
A Beyond Pes�cides Factsheet – A Beyond Pes�cides Factsheet – A Beyond Pes�cides Factsheet – A Beyond Pes�cides Factsheet 

GETTING THE MESSAGE ACROSS
How to talk to your family, friends, neighbors and lawmakers about pes�cides- and get them to act! 

 There is an increasing awareness about health and 
environmental issues. From concerns about global climate 
change to pre-natal exposures to chemicals, many individu-
als are taking stock and becoming proac�ve about protect-
ing their health and that of their families.
 While this new awareness has had some impact on 
local, state and federal policies, the adop�on of new protec-
�ve and precau�onary pes�cide laws by municipali�es and 
state governments has been slow. More than that, however, 
we must find a way to ac�vate people who have been lulled 
into complacency and focused on these important issues. 
We must find ways to persuade them to move beyond con-
cern to ac�on; ways to transform the “silent majority” of 
Americans who say they want stronger health and environ-
mental protec�ons into a vocal army demanding change. 
 Below, Beyond Pes�cides offers a brief primer on 
ways you can effec�vely talk to others about reducing un-
necessary pes�cide use.

Denial and other obstacles
 Many Americans will simply retreat from disturbing 
news that the unnecessary use of pes�cides is threatening 
their health. Even when confronted with their beliefs that 
exis�ng protec�ons may not be adequate, they will o�en  
take a step back and assert that the government is protect-
ing them from harm. They simply do not want to believe 
that they and their families may be ea�ng fruits and vegeta-
bles contaminated by dangerous pes�cides, pu�ng harmful 
chemicals on their lawns, or sending their children to poi-
soned schools.  

Overcoming the obstacles
 Overcoming these obstacles is not a simple task. 
However, it can be done. The secret is to understand how 
the person you are talking to thinks, and deliver a message 
that they will respond to. In the pes�cide arena, we suggest 
a few key guidelines for talking about pes�cides.
 Emphasize human health - First, most Americans 
are concerned about the human health implica�ons of pes-
�cide use - not the threat that pes�cides pose to wildlife or 

the environment in general. So, while poisoned songbirds 
are a powerful symbol of the dangers of pes�cides, they 
may not move everyone to ac�on. What does move many 
people is the idea that dangerous pes�cides-especially on 
food and in areas where they work and play - can cause can-
cer and other health problems, especially in children.
 Stress saving money - Second, using fewer pes�-
cides can save money spent on expensive chemicals typi-
cally used on lawns and in schools and parks. These can be 
replaced with less expensive pest preven�on techniques, 
such as integrated pest management.
 Use reasonable rhetoric - Third, the public does 
not trust advocates who use heated rhetoric. Your rhetoric 
must be balanced, logical, and unemo�onal. That does not 
mean you cannot speak with convic�on about personal ex-
perience; but it does mean you have to consider the words, 
body language, and tone of voice you use to tell your story. 
A sense of humor, for example, can be an asset; there is no 
quicker way to turn off a listener, than by being overly seri-
ous and self-important.
 Keep it simple - Fourth, technical and scien�fic ar-



guments do not sell well in the public marketplace of ideas. 
They too o�en confuse people rather than convince them. 
Moreover, technical arguments are too easily rebu�ed by 
opponents who have their own scien�sts. So you must 
ground your arguments in common sense - use rela�vely 
simple ideas that don’t require technical exper�se to under-
stand or agree with.

 Below, we suggest a few conversa�on themes 
that follow these four guidelines. They emphasize human 
health, can be discussed in a trusted, balanced manner, and 
are not bogged down in scien�fic detail. Most importantly, 
when linked to specific ac�ons that are needed in your com-
munity or in na�onal policies, they have the 
poten�al to move people beyond silence to 
ac�ve support of reform.

THEME 1: We Need To Protect Our Kids
Most Americans agree that kids are 
more vulnerable than adults to all kinds 
of threats. Many people already believe 
that pes�cides pose a greater risk to chil-
dren than to adults. You can use two com-
mon sense arguments to transform this belief into ac�on: 

 “We shouldn’t use dangerous pes�cides in places where our 
children study and play.”
    •Talking points: Currently many schools, day care centers, 
libraries, parks, backyards and other areas commonly used 
by children, regularly use dangerous pes�cides. Alterna�ves 
are available.
    •Ac�on needed: We should ask our schools, day care 
centers, neighbors, etc. about the pes�cides they are using. 
We should ask them to use alterna�ves to dangerous pes�-
cides. Other communi�es around the na�on have been able 
to make the switch.  

