Report on consumer
perspectives on
chemicals in
consumer goods

Misse Wester
The Royal Institute of Technology
October, 2012
Chemitecs report P6-D2

CHEMITECS PUBLICATION SERIES REPORT P6-D2

Report on consumer perspectives on
chemicals in consumer goods

MISSE WESTER

KTH
Stockholm, Sweden, October 2012

Report on producer perspective on chemicals in consumer goods

© Misse Wester, 2012
ChEmiTecs publication P6-D1
ISSN
ChEmiTecs
ChEmiTecs is a research program funded by the Swedish EPA. The program's goal is to
improve the understanding of emissions of organic substances from articles and to clarify
and determine the magnitude of this problem. The program aims to support
development of Swedish and EU management programs to minimise risks from harmful
substances. The program started in December 2007 and will proceed until December
2012. Participating organisations and organisation representatives are:

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency
(Funding organisation)
www.naturvardsverket.se
IVL The Swedish Environmental Research Institute Ltd
Tomas Rydberg (Programme manager)
tomas.rydberg@ivl.se
Eva Brorström-Lundén (Communications manager)
Eva.BL@ivl.se
Stockholm University
Åke Bergman
ake.bergman@mk.su.se
Royal Institute of Technology
Christina Rudén
cr@infra.kth.se
Umeå University
Peter Haglund
peter.haglund@chem.umu.se
Chalmers University of Technology
Sverker Molander
sverker.molander@chalmers.se

Report on consumer perspective

Contents
1
2
3

Introduction ..................................................................................................... 3
Method ............................................................................................................. 3
Results .............................................................................................................. 5
3.1
Risk perception - products ........................................................................................... 5
3.2
Information about risk.................................................................................................. 8
3.3
Labelling.......................................................................................................................... 9
3.4
Trust ..............................................................................................................................11
4
Analysis and conclusions ................................................................................ 11
5
References ....................................................................................................... 12
Appendix I. Pictures used in the survey ................................................................. 14

1

Report on consumer perspective

Abstract

This report presents the results from a national survey where 2000 Swedish respondents
answered questions that measured risk perception and information preferences relating
to five different consumer products. The results indicate that risks to the environment
are seen as greater than risks to health, and that risks are perceived to be greatest for the
local environment and to the workers where production of these products take place.
Knowledge of what different labels on consumer products is high and labels are a
preferred way of receiving information about a product.
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1 Introduction
How individuals perceive risks caused by chemicals emitted from consumer goods is an
area of little research. Usually, risk perception in this context is studied by investigating
issues of trust, i.e. how trusted a store or brand is (Mitchell, 1999), or the role of
information, ranging from ability for consumers to make informed decisions to labelling
preferences (Glegg & Richards, 2007). Many if these studies aim at gaining a wider
understanding on how risk perception affects consumer preferences regarding choice of
product. Results from these studies indicate that consumers are not too concerned with
possible risks with consumer products, and even of labelling and table of content are the
most preferred ways of receiving information, most individuals do not pay attention to
what the product contains but use labels to get information on the characteristics of the
product (Glegg & Richards, 2007; Hancock, Rogers and Risk, 2001). Failing to read the
table of content can be interpreted as a sign of trust in the products that are available for
to consumers – or that the text is too small to be legible (Hancock, Rogers and Risk,
2001).
In a Eurobarometer from 2009, consumers throughout Europe were asked what
consumer products that contained chemicals they felt posed the highest threat to the
user. Different products were mentioned and are presented here from the highest
perceived risk to the lowest. The products were pesticides and herbicides; bleach and
heave-duty detergent; household cleaning products; indoor paint; hair dyes; timber
preservatives; washing powder, handwash and dishwashing detergent; synthetic fibres
used in clothing. On the lower scale of risky products were sunscreen; wool or cotton
fabrics; hair shampoo and toothpaste were found (Special Eurobarometer, 314). In this
study factors such as age, education and gender seems to influence risk perception, as
younger respondents have a lower risk perception form most products, whereas women
and those with higher education express a higher risk perception. In this Eurobarometer
it was also found that the respondents feel that exposure is not a question of small or
large exposure to a risk, but rather that exposure is a matter of being exposed at all. This
can be important to consider when trying to inform consumers of risks with products as
giving information on the extent of exposure will not address these concerns. Consumers
tend to think that even exposure to a small amount of dangerous chemicals will have an
effect on health even though it might not be immediate. Most respondents in this study
are not worried about risks from consumer goods, and perceive the risk to others health
as greater than risks to their personal health. This is consistent with the ‘optimistic bias’
found in many risk related studies (Weinstein, 1980). The Eurobarometer also found that
consumers do read the labels on the products and follow the instructions given to a great
extent.
This study is similar in the sense that it investigates the perception of risk of different
consumer goods among the Swedish public but with a slightly different focus.

