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EPI Center) to help local and state leaders understand the current scientific evidence as they address
per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) in drinking water.
A class of thousands of synthetic organic chemicals, not enough is known about the health impacts
of most PFAS, but even small doses of several of the most-researched compounds can lead to health
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local and state regulatory agencies, and federal agencies to address PFAS in drinking water.
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What are Per- and Polyfluoroalkyl Substances (PFAS)?

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are a class of thousands of synthetic organic chemicals designed
for long-term stability, temperature resistance, friction reduction, and oil and water repellency. Often
referred to as “forever chemicals,” nearly everyone has been exposed to these toxic substances.1 Not
enough is known about the health impacts of most PFAS but they affect the immune, endocrine and
metabolic systems at trace doses. Several of the most-researched compounds have been linked to health
issues from cancers and increased cholesterol levels to preeclampsia during pregnancy.
Detected in drinking water and drinking water sources throughout the United States, the chemical
properties of PFAS, such as the strength of the carbon-fluorine bonds, make them difficult to treat and
remove using conventional water treatment processes. In the absence of enforceable federal regulations,
several U.S. states have adopted or proposed drinking water standards for specific PFAS.
Uncertainties about the risk of different PFAS, the evolving science, and the variability among policies and
standards pose a particular challenge when communicating with the public about PFAS. The purpose of this
guide is to provide information on risk communication and public outreach strategies based on the best
available evidence and additional resources.

Risk Communication for PFAS

Public communication about PFAS contamination is particularly challenging because much remains
unknown about the thousands of PFAS, our toxicological understanding is rapidly changing, new PFAS
continue to be identified, and state and federal guidance vary significantly. The multiplicity of sources and
exposure pathways can create a sense that everything is equally contaminated and dangerous.
Communicators need to help people understand the variability in the degree of contamination and relative
risk. Conveying uncertainties early on and maintaining transparency as evidence emerges is critical to
building and maintaining trust and successfully engaging the public in the decision-making process.
A science-based approach for communicating effectively in situations of high stress, concern, or controversy,
risk communication can help address fears of the unknown and potential risks.2 Risk communication can
help affected communities understand the processes of risk assessment and management, form perceptions
of potential hazards, and participate in making decisions about how risks should be managed2. Successful
risk communication conveys information about risks in a relatable way to increase understanding and
facilitate community participation in decision-making.
Ultimately, members of the public may not support and adopt proposed solutions to manage risk. For
instance, there may be demands from the public to take action that is not technically or financially feasible,
or uncertainty of human health impacts may lead people to oppose proposed action until a federal or state
drinking water standard can be established. If people do not perceive a risk, they may not see a need to
participate in necessary solutions.3 Risk communication can prepare the public to change their behavior or
support solutions such as water treatment or remediation projects and understand that there may be
insufficient scientific evidence to answer their concerns adequately.
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Different levels of risk may require different response strategies.
Table 1 provides examples of theoretical situations with proposed government official or utility responses.
These examples are provided as reference and should be customized for each situation based on the
stakeholders, health impacts, and risk level.
Table 1 – Theoretical PFAS Scenarios and Potential Risk Communication Response

Issue:
PFAS concentrations for two PFAS of concern are reported in multiple drinking water
samples after a state sampling campaign to characterize water quality, however the levels
are below federal and state PFAS guidance levels. A nearby industrial discharger is
thought to be the source of the PFAS but has not been confirmed.

Industrial Discharger

Example 1:

Community Reaction:
Community leaders are concerned about the reported PFAS levels and associated health
risks. One public health advocacy group has advised the public not to drink tap water.
Potential Response:
Leadership Efforts:
• Assess the level of public health risk by discussing the potential health impacts
from the current PFAS levels with state public health agencies. If necessary,
release a “do not drink” health advisory for sensitive populations.
• Work with the state’s environmental department to conduct additional sampling
to identify the source of contamination and range of levels.
• If potential health impacts are identified from a public health study, discuss water
treatment options with the local drinking water utility to determine feasible
methods for reduction of PFAS.
• Work with government officials to secure funding, if necessary, to support the
efforts of health agencies and local utilities.
Community Outreach:
• Develop a public statement to share the results of the drinking water PFAS
sampling and proposed next steps to mitigate the issue.
• Hold a public meeting with community interest groups (such as environmental
advocates, community leaders) to share the current state of knowledge and listen
to feedback and concerns.
• After the health risk is understood, disseminate information in the forms of press
releases, social media, and town meetings to advise residents and obtain
feedback.
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Issue:
A local university conducted and published a research study to quantify PFAS in drinking
water treatment plant source waters (rivers and reservoirs) in the region and detected low
levels of PFAS associated with aqueous film-forming foams (AFFF) used in firefighting.
Further investigation determined that firefighting training at the airport was the source
of the PFAS. The downstream drinking water treatment plants have not detected PFAS in
their source or finished waters.
Community Reaction:

Airport Firefighting

Example 2:

The published study sparked a news story that received several concerned citizen
comments on social media. As a result, regional leaders have received emails asking for
more information and associated risk level.
Potential Response:
Leadership Efforts:
• Work with the state’s environmental department to assess the need to conduct
regular sampling at the drinking water treatment plant for an extended duration.
• Coordinate with airport officials to establish plans for phasing out and cleaning up
PFAS onsite. Request alternative training methods or reduced training efforts to
minimize PFAS discharges. This effort will likely need to be in coordination with
the Federal Aviation Administration or the Department of Defense if it is a military
installation.
• Work with legislators and other government officials to secure funding to support
sampling, analysis and cleanup, as necessary.
Community Outreach:
• Communicate the plan for reducing or eliminating PFAS discharge from the
airport source to the public and then the press. Utilize credible sources of
information.
• Identify the key concerns of residents, then develop fact sheets or informational
releases to discuss risks and reduce concerns related to drinking water. Identify
concerns by talking with residents, reviewing social media, and soliciting
questions from the public.
• Develop a webpage that includes educational materials and ongoing updates
about progress towards mitigation.
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Engaging the Community