“We should make sure that pes�cides on food don’t hurt our 
children.”
    •Talking points:  Currently, federal standards for pes�cide 
residues on food do not go far enough to protect children. 
These standards do not take into account cumula�ve expo-
sures despite the fact that children eat rela�vely large quan-
��es and varie�es of food groups.
    •Ac�on needed: Buy organic food whenever possible, es-

pecially milk, fruits and other foods that children eat most. 
Advocate for organic school lunches.

THEME 2: We Should Know What Is In Our Products
American consumers believe they have a right to know 
what is in the products and food they buy and have come to 
expect informa�ve labels. You can use this common sense 
argument to transform this belief into ac�on:

“Products should disclose all ingredients.”
    •Talking points: We should have the opportunity to choose 
products that do not contain ingredients that can be hazard-
ous to our health, and buy food that is grown without pes�-

cides. The only way we will know, however, is if 
we have access to all the informa�on. 
    •Ac�on needed: We should demand that 
companies fully disclose secret “inert” ingredi-
ents used in products. Buy organic food, espe-
cially the foods eaten most by your family, and 
encourage others to do the same.

THEME 3: We Can Do Be�er
Americans do care about the effects of harmful 

pes�cides. They believe we can do be�er than the current 
situa�on. You can use these common sense arguments to 
transform this belief into ac�on:

“Alterna�ves have already been shown to work and they 
should be more widely used.”
    •Talking points: We don’t spend enough �me or energy 
developing alterna�ves. We don’t reward farmers and food 
processors for using alterna�ves. However, every �me we 
ban a dangerous pes�cide, industry is able to find an alter-
na�ve without disrup�ng our food supply. Why can’t we do 
more?
    •Ac�on needed: Ask your local representaitve to support 
pes�cide, food safety, and agricultural policy laws that cre-
ate more incen�ves for developing and using alterna�ves. 
Encourage and support those that do use or produce alter-
na�ve products.

“Why allow the con�nued use of pes�cides shown to be 
dangerous and unnecessary to control pests?”
    •Talking points: Current law allows the use of danger-
ous pes�cides, whose risk assessments ignore actual ea�ng 
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pa�erns and mul�ple exposures, despite the availability of 
safer, least-toxic alterna�ves.
    •Ac�on needed: Get involved and advocate for changes 
to current policy so that dangerous pes�cides are taken off 
the market.  Use alterna�ve methods and products when-
ever possible.

THEME 4: We Can Save Money
Elimina�ng or using less pes�cides can actually save mon-
ey.
    •Talking points: Ins�tu�ng IPM programs in schools, or 
low-input farm prac�ces can produce results with greater 
net savings or profit, depending whether we are talking 
about schools or farms. 
 In terms of affordability of food produced without 
pes�cides, we must begin to calculate so-called external 
costs of pes�cide pollu�on - polluted land, water, and air. 
Taxpayers pay a high price for cleaning up pollu�on, and 
high medical costs associated with the treatment of envi-
ronmentally-induced diseases, such as cancer.

GETTING A CONVERSATION STARTED
 Now that you have some ideas on how to talk effec-
�vely about pes�cide issues by emphasizing public health, 
using balanced rhetoric, and staying away from technical is-
sues, where do you start? 
 Pes�cides, a�er all, are not a usual topic of every-
day conversa�on. Some�mes, a ques�on is a good place to 
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start. Ask a member of your family, a friend, or a neighbor 
what they think about the use of pes�cides. Then, listen 
carefully. Are they concerned? Need more informa�on? Re-
ject the idea that pes�cides pose a threat? What they say 
will lead you to your next step. 

It could be useful to ask another ques�on: 
“Do you believe we could do a be�er job of protec�ng our 
children from pes�cides?”
It could be sharing your experiences and concerns: 
“The reason I asked was that I found out the school is us-
ing some pre�y dangerous stuff and I was wondering about 
alterna�ves.” 
Or, it could be promising to provide the person with more 
informa�on and a few ideas for ac�on: 
“I know an organiza�on that is trying to bring about change 
to pes�cide laws right now.  I can give you more informa-
�on on that,” or “You should call your representa�ve and tell 
him/her what you just told me. I don’t think he/she knows 
how many people are concerned about this issue.”

 While they may seem insignificant, these kinds 
of conversa�ons can be essen�al to turning the �de for 
strengthening our health and environmental protec�ons. 
Industry is be�ng that the silent majority will remain mute 
and inac�ve. It will be up to us to make sure that, in the end, 
our health and safety is protected. 


