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How should consumers be informed about products that contain synthetic nanomaterials? 

Under the auspices of the Swiss Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH), the NANO Dialogue 

Platform is engaged in answering this question. Participants from industry, retail trade, con-

sumer organisations and public authorities met together in four dialogue workshops in 2009. 

It became apparent that in the first place fundamental questions needed to be clarified before 

practical communication measures could be recommended, be these sectoral or cross-

sectoral in nature. For example, an internationally harmonised definition for synthetic nano-

materials still does not exist, which would be the prerequisite for a uniform labelling system. 

In addition, unresolved issues exist in regard to the measurement and safety assessment of 

nanomaterials. Before recommendations for Switzerland can be enunciated, it must also be 

clarified how the EU wants nanomaterials in consumer goods to be declared. At present, 

questions on the regulation for foods are under discussion at the EU level. In the meantime, 

for cosmetics, there exists a Regulation, which comprises the labelling requirements as well 

as an obligation to inform a public authority and guidelines for appropriate safety data. The 

group unanimously agreed that a Swiss unilateral approach is undesirable.  

In the course of the workshop, discussions took place on various ideas on consumer infor-

mation, which went beyond the debate concerning labelling and which could be useful sug-

gestions for the interested organisations to prepare their specific communication measures 

(see appendix). In this regard, the consumer organisations called for further-reaching rec-

ommendations.   

A consensus of the NANO-Dialog Platform was that a central information platform should be 

established under the auspices of the Confederation with the aim of providing easily compre-

hensible information on nanotechnologies to consumers. Consumers’ questions on the func-

tion of nanoproducts, on their use and in regard to safety issues should be answered. Corre-

sponding links will be made available for obtaining further information.  
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Initial situation 
Nanotechnologies are considered as one of the central key-technologies for product innova-

tions in all areas of daily life: self-cleaning surfaces for baths, windows, car paints or façade 

paints, functional fabrics or more effective cancer medicaments, are only a few of the exam-

ples that consumers already know, Generally, the present opinion of the Swiss population in 

regard to nanotechnologies can be considered to be positive and environmentally friendly. 

However, consumers demand understandable and freely available information. They want to 

know which products contain nanomaterials, how they function, which properties the prod-

ucts have, what advantages they provide and whether they are safe. Well-balanced informa-

tion, together with the credibility of the actors, were identified as important keys for the ac-

ceptance of the technology. 

 

The Federal Council already on 9th April 2008 presented a comprehensive action plan “Syn-

thetic Nanomaterials”, aimed at furthering a responsible use of nanomaterials. The package 

of measures pursues four objectives: firstly to develop scientific fundamentals for risk as-

sessment (e.g. NFP 64 “Opportunities and Risks for Nanomaterials”); secondly, to create 

regulatory conditions; and thirdly, an improved use of the federal instruments to ensure an 

increased collaboration between industry and research. Fourthly, for the Federal Council the 

social debate must be an integral part of technology development. Accordingly, a major ob-

jective of the action plan is also the communication and public dialogue in regard to 

nanotechnologies. 

 

The Precautionary Matrix for Synthetic Nanomaterials provided in the action plan has already 

been implemented. It supports industry and the retail trades in identifying possible sources of 

risks in production, use and waste disposal at an early stage, and in particular addresses 

questions on exposure and worker protection.  

 

The NANO-Dialogue Platform 
Based on the action plan, the Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH) as the responsible au-

thority for product safety, inter alia in the food sector, took the initiative and set up the NANO-

