reporting individual results
to study participants do more harm
than good?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Nat’l Exposure Report was addressed to the public, but what about the individual participants in these studies?
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CBPR values

 Mutual respect, open communication

 Knowledge is power 

 Co-ownership of data 

 Information for action

 Research right to know (or not know)

Presenter
Presentation Notes


B. A., Schulz, A. J., Parker, E. A., Becker, A. B. Review of Community-Based Research: Assessing Partnership Approaches to Improve Public Health. Annual Review of Public Health, 19:173-202, (1998)"�
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Household Exposure Study

 170 homes

 150 compounds

 89 EDCs

 Air

 Dust

 Urine
Rudel et al., ES&T, 2003

Brody et al., AJPH, 2009
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Individual report-back

 Begins with consent

 What we know/don’t know

 Multi-level, verbal and visual

 Community, individual exposure reduction

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Goal is to be multi-level.  Connect outside of school learned skills – using visual relationships – more than/less than --  and verbal reports.



How to read your results
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X  is the EPA Guideline

Each      represents one other home in the study

is the sample from your home

Chemical abbreviation (di(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate)

DEHP common uses:  Plastics, inks, insect 
repellant, cosmetics, rubbing alcohol, liquid soap, 
detergents, lacquers, munitions, industrial lubricant. 

-

Brody et al. AJPH, 2007

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Graphs are essentially pictures or symbols, not numbers.  They do not rely much on either literacy or numeracy.
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Interviews with participants

 Participants wanted their results
 Report-back increased trust and pride in 

contributing to science and community
 Dramatic conceptual shifts: pollution is redefined 

and it’s personal

 Frustration at knowledge gaps

 Evolving interpretations, brainstorming

 Motivation to reduce exposure

Presenter
Presentation Notes
““…It was overwhelming to know how many chemicals they found in my house… I’ve made really conscious efforts to eliminate so many things - my lawn, everything on the food that I eat. I’ve made so many… changes… and to know that even so many years after my diagnosis, to know that I’m still being exposed. …”
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Researcher experiences

Report-back draws researchers to:

 Explain outliers

 The temptation to reassure
• “…there’s no evidence that…”

• Outdated EPA guidelines

 Consider public health and good vs. bad worry

 Rethink health “literacy” to design for 
universal capacities 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Literacy – “lemonade” from the EC Recovery proposals – our proposal to extend our report-back work got 2 very high scores and one killer who criticized our work, because it does not communicate at a first grade level and was judged inappropriate for the US population.  Think about communication in a different way -- not in terms of tapping into school learning.  Cut drawing on universal capacities…  because people can’t read doesn’t mean they can’t think. 

 When science is uncertain, goal is not a public health message to tell people what to do, but to stimulate a public conversation.  Heaven knows we need to find a way to talk about health policy above the first grade level.
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