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Lesson 4, Activity III.    Speak Up!  Consumer Advocacy

Summary:
This activity could be combined with Lessons 1, 4(I), or 4(II).

Class discussion about opportunities and methods of writing followed by student

selection of topics and letter-writing as homework or an in-class activity.

Activity Objective:

1. Students will learn about opportunities and become consumer advocates on cosmetic issues.
2. Students will consider their role in incorporating well reasoned perspectives in societal health debates and decision making.
Materials & Preparation for Activity III:


Create overheads:  
TG 4(III).1
Communicating complaints






TG 4(III).2
Getting the facts






TG 4(III).3
Possible action






TG 4(III).4
Contents of an effective letter


Review -  the NWABR material on writing a policy recommendation letter and a letter



to the editor and rubrics found in the online Ethics Primer curriculum.



http://www.nwabr.org/education/primer.html under Lesson Strategies


-  List of consumer activist organizations, R 4(I).2
Engagement:







                  

Have you ever been so disgusted with a cosmetic product that you wanted to tell everyone how bad it was?  Or, have you believed so strongly for or against a government or company policy that you wanted others to know how you felt?

As a consumer, your voice and opinion carries some weight.  You can influence 

product marketing and regulatory policy if you can communicate your views in a well-

reasoned and thoughtful way and support your views with facts.  
We are going to talk about opportunities to make your voice heard and how to effectively communicate your views.  
Customers send a strong message to manufacturers by refusing to buy a product

but if the decision is more than just your personal preference, you should consider
communicating with the manufacturer.

Manufacturers appreciate hearing from customers.  Whether the comments about their products are good or bad, most manufacturers appreciate knowing what customers are thinking.  If you have questions about cosmetic ingredients or instructions for use, contact the manufacturer via a web site address or the address on the product container.
Product Complaints:  Communicating with Manufacturers and FDA
If you have a complaint about a product, you should contact the FDA 
as well as the manufacturer.  





    OH TG 4(III).1



FDA:  http://www.fda.gov/opacom/backgrounders/problem.html#cosmetics



Seattle area FDA office:   206-553-7001


The retailer that sold you the product should also be notified about the problem

Your communication needs to include sufficient details about the problem and the product.  [see list on TG 4(III).1]
Why be involved


Cosmetic ingredient safety has made the news frequently.  

[See the headlines in Lesson 4(I) and R4(I).1]

There is concern that chemicals in cosmetics and other products are not being sufficiently tested or regulated and people and the environment are being hurt.

People have very different views on how standards for public and environmental health should be determined.  Science plays a role in these decisions but even scientists don’t agree on a course of action. [See Lesson 4(I)]



As citizens, we need to be informed in order to make good purchasing decisions for our



own health but we also need to contribute to the social discussion on what is 
appropriate for all people and the environment.  Scientists have a responsibility to consider the social context of their science and share their scientific knowledge with 

the public.


Get the facts







OH TG 4(III).2
Before you take action, learn the facts around the issues.  





Laws




Environmental health issues




Claims by proponents and opponents



Product history and safety issues




Previous consumer actions




Viewpoints and those holding them



Where would you look to get the facts?


It is important to recognize that facts get clouded with our biases and value



judgments.

Learn the viewpoints of all of the parties involved with the issue 

(i.e., the stakeholders):

Have students come up with a list of people/organizations that are affected by 
laws that regulate chemicals.


FDA


Environmental Protection Agency

Professional societies


Manufacturers

Healthcare workers

Community


Activist organizations  (see R4(I).2)

Safety and Regulatory Policy Issues


There are a variety of organizations that are requesting public participation in their

campaigns to change safety and regulatory laws that apply to cosmetics ingredients.
See TG 4(I).13 and R4(I).2 for a list of organizations that represent different views on risk management.
Participation can take many forms
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Ask students if they have ever participated in any of these ways.

What was the issue?  How was the issue resolved?

Students may be particularly persuasive when advocating issues to other
students.  Student newspapers, public service announcements, and posters

may be venues for peer education.  

Schools may also participate in Youth Network for Healthy Communities, a NIEHS grant funded, state-wide video conference project organized through University of Washington:  http://whs.wsd.wednet.edu/socstudies/YNHC/ynhc.htm.
Students select an environmental health issue in their community, do research and 
present their findings via videoconference to students and leaders in environmental health from around the state.  Topics such as the health risks of cosmetic ingredients, effectiveness of sunblock lotions, skin related disease prevention (skin cancer, allergies, etc.), and disposal of cosmetics and over-the-counter drugs are potential environmental health topics.
Contents of an effective letter






Activism can take many forms but writing a letter can be particularly
effective because you can take the time to compose it thoughtfully and 

provide facts to support your views.


6 points of an effective letter
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[See NWABR Ethics Primer (7/07), pg 114-120 under Lesson Strategies at

http://www.nwabr.org/education/primer.html]
In class or 
Homework:
Have students identify a cosmetic-related issue that is important to them.  

The students should write a letter to their newspaper or legislator incorporating 
the points of an effective letter.

Closure:
Being an informed citizen and consumer involves active participation in the process 

of setting rules and regulations that affect our health, economy, and environment.  
Resources: 

Gilbert, Steven G.  Ethical, Legal, and Social Issues:  Our Children’s Future. 



NeuroToxicology 26: 521-530, 2005.


NWABR online Ethics Primer: (http://www.nwabr.org/education/primer.html)


 
Lesson Strategies, pages 114-120.

Public advocacy organizations:  R 4(I).2 and TG 4(I).13
Do you have a complaint?

REVIEW THE PRODUCT LABEL:


Reread any package insert and labeling information to be sure that you have been following the manufacturer’s instructions.


COMMUNICATE:

1. Your name, address, phone number and email address

2. When and where you purchased the product

3. How you have stored the product since its purchase

4. Any product code or expiration date 

5. Details about your complaint.

When did it start?

What have you done about the situation?

Describe the problem and the product (color, smell, feel)

6.  State the action you would like the manufacturer/retailer to take – 
refund, exchange, apology, etc
SEND YOUR LETTER TO:

     FDA 


 http://www.fda.gov/opacom/backgrounders/problem.html#cosmetics

 Seattle area FDA office:   206-553-7001

    MANUFACTURER:    

Find website to get address, or

Use address on product container

    STORE WHERE PRODUCT WAS PURCHASED
    FEDERAL TRADE COMMISSION (FTC) if you have an advertising complaint


https://rn.ftc.gov/pls/dod/wsolcq$.startup?Z_ORG_CODE=PU01
Setting public health policy requires:
· evaluating the facts 

· making value judgments

The issues are complex and 

the process is controversial.

Before you take action, 
learn the facts around the issues

· Laws

· Environmental health issues

· Claims by proponents and opponents

· Chemical history and safety issues

· Previous consumer actions

· Viewpoints and those holding them

Where would you get the facts 

and the interpretations of the facts?
· Peer-reviewed scientific studies

· Government policy committees

· Consumer watch-dog organizations
· Manufacturers
Taking Action
1. Sign a pre-written contract or petition on the website of a 

consumer advocacy group

2. Write a letter to the editor of your newspaper

3. Call or write elected officials

4. Organize or attend a community meeting

5. Inform your neighbors and/or retailers

6. Create a petition and have it signed
7. Educate other students

Contents of an Effective Letter

1. Describe the issue that needs attention

2. Explain your recommendation:

What should be done

Who should do it

Suggest a course of action

3. Provide supporting arguments (scientific and ethical)

for your position.

4. Present opposing views and address those arguments

5. Cite your sources

6. Thank person for their time
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    Biomedical Research.  