Dialogue Platform. “How can we ensure an informed choice to consumers in regard to nano-

products?” - thus read the initial question that was put to the NANO-Dialogue Platform. The 

objective was to stimulate dialogue between the relevant actors and to develop together 

courses of action for a transparent consumer information.  
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The NANO-Dialogue Platform is a group initiated by the FOPH with about 20 representa-

tives: 

from industry associations 

 Swiss Chemical and Pharmaceutical Industry SGCI 

 Federation of the Swiss Food Industry FIAL 

 Swiss Cosmetics and Detergent Association SKW 

 TVS Swiss Textiles 

from retail traders 

 Coop Quality Centre 

 Interest Group of Retail Traders in Switzerland IG DHS 

 Migros Cooperatives 

from Consumer Organisations  

 Association of Consumers of Italian Switzerland ACSI 

 Fédération Romande des Consommateurs FRC 

 Swiss Consumers’ Forum kf 

 Foundation for Consumer Protection SKS 

Authorities 

 The Federal Office of Public Health FOPH 

 The Federal Office of Agriculture FOA 

 The Federal Office for the Environment FOEN 

 Federal Consumer Affairs Bureau FCAB 

 State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO) 

 

Activity of the NANO-Dialogue Platform 

The first three Dialogue Platform workshops were held in early 2009. In these meetings the 

participants discussed the framework conditions and ideas for consumer information. The 

original objective was to achieve a consensus on practical recommendations. However, it 

became clear over the course of the discussions that first of all a process of dialogue was 

needed on fundamental aspects in this early phase. In all, six experts were invited to provide 

their technical input in order to clarify outstanding questions of the current scientific and regu-

latory developments in the discussion with the stakeholders. The results were discussed and 

assessed in regard to their consequences in a further Dialogue workshop. The topics were 
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developed further in a number of written and telephonic rounds of consultation and the final 

report was drawn up. The series of dialogues was moderated and technically lead by the 

Foundation Risk-dialog St. Gallen. Many of the participants see the series of workshops as a 

first, important step on the path leading to an improvement in consumer information. 

 

Framework conditions of the Consumer Information 

During the series of discussions, in March 2009 the EU Parliament adopted the amendment 

of the Regulation (EU) 1223/2009 on cosmetics1. Their consequences for Switzerland were 

discussed in detail. The new Regulation stipulates as of 2013 the labelling of all ingredients 

in the form of nanomaterials with the term “(nano)”. The Regulation contains for the first time 

a definition for nanomaterials as well as an obligation to register nanomaterial-containing 

cosmetics. This Regulation specifies in a binding way answers to many of the previously 

open questions for the cosmetic sector. Further reaching recommendations were therefore 

considered more critically in the final phase of the NANO-Dialogue Platform than at the out-

set. Furthermore, the discussion also touched on the degree of “commitment” of recommen-

dations for the exchange in the Dialogue Platform. 

 

Over the course of the four workshops it became increasingly clear how strongly these fun-

damental framework conditions and requirements influence the practical communication rec-

ommendations. The following key topics were the focus of the discussions: 

 Currently, with the exception of the definition of the EU Cosmetic Regulation, there is 

no internationally harmonised definition of synthetic nanomaterials, which would give 

guidance for a labelling of nanoproducts. In the absence of a formal definition of what 

exactly is to be designated as a synthetic nanomaterial, a uniform classification of 

what exactly should be labelled is not possible. On this basis, the view of industry and 

the authorities is that a recommendation for or against labelling is not worthwhile at 

the present time. The consumer organisations stressed that, fundamentally, the objec-

tive for labelling should however be further progressed.  

 The group made a differentiation between hazard identification for the safe use of 

products and information that indicates certain ingredients or properties (declaration 

of the E-numbers, designation of origin, “Blue Angel” eco-label, Bio product, etc.). Ac-

cording to the NANO-Dialogue, the labelling question therefore also includes a differ-

entiated test of which type of labelling is appropriate for which type of nanoproducts 

before a recommendation can be drawn up.  

 The current state of knowledge does not allow any general statement on the risk 

assessment of synthetic nanomaterials. Nanomaterials must be tested on an individ-

                                                 
1 Download EU-Regulation on cosmetics of 30. November 2009 under: 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:342:0059:0209:DE:PDF 
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ual basis. This fact impedes general recommendations on hazard labelling. The ab-

sence of research results moreover hampers statements on possible required infor-

mation on instruction leaflets or instructions for use.  

