
Oregon State University 
Environmental and Molecular Toxicology 



Outline 

National Pesticide Information Center 
• About us 
• Services provided 

 
 

Lessons Learned in Risk Communication 
• Debunking myths 
• Example questions & answers 
• Communicating on the web 
 



National Pesticide Information Center 
• An information service for the general public and professionals 

 
• Toll-free phone service, answers by email, voicemail and fax 

 
• Funded through a cooperative agreement between the US EPA and 
Oregon State University 

• The project is over 25 years old 
 

• NPIC has been housed at OSU since 1995 
 

• NPIC answers ~18,000 inquiries each year 
 

• Website receives >2 million page views/year 

Carmen 



National Pesticide Information Center 



Example Questions 

 Is it safe to use BK Roach Killer in my kitchen? I have kids. 
 

 If I use Roundup to clear some land, will it hurt plants 20 feet away? 
 

 Will Bti briquettes hurt the fish in my koi pond? 
 

 How long do I have to wait before harvesting treated figs? 
 

 Why does the label say, “Hazards to humans and domestic 
animals”? I was told this product would be safe to use. 
 

 How long does it take for ADBAC to break down? I’m chemically 
sensitive. 



Services 

• We help people by finding and interpreting 
information about the health and 
environmental effects of pesticides. 
 

• We can provide general regulatory 
information.  
 

• We can access pesticide label information 
on more than 70,000 EPA-registered 
pesticide products. 
 

• We use science-based information to 
address real-world exposure scenarios.  

Kristina 



Services 
We can respond to questions in over 170 languages!  

– Spanish 
– Mixteco 
– Russian 
– Arabic 
– Mandarin 
– Hindi 
– Farsi 
– … many more 

Two NPIC staff members are native Spanish 
speakers. Humberto and Carmen have masters 
degrees in science, and training in risk 
communication. 



Boundaries 

No recommendations 

– what products to use 
– whether or not to use a pesticide 
– when to use a pesticide 

No pest identifications over the phone 

No medical advice or diagnosis 

No legal advice 



NPIC Staff 

Pesticide information - How can we help you? 



Budget Reduction 
Before July 1, 2011 After July 1, 2011 

Open hours 6:30 am – 4:30 pm Open hours 7:30 am – 3:30 pm 

Open seven days per week Open Monday through Friday 

Subcontracts with OHSU and ASPCA 
for managing pesticide emergencies 
cooperatively 

Subcontracts ended. Emergencies 
managed by giving the caller a number 
to call, rather than transferring 
seamlessly with follow-up 

Salary support for a medical doctor and 
veterinarian at OSU/OHSU  

Salary support ended. Consultations 
limited to health care providers (gratis) 

NPIC brochures available upon request People are encouraged to print copies 
independently from the NPIC website 

Continuing Education for Specialists, 
Exhibiting booths at key conferences… 

There are no funds for travel.  



Website 





NPIC Publications 



Over 30 CPQs 
are available! 

 
 

PestiBytes are 
available for 
radio-play! 



Web pages about a variety of pests 
 Algae 
 Ants 
 Bed bugs 
 Carpet beetles 
 Fleas 
 Influenza A Viruses (HIN1, Avian flu) 
 Lice 
 Mold 
 Mosquitoes 
 Moths 
 Nuisance Wildlife 
 Roaches 
 Rodents 
 Slugs & Snails 
 Snakes 
 Spiders 
 Stink bugs 
 Termites 
 Ticks 
 Weeds 

 

Information available for each 
of these pests at:  

npic.orst.edu/pest.html   





Risk communication 



Outside the comfort zone 

Science 
(objective) 

Doing 
(objective) 

Communicating 
(subjective) 

Style 
(subjective) 

Substance 
(objective) 

Don’t be SUCH a Scientist: Talking Substance in an Age of Style – Randy Olson 
 



Cook, J., Lewandowsky, S. (2011), The Debunking Handbook. St. Lucia, Australia: University of 
Queensland. November 5. ISBN 978-0-646-56812-6. [http://sks.to/debunk] 
 