2 Method
A survey containing 23 questions was constructed, covering the areas risk perception in
relation to the products chosen, information on risk, labelling, and trust. Background
questions were also asked in order to cover demographic information. In total, 2000
respondents were divided into five groups corresponding to the five products identified
within the ChEmiTecs project and answered the survey. This means that there were 400
respondents in each product group that answered questions relating to their particular
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product. The respondents were presented with a picture to illustrate the product group
the respondents answered questions about. The five product groups were:
•
•
•
•
•

Electronic goods as represented by a television
Tires
Textiles represented by a regular sofa
Shoes
PVC flooring

This selection of consumer goods is based on the results from project 2 within the
ChEmiTecs research program, with one exception – concrete. Finding consumer goods
that contain concrete are difficult, so shoes were selected instead. The pictures used in
the survey can be found in the appendix to this report. In the survey, respondents were
asked questions about seven products, the five listed above and two additional: plastic
products (such as plastic food containers) and glass products. These two products were
to function as controls in order to make sure that the five original products were not
biased in any way. This means that the respondents were randomly divided into five
groups and answered questions about one product of the ones listed above. In addition,
all respondents answered questions about plastic products. The questions for the one
product and for plastic were identical. This division was done in order to avoid fatigue
among the respondents – if all were to answer 23 questions about six different products
it is doubtful there would be more than a few complete surveys.
This report follows the structure of the sections on the survey. Results are presented for
each product group and are descriptive in nature. No statistical tests have been
conducted as the differences between product groups were small and not believed to
increase our understanding about possible risks with emissions from consumer products.
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3 Results
3.1 Risk perception - products
The respondents were asked to rate the risk of seven products from two perspectives:
general environmental risk and risk to health, on a scale from 1 (no risk) to 7 (great risk).
The mean ratings can be seen in Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1. Health risk of products by product group.
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Figure 2. Environmental risk of products by product group

As can be seen in the figures that the differences between product groups, i.e. whether
the respondent had been presented with a shoe or a tire, does not seem to influence the
respondents’ perception of risks. Most respondents perceive the largest risks for both the
environment and health to come from tires and textiles, whereas the lowest risks are seen
to come from shoes and glass products. It can also be noted that environmental risks are
perceived as greater than compared to health risks.
The respondents were also asked to rank the seven products according to level of risk
from emissions. All respondents placed tires first, followed by textiles. Most had PVC
flooring on third place, followed by electronics. After this, shoes, plastics and glass shows
no clear pattern besides occupying the latter three places.
Each respondents was then asked to rate the specific risks related to the product they
had been presented with (e.g. ether for shoes, tires, electronics, etc). Two questions were
asked in order to measure the perceived risk for health and for the environment and
focused on three levels: risks to personal health or local environment; risk to producers
health and environment, and risk to global health and environment. The scale was once
again between 1 (no risk) and 7 (high risk). The mean ratings are presented below.
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Figure 3. Risk health in three dimensions

Figure 4. Environmental risk in three dimensions

Two things can be noted in the results presented above. First, risks posed to health with
the different products vary among products, where tires are judged to pose the largest
threat to personal health. However, the risk for producers is seen to pose the largest risk
regardless of product. Second, this pattern is repeated for environmental risks. Again,
regarding the local environmental impact, tires are seen as posing the largest risk,
followed by PVC flooring. However, the largest environmental impact is seen to be
taking place at the site of production. This shift in risk exposure can help in
understanding the result that global risk to the environment is seen as larger than the
local environmental impact. It would seem that the combined effect of a lower local
environmental impact and a larger impact at the production site makes the global impact
somewhere in between.
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3.2 Information about risk
The respondents were asked six questions relating to information about potential risks
with consumer products. More specifically, the following questions were asked:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Producers do the best they can to provide information about health risks
Producers do the best they can to provide information about environmental risks
I receive enough information about health risks regarding the products I buy
I receive enough information about environmental risk regarding the products I
buy
Authorities need to take more responsibility in providing information
Consumers need to take more responsibility in asking for information

Results are presented below.

Figure 5. Information on risks

It is clear from the figure that regardless of which product the respondent has been
presented with there is a great sense that authorities need to take on much more
responsibility for providing information concerning possible risks with emissions from
consumer products.
It can also be seen that there is a general attitude that producers are not doing the best
they can in order to provide information regarding possible risks with their products.
Further, the respondents do not believe they have enough information to be informed
about what risks consumer goods might pose to them. However, most respondents do
not express a great sentiment for taking responsibility for finding this information
themselves – information is seen as someone else’s responsibility. What product the
respondents had been presented with does not seem to influence the respondents’ views
in these questions.
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3.3 Labelling
The respondents were asked to what extent (on a scale from 1, small, to 7, great extent)
they looked for labels on products, to what extent they read the information that comes
with the products and how important they believed labelling was.