 Consequently the NANO-Dialogue Platform recommends a continual monitoring 

of the national and international development in the fields of definition, normalisa-

tion and regulation and of the state of risk research, a renewed check of the la-

belling question for Switzerland and that the dialogue between stakeholders be 

renewed when necessary.  

 The participants of the Dialogue Platform agreed that labelling alone does not 

generally provide enough information when it is not linked with background in-

formation.  

In this context, the group discussed the content and form of product-specific information. The 

suggestions of the Dialogue group were collected and the interests and ideas from the con-

sumer organisations, authorities and industry were elaborated in more detail (see Appendix). 

The concluding discussions gave rise to the following requirements and core questions: 

 Sector-specific Consumer Information: The textile, food and cosmetic sectors work 

with very different processes and bring correspondingly very diverse nanoproducts to 

the market (e.g. sun creams, food packaging, rain coats). Some dialogue participants 

from industry estimate that sector-specific or product-specific consumer information 

corresponding to the broad application fields of the nanotechnologies would be re-

quired. Others argued that the communication strategies would have to be adapted to 

the individual product and the situation of the company.  

 All in all, cross-sectoral recommendations for the communication on synthetic 

nanomaterials did not therefore find a consensus. Individual industry associations 

have tackled the question of information from consumers in sectoral discussions. 

 It should be ensured in the sector-specific dialogues that the collaboration be-

tween the stakeholders of the Dialogue Platform be continued. 

 Integration of existing information: Some stakeholders have already seized the ini-

tiative and have made information available for consumers, for example on product 

websites of associations or manufacturers. However, it was determined that these of-

fers of information are still relatively unknown to consumers. The consumer organisa-

tions commented that the information in question is drawn up in addition from the 

viewpoint of the supplier.    

 The NANO-Dialogue Platform recommended to the companies and associations 

to build on the existing information sources, to consolidate and expand them. 

Consumer organisations and the authorities suggested that in addition, clear 

comprehensible information - when possible reviewed by independent bodies - 

should be made available on the function, effects and safety of the products. 
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 Additional information sources on the internet from independent bodies should al-

low a quick and good overview to consumers (see the central information plat-

form of the Confederation). When constructing information sources for the inter-

net, a multi-stakeholder collaboration would be welcomed from all sides. As 

stated below, this will be taken over by the “Communication and Public Dialogue” 

Group. 

 

Conclusions for recommendations for consumer informa-
tion on synthetic nanomaterials 
The participants of the Dialogue drew the following conclusions from this analysis: 

1. Publication of the brainstorming in regard to consumer information 

The Dialogue Platform refrains at present from formulating communication recommendations 

having a semi-binding nature. Rather, the individual responsibility of each single stakeholder 

is called upon to inform consumers in a balanced manner. Possible suggested measures are 

summarised in the appendix. 

2. No Swiss unilateral approach for labelling 

Switzerland does not want to pursue a unilateral approach concerning the question of con-

sumer information. This relates above all to labelling. There is a consensus for this in the 

NANO-Dialogue Platform. Switzerland will align itself to the developments in the EU, also in 

regard to the implementation of the Cassis de Dijon Principle introduced in the law on techni-

cal barriers to trade. The amendment of the EU Cosmetics regulation adopted in March 2009 

stipulates the labelling of cosmetics with the term “(Nano)” as of 2013, in addition there is the 

obligation to inform the comperent authority and to provide corresponding safety data. Swit-

zerland will adopt the EU Regulation. Moreover, national information sources should be able 

to be proactively created and adjusted to the country-specific interests.  

 

3. Construction of an information platform for nanotechnologies on the internet 

pages of the Confederation  

The Dialogue Platform recommends the construction of an information platform.  A focus of 

the recommendations is the launch of a nano-website that is broadly geared in an objective 

manner to the fields of application of nanomaterials in consumer goods and which contains 

basic information on the functions and safety of nanomaterials. The information platform is 

intended to provide consumers, companies as well as scientists and users with a rapid and 

effective overview of the current research activities, application fields and a discussion on 

potential risks of nanotechnology. The initial development work for a website concept has 

already begun in a federal working group.  

