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Scenario A: Nanotechnology in Topical Personal Care Products

(  Manufacturers currently use nano-sized particles of zinc oxide in sunscreen. This formula is as effective or better than traditional zinc oxide sunscreen, and the size of the particles makes the sunscreen invisible, sparing users the white-nose effect of traditional zinc oxide. This may encourage people to be more diligent about applying sun block for protection against skin cancer.

(  In addition to sunscreens, a wide variety of topical lotions, cosmetics, hair conditioners, 
anti-wrinkle creams, and similar products containing nano-sized particles to enhance their effectiveness are currently on the market.

Questions and contexts that may be useful for your group to consider:

What are the long-term impacts of these nano-sized particles on the body and the environment?

Do we know if nano-sized particles will be absorbed into the skin and accumulate more deeply inside tissues and cells because of their small size? If so, could they cause harm to those cells or tissues? What happens when these particles are washed off into the waste stream? Unlike food and medicine, topical cosmetics are not required to gain safety approval from the FDA prior to entering the market. 

What kind of public disclosure is necessary?

There are no reporting regulations for nano-based cosmetics. This means that manufacturers can make any claim regarding nano-technology in their products. Should products with nano-sized particles be labeled differently?  

Historical context: Many consumers are frustrated that GM (genetically modified) foods don’t require labels, denying consumers the opportunity to make informed purchasing decisions. Others point out that those who do not want GM food can purchase organic. The same would be true with sunscreens—producers of sunscreens without nano-sized particles could voluntarily label their products as non-nano. 

What are the consequences of not pursuing this technology?

One in five Americans will develop skin cancer during their lifetime.  The costs, both social and fiscal, of skin cancer are enormous and some people argue that sunscreen is used more when it is invisible.
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