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How effective is product safety information 
in reducing the risk for injury?
Risk = hazard x exposure
• hazard warnings aim to create awareness such that consumers will 
make informed decisions about their behaviour
• labels alert consumers to possible adverse effects and indicate 
particular types of precautions that should be exercised
• different systems of warnings (chemical, non-chemical consumer 
products)
• small sizes, label clutter, proliferation information overload
• consumers’ perception, cognition and behavioural tendencies
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Warnings and consumer product safety

• warnings are the third line of defence (design, guard, warn) 
• international standardisation of safety information
• ISO, CEN, CENELEC
• EU standards implemented in national legislation in EU member states
• prescription of particular set of warnings 
• strict prescription for chemical consumer products 
• but freedom of presentation for non-chemical consumer products
• words and/or pictograms
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This presentation: 
How effective is product safety information?
• household chemicals
• powered lawnmowers
• children’s products

• discussion
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Labelling for chemical consumer product 
safety
• regulation: Dangerous Substances Act, Preparation Directive
• strict hazard categories that prescribe the type of warning that is 
required
• standardised warnings vocabulary, prescribed “R and S sentences”
• naming the hazardous substance, if this contributes largely to the 
product hazard

NB. Label does not account for information about exposure. Only the 
hazard, not the risk!
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Kitchen cleaning 
product

Information for use

Safety information
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Organic cleaning 
product

Information for use

Safety information

Contact information
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Candles
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Candles

Safety information
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Sprays (lacquer and cleaning product)
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Parquet seem 
sealant
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Paint

Safety information
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Primer
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lubricant Insect spray

Chemical
waste

disposal
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Bleach

Name and characteristics of the product hazard
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Introduction of new classification and 
labelling for chemicals 
(Globally Harmonised System)
• 2008 EU implementation of regulation and transition phase
• information campaign for the industry
• awareness raising campaign to prepare consumers for the 
introduction of new labels and to give attention to chemical safety in 
the household
• research to get insight in consumer awareness and behaviour, 
including accident data
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GHS labelling for chemicals
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Research in preparation of the GHS 
awareness raising campaign
Aim: to have a good understanding of consumers’ perception and 
behaviour to provide starting points for an effective campaign
Knowledge needed: 
• hazard association for different types of household chemicals
• purchasing behaviour, awareness of product hazards and safety labels
• use of household chemicals, risk behaviours
• storage of household chemicals
• perception and understanding of safety information (given the clutter 
and overload of information on labels)
• which sorts of information are consumers looking for?
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Main injury mechanisms
• Chemical impact 48% (eyes 28%, skin 14%)

• splashes of chemicals, spilling and fallen containers during cleaning and 
maintenance activities

• Poisoning 33% 
• young children putting chemicals in their mouth
• switching the container, mistaken as soft drink

• Burns 16% (flames 10%, hot liquids, vapours 5%)
• grilling (alcohol, fuels)
• spilling hot oils

1% of all accidents with consumer products involve chemicals (n = 2400), 
26% of these cases mention victims below the age of 5.

Source: Consumer Safety Institute, the Netherlands (2007)
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Product safety information on lawnmowers

• regulation: Machine Directive  
• standards prescribe particular set of warnings
• freedom of presentation (e.g. choosing words or pictograms, adding 
other safety sentences and pictograms)
• language of the country in which it is sold
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Lawn mower 
safety 
pictograms

 



13/03/2007

Warning texts and pictograms on consumer products in the EU     | dr. Freija van Duijne 23

Lawn mower safety pictograms



13/03/2007

Warning texts and pictograms on consumer products in the EU     | dr. Freija van Duijne 24

Lawn mower safety pictograms
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Users’ understanding of safety pictograms 
in lawn mowers
• little attention for the safety information on the tools
• too many pictograms and too small to read them closely
• when asked for the meaning of the pictograms, many do not know this
• or they provided their own understanding of the symbol
• “only to cover liability”
• perceptions about the product may override the warning message

Van Duijne, F.H., Kanis, H., Hale, A.R. and Green, W.S. 2007 Risk perception in the 
usage of powered gardening tools, Safety Science xx, xx, xxxx
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Child safety pictogram for toys

• regulation: Toy Directive
• to inform parents that a toy is not suitable for children below the age 
of three years old
• specific risk should be described on the product itself
• producers can choose between using words or the pictogram
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Toys 
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Toys 
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Toys 
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Toys
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Toy safety pictogram
problems
• often wrongly used by producers (s.a. on rattlers)
• attempts to ‘write’ a product safe
• displayed on the package which is thrown away
• visibility: size, clutter, placement
good news
• its meaning is well recognised in experimental conditions (dti: 76%)
• pictograms increase the noticeability of warning text



13/03/2007

Warning texts and pictograms on consumer products in the EU     | dr. Freija van Duijne 33

Toy safety pictogram, research conclusions
• young parents are familiar with the pictogram
• perceived general meaning: “product hazard”
• pictogram is better recognised than the additional text
• safety is considered an important issue in purchasing decisions for 
toys
• the pictogram is used too abundantly on toys, therefore parents 
often do not consider the pictogram. Otherwise they “cannot buy 
anything for their baby or toddler”. “Then it is not helpful anymore.”
• “to cover liability”

Source: Blauw Research (2006) Not suitable for children under 36 months 
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Conclusions on risk awareness and 
product safety information
• general understanding of product hazards and risk, unaware or 
underestimating specific mechanisms of injury
• little motivation to study labels closely
• consumers often have a dominant opinion of risks, warnings have to 
fit to their opinion
• proliferation of warnings reduces people’s attention and the 
perceived importance of the message
• warnings are perceived to serve the producer’s interest, not the 
consumers’



13/03/2007

Warning texts and pictograms on consumer products in the EU     | dr. Freija van Duijne 35

Discussion questions
• How effective is product safety information in reducing the risk for 
injury?
• Does it raise risk awareness to an adequate level? 
• Should the different systems that are applied for different categories 
of products be harmonised? 
• How to deal with different cultural backgrounds and language 
barriers?
•What else can be done to inform product users of the specific risks 
for injury?
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