Cook, J., Lewandowsky, S. (2011), The Debunking Handbook. St. Lucia, Australia: University of 
Queensland. November 5. ISBN 978-0-646-56812-6. [http://sks.to/debunk] 
 

The familiarity 
backfire effect 



Cook, J., Lewandowsky, S. (2011), The Debunking Handbook. St. Lucia, Australia: University of 
Queensland. November 5. ISBN 978-0-646-56812-6. [http://sks.to/debunk] 
 

The overkill 
backfire effect 



Cook, J., Lewandowsky, S. (2011), The Debunking Handbook. St. Lucia, Australia: University of 
Queensland. November 5. ISBN 978-0-646-56812-6. [http://sks.to/debunk] 
 

Fill the gap in 
the mind-map 

People prefer an incorrect model over an incomplete one. 
• Offer an alternative explanation 
• Suggest why the myth was propagated  
• Explain why the myth is wrong 



Cook, J., Lewandowsky, S. (2011), The Debunking Handbook. St. Lucia, Australia: University of 
Queensland. November 5. ISBN 978-0-646-56812-6. [http://sks.to/debunk] 
 



The Risk Equation 

Risk     =     Toxicity     X     Exposure 

 Toxicology of active 
ingredient 

 Product signal word 
 Dose estimate 
 Effects (signs, 

symptoms) reported in 
the literature 

 Onset, duration and 
resolution of 
symptoms 

 Distance to application site 
 Route of potential 

exposure 
 Physical/chemical 

properties of active 
ingredient 

 Duration/frequency of 
exposure 

 Bioavailability by the route 
in question 



References to pesticide products, active ingredients and/or product 
formulations in this presentation do not constitute endorsement of those 

products/active ingredients/formulations by NPIC, the College of 
Agricultural Sciences, OSU or the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 

Example questions & answers 



Which product is less toxic? I have asthma. 

• Product # 1: Sevin 5% Dust Insecticide  
– Active ingredient: carbaryl at 5.0% 
– Signal word: CAUTION 
– Formulated as a DUST 

 
• Product # 2: Ornamental and Garden Vegetable 

Insecticide Spray 
– Active ingredient: esfenvalerate at 0.0033% 
– Signal word: CAUTION 
– Formulated as a liquid, ready to use 

Question:  



It depends… In your case, product #2 is less risky. 

• Least toxic to what?     
– Humans, pets, fish, bees….    
– In this case, humans 

• Least toxic by which route?  
– Inhalation, ingestion (eating), skin contact…. 
– In this case, inhalation. 
  

• “Carbaryl is practically non-toxic to rats by inhalation, with LC50 greater 
than 3.4 mg/L.” 

• “Esfenvalerate is practically non-toxic via inhalation, with LC50 greater 
than 2.93 mg/L.” 

• Dust is more prone to being inhaled than a liquid. 
• Product #2 has a lower concentration of the active ingredient 

Answer: 



What does “skin sensitizer” mean? It’s here on my product label… 

Question: 



• “Skin Sensitization (allergic contact dermatitis): An 
immunologically mediated cutaneous reaction to a substance.” 
Handbook of Toxicology 2nd. Ed., Derelanko & Hollinger, p.148 

….. How about something in English? 
 
 

An NPIC specialist would go further to explain: 
• After a person is sensitized, any future exposure to the 

substance results in an allergic reaction. Allergies may manifest 
as skin irritation, hives, red or puffy eyes, sneezing, etc. 

 

Answer: 



How should I wash my pesticide-
contaminated work clothes? 

• I work with a variety of pesticides. 
 

• Most of them are sprays; some are 
fumigants. 
 

• I wash my aprons, boots and goggles at 
work, but my shirts and pants get moist 
from the spray mist. 