The website will be constructed in two stages. In a first phase, the focus should treat basic 

information on nanotechnology and information on current events and activities of the Con-
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federation. In a second phase, the intention is to expand the website with product information 

through collaboration with commerce, industry and consumer organisations. Pictures, anima-

tions and short films should visually support the contents. Frequently Asked Questions, 

(FAQs), Link-Listen and product lists could underpin this objective. 

 

4. Continuation of the Dialogue 

The collaboration will continue between the stakeholders participating in the NANO-Dialogue 

Platform in the context of the Swiss Action Plan and the working group “Communication and 

Public Dialogue”. The concept should be conceived in such a way that it will be supported by 

all of the groups involved.  
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Appendix 
 

Suggestions for Consumer information 

As part of the Dialogue workshop, a discussion was held not only on the important contents 

of the communication but also the possibilities of how the various consumers could be 

reached. The various participants perceived the individual suggestions differently, i.e. not all 

dialogue participants found every idea to be sensible. Accordingly, the collection should not 

be understood as commonly shared recommendations. Also, if the consumer organisations 

themselves would have wanted clear recommendations, companies can check, using this 

collection of ideas, which communication measures are of interest to them which go beyond 

existing marketing statements.  

The aim of the idea collection is to make available general information to interested consum-

ers on the advantages, added value and risks associated with synthetic nanomaterials, in 

order that they are able to make an informed choice. In addition, product-specific information 

should be made available in a comprehensible form. For both types of information, a differen-

tiation was made between an entry or overview level and a level with a greater depth of in-

formation for experts which refers to scientific studies or projects. 

The result is the following collection of ideas: 

 



Information channel  Entry level and overview info  In-depth information  

Internet platform 

(Authorities)  

Central and neutral internet platform  

• Basic knowledge 

• How products work 

• Safety information  

• Using animations 

• Pictures and films  

Additional links to  

• Activities of the authorities  

• Industry associations  

• Consumer organisations  

• Research projects  

• Product lists  

• Information on substances  

Media  Topics: Function and safety of nanotechnologies and 

nanomaterials  

• Documentary films  

• Scientific and technical shows  

• Animations for TV or internet 

• Illustrated newspaper articles  

TV spots / newspaper articles for deepening   

• Application fields 

• Research projects 

• Comparative product tests  

Public events  • Congress stands with presentations,  

• Scientific shows  

• Information for the general public  

• Public/consumer dialogues 

• Panel discussions  

Results in the form of consumers’ concerns 

and recommendations to politicians  

Schools universities  • Increased learning opportunities  

• New teaching materials 

• Projects and competitions  
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Information channel  Entry and overview info  In-depth information  

Labelling  • “(Nano)” labelling  

• in force EU-wide from 2013 for cosmetics  

• “More information at www.xyz.ch”  

Packaging /  

instruction leaflet  

Simple tips on 

• Function / properties 

• Use / cleaning / maintenance  

• Disposal  

• More advice e.g. on test results,   

• “More information at www.xyz.ch”  

Point of Sale (POS)  Simple tips with a bar-code scanner / call up info-

computer at POS:  

• Function / properties 

• Use / cleaning / maintenance 

• Disposal  

• Advice for specialists 

• Films and presentations on the function, ef-
fects on humans and the environment, safety 
(optionally via bar-code scanners / info com-
puters)  

Internet  

(Product manufacturer)  

Easily comprehensible figures, animations and short 

texts on the product: 

• Function / properties 

• Use / cleaning / maintenance 

• Disposal  

• Frequently asked questions and answers 

• Personal contact  

“Further reading>>” button with 

• Test results  

• Links to research projects, 

• Possibility for contacting for specific questions  

Product Infoline / Hotline  Simple, consumer-friendly information on nanopro-

ducts from manufacturers and consumer organisa-

tions  

More detailed, consumer-friendly information on 

nanoproducts from manufacturers’ or consumer or-

ganisations’ experts  
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