Figure 6. Importance of information and labelling

It can be worth noting that even if tires has been reported by all respondents to pose the
greatest risks to health and environment, the ratings for e.g. environmental labelling and
reading product information is the second lowest for this category (only shoes rate
lower).
It can also be pointed out that most respondents express to a great extent that labelling is
very important; this attitude is not reflected in how much they notice labels on the
products they buy.
The respondents were also presented with eight labels and presented with three
statements explaining what the label meant. Two of these explanations were wrong and
respondents were asked to indicate which one was the correct one. Two examples of
labels are presented below.

For all labels, the correct answer was provided by between 68 to 98% of the respondents.
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The lowest score was received for the label for EU for organic farming:

The alternatives given for this label were: “This product in organically grown withn the
EU”, “This product is organically grown regardless of country of origin”, “This product
is grown and not manufactured”. The second option is correct, even if this is optional for
importers. The reason for the low correct rating (around 40%) is belived to be because of
the poor wording of the alternatives in the design of the survey as the first statement is
included in the second one. It can therefore be concluded that the lack of correct
answers for this particular label is the resposibility of the researcher rather than the
respondents. This label has since the survey been replaced by a new one withitn the EU.
When asked what sources the respondents would like information from regarding what
chemicals the products contained, the following pattern emerged.

Figure 7. Preferred sources of information

Even if the figure above can appear to be quite detailed, three major sources can be
identified as preferred sources of information can be identified: the table of content on
the product; labels on the product and brochures that accompany the product. There
seems to be a demand that independent groups are involved in producing information
about a specific product, as well as consumer agencies. It can also be noted that most
respondents do not have the opinion that consumer products should have zero risk as
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indicated by the low response rate for “None, [consumer products] should be safe”. This
would imply that respondents are aware of every day exposure to possible risks but do
not expect to be protected from them at all costs.

3.4 Trust
Respondents were also asked to rate the level of trust they felt towards different actors
regarding how good of a job they were doing in protecting citizens form potential risks
with consumer goods and the results can be seen below. The scale was once again from
1, no trust, to 7, high trust.

Figure 8. Trust in actors protecting citizens

There seems to be little variance between the different product groups, as most
respondents rate the following actors to have a good ability: University researchers,
Environmental organizations, Consumer organizations, and Governmental agencies.

4 Analysis and conclusions
In many studies on risk perception related to consumer goods or household products,
much focus has been devoted towards understanding what factors influence consumers
to choose a specific brand; how consumers read labels and how trust can affect these two
issues. Other studies have focused on perception or risk and the perception of exposure
and what this can mean for communication. Here, it has also been shown the personal
risk perception is lower than risk perception for others.
This study broadens the scope of risk perception in relation to consumer goods as
another dimension of risk perception is added, namely the risk for those producing the
product. Also, health and environmental risks are both included here.
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In general, the results of this investigation reveal that risks to the environment are seen as
greater than risks to health for all products mentioned in this survey. This is interesting as
it has implications for how information on different risks posed by the same products is
presented.
It also becomes clear when examining the results that risks to the environment and risks
to health is believed to be greatest in the country where the product is made and to the
people that produce it. This also has implications to what risks consumers focus on and
might also affect what labels are preferred on the product itself. Labelling such as Fair
Trade or Organically grown do in some part address the working conditions and
environmental impact at the site where production takes place, and might be more
important than information that addresses personal protection.
The respondents do read the information that comes with the products and take notice
of labels that are visible. However, two products are excluded from this – tyres and shoes
– the products that are rated to be the most and least risky for health and the
environment. Perhaps it is the nature of the products that makes it difficult for
consumers to find information about the products: tires are usually bought through a car
dealership or from a specialized tire shop. Perhaps in this context other concerns, such as
safety and performance, is more important compared to other risks. So even if a product
is perceived as posing large risks, there are other factors that are more important. For
shoes, that are seen as posing low risks to health and environment, the product
information might not be relevant at all also because of other factors such as comfort,
design or brand.
When it comes to information that the respondents want authorities to step up and take
a more active part in developing and disseminating information about risks with
consumer products. The information provided today is seen as poor and consumers do
acknowledge to some extent that they themselves are responsible for finding this
information.
There are some conflicting results to be found in this report. Consumers report to want
information, believe that labelling is important but do not read the information that
comes with the product to any great extent. Perhaps this can be interpreted as a cognitive
shortcut: consumers look for familiar labels that serve as representing a certain standard
and quality, this might be sufficient. However, it can also be concluded from the results
that producers or retailers should not be the ones that provide this information as they
have the lowest ratings for trust. However, high ratings for trust does not necessarily
mean that a particular actor is best suited for providing information: researchers enjoy
high levels of trust but this is not to say that individual researchers should engage in risk
communication. Instead, perhaps consumer agencies can be given greater resources in
order to fulfil the important task of communicating relevant information based on the
best available scientific information to citizens. However, the information should not
only focus on traditional risk areas, but could be extended to include the impact of local
environment and workers to a greater extent than is done today.
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