Question:  



• Store and wash contaminated clothing separately from the family laundry. 
• Clothes that are soaked with pesticides should be thrown away rather 

than washed. 
• Wash your work clothes each day.  
• Wash only a few items at a time. 
• Use hot water - the hotter the better. Use heavy duty laundry detergent. 
• Laundry additives such as chlorine bleach or ammonia do not improve 

removal of pesticide residues. 
• Line dry, if possible. Sunlight breaks down many pesticides and it can 

prevent residues from collecting in the dryer. 

Answer(s): 



Risk communication on the web 
NPIC website 

Over 2 million page views in 2011  
On average, visitors to web pages 

spend 2-4 seconds deciding 
whether to leave or stay. 

 
 

People with limited literacy skills 
tend to skip whole paragraphs if 

they have more than 3 lines. 
 
 

Links and content on the right 
margin are often ignored, mistaken 

for advertisements. 

In 2011, visitors stayed for an 
average of 2.75 minutes. 



Curate the Cloud. How Too Much Information Puts Humans Back in Charge – Steven Rosenbaum 
 

“Between the dawn of civilization through 2003, five exabytes of 
information was created.” – Eric Schmidt, Google 

“That same amount of information is now being created every two 
days.” – S. Rosenbaum, Magnify.net 

July 
2010 



www.health.gov/healthliteracyonline/ 



Write Actionable Content 

• Write in plain language. Use your own voice. 
• Put the most important information first. 
• Describe the desirable behavior – just the basics. 
• Stay positive and realistic. 
• Provide specific action steps. 



Display Content Clearly on the Page 

• Limit paragraph size. Use bullets or short lists. 
• Use meaningful headings with action words 
• Use white space, avoid clutter 
• Keep content in the center, above the fold 







Twitter – Follow @NPICatOSU 



Topic 

Timely information. 
 

Roses are pruned 
in the spring. 



Jargon 

“… Here are some unnecessarily long or ugly words     
(and replacement words) that many people use a lot:” 
 
    utilize – use 
    currently – now 
    possess – have 
    however – but 
    for the purpose of – for 
    initiate – start 
     

Zen and the Art of Dumbing Down Your Prose – Amy Miller, EPA Greenversations Blog 
 

 
    terminate – end 
    facilitate – help 
    interface – meet? Talk to? 
    relocate – move 
    retain – keep 
     



The National Pesticide Information Center (NPIC) is: 

 a cooperative effort between Oregon State University and the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency.  

 A resource for the general public and professionals 

 A place to report pesticide poisoning and other incidents 

 Available free of charge to anyone, in over 170 languages 

 

Let’s review: 

NPIC operates Monday - Friday 
– 7:30 am to 3:30 pm Pacific time  
– 8:30 am to 4:30 pm Mountain time 
– 9:30 am to 5:30 pm Central time 
– 10:30 am to 6:30 pm Eastern time,             

excluding holidays. 

 
 
 



Risk communication: 

  Debunking myths  

  keep it simple,  

  de-emphasize the myth, and  

  fill any gaps in the mind-map 

Let’s review: 

Risk communication online: 

 Break up paragraphs, use bullets 

 Say the most important part first 

 Put the information in your target audience’s path, in the venues 
where they spend time online 

 



How can I collaborate with NPIC? 

• Add our toll-free number to your fact sheets, 
websites and announcements. Allow us provide 
the phone support your audience may need. 
 

• Use our fact sheets and other publications as 
handouts and/or references. 

 
• Encourage people to report pesticide incidents 

in order to better inform the risk assessment 
process. 
 

• Follow us on Facebook and Twitter and share 
the posts that “hit the spot” for your audience.  

 

Other collaboration 
ideas are welcome! 

Ann 



Cook, J., Lewandowsky, S. (2011), The Debunking Handbook. St. Lucia, Australia: University of 
Queensland. November 5. ISBN 978-0-646-56812-6. [http://sks.to/debunk] 
 



1-800-858-7378 (PEST) 
www.npic.orst.edu 
npic@ace.orst.edu 

http://www.npic.orst.edu
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