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The Rise of Corporate 
Disinformation about Harms 

It is now standard operating procedure 
for corporations to create and 
disseminate disinformation by hiring 
“product defense” experts to 
manufacture scientific uncertainty 
about potential harms caused by their 
products or activities.

This is sometimes called Doubt Science.





Tobacco’s Campaign to 
Manufacture Uncertainty

“Doubt is our product, since it is the best means of 
competing with the ‘body of fact’ that exists in the 
minds of the general public.  It is also the means of 
establishing controversy.”

-Brown & Williamson Document No. 332506, 1969
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Product Defense: The Enronization 
of Science 

•Scientists (and scientific consulting firms) 
hired to defend products or activities in 
regulatory and legal arenas

•The value of these scientists is their ability to 
influence regulation and litigation, not to 
provide valid science

•Produce science of questionable value



Marketing Disinformation











Health Effects of 
Diesel Engine Emissions



Diesel Exhaust in Miners Study:
Diesel is a Lung Carcinogen 



2012: The World Health Organization/
International Agency for Research on Cancer 

Classifies Diesel Engine Exhaust
 as Carcinogenic to Humans



The Diesel Industry’s Response: 
Disinformation 





PFAS Disinformation:
A Brief and Sordid History 

2002: Following initial C8 “Dark Waters” 
lawsuits, at DuPont’s recommendation, West 
Virginia hires Michael Dourson and Toxicology 
Excellence for Risk Assessment (TERA).

TERA recommends WV set safe level in 
drinking water at 150 parts per billion, 150 
times DuPont’s internal safe level.



“Your PFAS Exposure Levels are 
Safe”

2007: DuPont hires ChemRisk to estimate 
risk among population who drink 
PFAS-contaminated water

Conclusion: Predicted exposures “were 
about 10,000-fold less than the intake of the 
chemical not considered as a health risk by 
an independent panel of scientists who 
recently studied PFOA.”
Paustenbach DJ, Panko JM, Scott PK, Unice KM. A methodology for estimating human exposure to 
perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA): A retrospective exposure assessment of a community (1951–2003). Journal 
of Toxicology and Environmental Health, Part A. 2006;70(1):28-57. doi: 10.1080/15287390600748815



The C8 Studies:
Health Effects of PFAS Exposure

During 2005-2013, independent scientists carried 
out numerous studies on workers and community 
residents exposed to PFOA. 
They found probable link between exposure and:
•ulcerative colitis
• thyroid disease
• testicular and kidney cancer
•pregnancy-induced hypertension
•high cholesterol



Strategic Literature Review: 
“No Evidence of Cancer Risk”

2014: Facing numerous lawsuits, 3M 
hires product defense firm Exponent to 
provide a strategic literature review, 
which concluded:

“the epidemiologic evidence does not 
support the hypothesis of a causal 
association between PFOA or PFOS 
exposure and cancer in humans.”

Ellen T. Chang, Hans-Olov Adami, Paolo Boffetta, Philip Cole, Thomas B. Starr & Jack S. Mandel (2014) A critical review of 
perfluorooctanoate and perfluorooctanesulfonate exposure and cancer risk in humans, Critical Reviews in Toxicology, 
44:sup1, 1-81, DOI: 10.3109/10408444.2014.905767 



Another Strategic Literature Review: 
“NTP Hazard Rating too High”

2016:  US National Toxicology Program (NTP) 
reviews evidence and concludes PFOA & PFOS 
are presumed to be immune hazards to 
humans

3M’s consultant Gradient disagrees with NTP: 
“the human and animal evidence does not 
support NTP's conclusions, and the hazard 
ratings for both PFOA and PFOS should be 
downgraded.”



Another Strategic Literature Review: 
No Evidence PFAS Causes Anything
2017: 3M’s consultant Exponent asserts:

“The overall weight of the relevant 
epidemiologic evidence is not sufficient to 
demonstrate causal associations between 
exposure to specific PFAS… and the 
development of specific adverse health 
outcomes in humans, whether in general 
communities, PFAS-contaminated 
communities, or occupational settings.”



As More Evidence Develops….

2016:  EPA issues Health Advisory for PFOA               
  and PFOS = 70 parts per trillion (ppt)

2022:  EPA issues Interim Health Advisories

  PFOA = 0.004 parts per trillion (ppt)

  PFOS = 0.02 parts per trillion (ppt)



Who Pays the Price for 
Corporate Disinformation?

•People, sickened by exposures that 
should have been prevented.

•Shareholders (at least occasionally), 
when corporations are caught 
manipulating the scientific evidence 
to avoid regulation.





Lawsuits Involving 
Johnson’s Baby Powder

•Studies have found ovarian cancer associated 
with use of talcum powder. 

•In one lawsuit in Missouri, 22 women with 
ovarian cancer sued J&J, alleging their 
ovarian cancer was caused by Johnson’s Baby 
Powder.

•Jurors agreed, awarding the women $550M 
($25M each) in 2018.



Disinformation Campaign

•The jurors were given documents showing 
how talc firms and their trade associations 
were able to convince US government 
agencies NOT to label products containing 
talc as potentially carcinogenic. 

•What sort of documents?



Documents Discovered in Litigation on 
Ovarian Cancer and Talc

• In 2000, the Board of Scientific Counselors of the 
US National Toxicology Program considered 
categorizing “asbestiform talc” as a human 
carcinogen and non-asbestiform talc as reasonably 
anticipated to be a human carcinogen.

• Talc producers and users (including J&J) hired 
product defense firms to oppose the categorization

• The objective: “create a reasonable doubt in their 
minds”

• The strategy: “come up with more confusion”



Jurors Don’t Like Disinformation

•Clearly influenced by J&J’s behavior, the 
jurors awarded the women $4.14B in 
punitive damages.  That was eventually cut in 
half.

•One juror told the press: “We were just 
trying to find something they would feel.”



How’d That Work Out for J&J?

•In May 2020, J&J stopped selling talc-based 
baby-powder products in the US & Canada.

•The firm is now facing about 38,000 ovarian 
cancer lawsuits.

•Now, J&J is attempting to avoid liability by 
creating a subsidiary with all the liability then 
spinning it off into bankruptcy.



Selected Glassdoor Reviews by 
Employees of Product Defense Firms

• “This is a law consulting company, not a science 
consulting company. Don’t expect to be a 
‘scientist.’” [ChemRisk]

• “Some of the principal scientists have questionable 
ethics (and have been called out for it).” [Gradient]

• “Sometimes you will be working for the evil do-ers 
and trying to make it seem like they did nothing 
wrong.” [Exponent]



Corporate Disinformation
Threatens Public Health

•Clean Air  
•Clean Water
•The Opioid Epidemic
•The Obesity Epidemic
•Lead Poisoning of Children
•Alcohol-Related Diseases
•US Football and Chronic Traumatic 
Encephalopathy (CTE)



The Work of Mercenary Scientists
Hurts the Credibility of All Scientists



How to Counter Disinformation

•Learn to distinguish real uncertainty from 
manufactured uncertainty

•Build the scientific evidence base with 
research produced by independent, 
unconficted scientists 



Unconflicted Research?

•Polluters and producers of 
hazardous chemicals must pay for 
the research, but not control it.

•Research must be directed by 
independent, unconflicted 
scientists.



What Other Past Mistakes to Avoid?

•Regulate toxic chemicals by class, 
not one by one.

•Chemicals are not innocent until 
proven guilty: 

End the Presumption of Innocence!



A Final Thought…

We Need New Solutions:

Now is the Time to be Bold!


