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“There does not have to be any

independent assessment.”

A new Which? survey has highlighted that many people remain unaware of nanotechnology
and know little about how it is being used. 45% of adults had heard of nanotechnology, but
even those who had heard of it were unclear about what it is, as, when consumers were asked
what was the first thing they thought of when they heard the word ‘nanotechnology’, most
mentions referred to ‘small things’ or electronics. Only 5% of those aware of nanotechnology
spontaneously thought that it was being used to develop cosmetic and skincare products.

When asked about controls over these products, there was a lot of uncertainty reflecting
people’s lack of understanding of the issue. Around two in three adults said that they would
assume that any cosmetics or skincare products using nanotechnology are independently
assessed as safe before going on sale. Those aware of nanotechnology were more likely to
agree with this. A similar number (67%) also told us that they would expect cosmetics or
skincare products using nanotechnology to be clearly labelled.7

The Which? Citizens’ Panel
At the end of 2007, Which? held a ‘Nano Citizens’ Panel’8 to try and find out how
people viewed the use of nanotechnologies in different consumer products (cosmetics,
foods, medicines and general consumer products such as electronic goods and sports
equipment) once they had heard a range of views from different experts. It was carried
out by Opinion Leader and overseen by a steering group made up of experts with a range
of interests. 

Fourteen people from a range of backgrounds, broadly selected to reflect the general
public met over three days in Birmingham to consider the issues raised by nano consumer
products. Panellists were generally excited about the potential that nanotechnologies
offer, particularly for health and medicine, and were keen to move ahead with developing
them. However, they also recognised the need to have adequate controls covering
the risks.

Specifically in relation to the use of nano cosmetics:

● Panellists were fairly positive. Although some, particularly men, felt that the potential
safety risks meant that they would be unlikely to try a product that they knew had
been developed using nanotechnologies, many thought that they would be more likely
to use a nano product as it was something new.

● People thought that the use of nanotechnologies could mean more choice and products
that work more effectively.

● Positive reactions tended to assume that products were safe and panellists expected
that anything coming on to the market would have been tested for safety. “You don’t
doubt anything you pick up off the shelf.”

● The people participating were worried that doubts had been expressed about the
suitability of safety tests for nano materials. Although they accepted that the cosmetics
industry felt products were safe, and were to some extent reassured by this, they were
slightly cynical over whether this meant that products actually were safe. “You do not
allow anything onto the market without safety tests.”

● Many people said that they would apply common sense when selecting products and
in weighing up whether to use nano ones. But there was also concern about how you
could actually do this given that: most products are not labelled; most consumers
would not have the same level of information as the Panellists; and there was
uncertainty about whether safety tests are adequate for nano materials. “I was quite
pleased initially that there was so much rules and regulation already but some of it
doesn’t apply as nano is a new technology.”

● There was concern about the independence of the safety assessors if they work for
the company. Panellists stressed the need for independent safety assessments and
called for regulations to be applied internationally to protect consumers in a
globalised market.

● There was also concern that the use of the term nano could be a marketing tool,
resulting in higher prices but not necessarily delivering any extra benefits. “It will
become a buzz word that won’t actually mean anything.”

● The people involved wanted products containing free nano particles, as used in cosmetics,
labelled. Panellists acknowledged that this could cause some confusion and concern,
but thought it was unethical not to inform people. To avoid confusion, they wanted
labelling to be done in tandem with broader information about nanotechnologies.

what consumers think
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It is clear that nanotechnology has the potential to bring benefits to cosmetics as well as
other consumer products, but there are some safety concerns and it is unclear where nano
materials are being used. While companies fail to be open about how they are using the
technology now and what they could be doing in the future, it is impossible for consumers
to make informed choices.

The Government has a voluntary reporting scheme, but has had very few responses.
This should, therefore, be made mandatory so that it is clear where nano materials are
being used and the issues that they raise can be properly assessed. 

Which? research suggests that consumers are open to the benefits nano cosmetics can
bring (see the Which? Citizens’ Panel). But it needs to be ensured that the claims made
aren’t misleading consumers. The sunscreen issue illustrates the potential confusion over the
possible benefits as well as the risks. Some companies told us that they use nano materials
because they are more effective, as well as being clear. But, as many of them don’t tell you
whether or not they are using them, consumers can’t choose for themselves whether they
think it is a worthwhile benefit. These benefits also need to be considered in relation to the
alternatives on offer. 

Professor Richard Jones told us, for example, that “The benefits of using sunscreen to
protect against the harmful effects of ultra-violet radiation are clear and uncontroversial,
and it is against these benefits that any uncertainties of a particular type of sunscreen need
to be measured. It is certainly not the case that alternative active ingredients for sunscreens,
based on small organic molecules, are entirely above suspicion”.

This reinforces the urgent need to independently examine the risks and benefits raised by
the use of nano materials in sunscreens and draw some conclusions about whether consumers
should restrict their use of these products or use more of them. While uncertainties remain
and the scientific committee awaits further information from the manufacturers on the
effects of nano titanium dioxide on damaged skin and on nano zinc oxide more generally,
consumers are being left in the dark while unknowingly using products that contain them.

Our research shows that consumers would like cosmetic products to indicate if they
contain nano materials – but they recognise that information about nano ingredients is only
going to be useful if it is backed up by broader public information about nanotechnologies.
As our research suggests a reluctance by cosmetic companies to do this on a voluntary basis,
it should be made a requirement within the new Cosmetics Regulation.

“It is clear that nanotechnology

has the potential to bring a lot

of benefits – to cosmetics as well

as other consumer products.”

consumer information

[7] October 2008 face-to-face survery of 977
adults aged 16+ representative of adults in the UK.

[8] Which? commissioned a Citizens’ Panel with
14 members of the public, which sat for three
days from 29 November – 1 December 2007,
aiming to inform members of the public about,
and gauge their views on nanotechnologies.

● The Government should require companies to report their use of
manufactured nano materials.

● Potentially unsafe products should be removed from sale.
● An independent expert group should be established to advise the

Government on the risks and benefits of nano sunscreens.
● The new EU Cosmetics Regulation should include a positive list of

manufactured nano materials that are permitted to be used in
cosmetic products based on an independent safety assessment.

● Clear information should be provided to consumers about the use
of nano materials in cosmetic products, as well as nanotechnology 
more broadly.

calling for action
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FURTHER INFORMATION
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Which? campaigns actively for all consumers. With
around 675,000 members in the UK, we are the
largest consumer organisation in Europe. Entirely
independent of government and industry, we are
funded through sales of our consumer magazines,
online products and books.

Which? is the operational name of Consumers'
Association - a registered charity No 296072.

Which?’s 10 Point Action Plan sets out the key actions that we want taken to ensure that
consumers can take advantage of the benefits nanotechnologies offer consumer products
without being put at unnecessary risk:

● CO-ORDINATION: The Government should establish a strategic stakeholder group to
ensure there is effective input from all sectors of society and that the necessary measures
are implemented and progress monitored.

● DEFINITIONS: International agreement is needed on definitions for nanotechnologies.

● PRODUCTS: The Government and EU need to understanding what products are already
on the market, in the pipeline or at the research stage and identifying those likely to raise
most concerns based on current understanding.

● RESEARCH: The Government and EU need to ensure that uncertainties around the
environmental and health risks presented by some manufactured nano materials are
urgently addressed – and ensure that research to enable this is funded. 

● ASSESSMENT: The Government and EU must providing clarity over how the safety of
nano materials should be assessed given the current knowledge gaps.

● PRECAUTION: The precautionary principle should be applied to products where there
are potential risks, but where it is not currently possible to assess their safety, so that
consumers are not put at risk.

● TRANSPARENCY: Government and industry should be open about the uncertainties
that some nano materials may raise, the research underpinning safety assessments as
well as claims about potential benefits.

● REGULATION: The EU needs to address the loopholes in regulations so that nano
materials are included and there is clear guidance on how the regulations apply.

● INFORMATION: The Government must ensure consumers, industry and regulators
have clear information about where nano materials are being used and that any claims
they make are true.

● ENGAGEMENT: The public should be involved in meaningful discussions, at all levels,
about the development of the technology, priority applications and any no-go areas.

Which?’s 10 point action plan
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