An immediate goal of public communications should be to establish trust and prepare the community to
participate in solutions. The purpose of communications should be to position a community to act and react
effectively in difficult situations, more quickly accept reputable new information, and adapt as necessary.
PFAS risk communications should begin with an understanding of the community’s viewpoints and
perception of the risk from PFAS. This involves consistent communication with community members and
groups, such as public health interest groups, water treatment utilities, and environmental advocacy groups.
A proactive strategy can uncover ways to build understanding, encourage adoption of solutions, change
behavior, and alleviate fears and concerns. When people feel they have limited control, their sense of risk
and outrage may be heightened. A collaborative atmosphere grants participants a greater sense of control.4

COMMUNITY RESPONSES
•

•

•

In Merrimack, New Hampshire, residents said that repeated changes in
advisory levels and guidelines for providing households with bottled water
undermined trust in state agencies and left them uncertain that the levels
being set were actually protective of health.
In East Bay Township, Michigan, people were upset that they were not
notified when officials began testing for PFAS and residents only learned
of contamination months later when testing results were publicly released.

The EPA initially excluded representatives from community groups from
its 2018 national summit on PFAS. The EPA had planned to engage with
communities impacted by PFAS in the months following the summit, but
community members who were eager for answers felt dismissed and
excluded.

”There was a small
amount of time set aside
for feedback at public
meetings, it was very
time-limited. People
were not involved in
discussions, in setting
the agenda, there was no
seat at the table.”
Laurene Allen, Merrimack
Citizens for Clean Water,
Merrimack, New Hampshire

Developing Your PFAS Risk Communications Plan

Communication planning helps information reach your audiences in a timely, accurate, and understandable
way. A PFAS Risk Communications Plan should be developed with core team members so individuals have
an opportunity to contribute to the organization’s course of action. Consider these key elements for your
risk communications plan:
Figure 1 - Risk Communications Plan Key Elements for Consideration
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Goals & Objectives

Goals and objectives for PFAS communication efforts often focus on providing relevant and timely
information to stakeholders and communicating the risk of impacts efficiently and accurately. If time
permits, the risk communications team can facilitate workshops to determine communication goals
and objectives for the type of PFAS situations that are most likely to arise. Once the goals and
objectives have been identified, they can be paired with performance targets to guide improvements
to your strategy over time. Here are some examples of relevant goals, objectives, and targets.
Table 2 - Examples of PFAS Goals and Objectives

EXAMPLE GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
Goal:

Goal:

Goal:

Objective:

Objective:

Objective:

Target:

Target:

Target:

Alert the public to
detected PFAS
contamination in the
drinking water supply.

Work with local partners
(utilities, universities,
nonprofits, etc.) to make
materials available that
provide access to third-party
information on PFAS health
effects, disclose local PFAS
monitoring results, and
explain any action taken in
response (or lack thereof).
Include a way for the public
to ask questions and raise
concerns.

The webpage is visited and
answers people’s most
common questions.
Questions from the public are
tracked and receive a
response. Materials are
updated based on feedback.

Key stakeholder groups
consider, discuss and
support PFAS mitigation
strategies.

Engage stakeholders and
facilitate their participation in
discussions. Request quarterly
briefings from impacted utilities
to obtain information about
PFAS occurrence data,
treatment and mitigation
strategies and other actions
since implementing the PFAS
mitigation strategies to stay
informed and equipped to
share updates with constituents
and the public.

Constituents and impacted
communities demonstrate
active support for the strategies
and approach.
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Collect community and
stakeholder feedback and
give community members a
greater sense of control.

Partner with local utilities to
“host” stakeholder meetings
that allow for public feedback
on acceptable costs, treatment
level, and prevention
strategies. Questions or
concerns that cannot be
answered should be
documented and followed up
on after the meeting.

Stakeholder meetings
generate actionable insights
that can be integrated into risk
management strategy
updates.
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PFAS Stakeholder Analysis

Stakeholder analysis identifies the people who need to receive information or provide input. The outcome
will help shape effective messages and the selection of communication tactics that are meaningful to the
key audiences and delivered where the audiences get their information.
Based on guidance from the International Association for Public Participation’s Spectrum of Public
Participation (IAP2),5 stakeholders can be categorized based on their level of interest and level of influence
to help identify needs for relationship and capacity building and determine how to target outreach. You may
have different communication goals and strategies for each group.
Invest in building relationships with low-interest stakeholders or those who may not immediately express
interest. Consider how to address affected groups who may not be participating in mitigation or
preventative measures3. Identify physical, psychological, sociological, and demographic characteristics of
affected populations to help determine effective outreach methods.
In addition to affected populations, common PFAS stakeholders may include the following: Regional EPA
representatives, state regulators, national and state legislators, city/town officials, water utilities, community
groups, local businesses, environmental or public health advocacy groups, residents, industry groups,
firefighters and emergency responders, and media and news outlets.
Figure 2 - Stakeholder Analysis Communication Goals
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Developing Key Messages

Key messages should inform, educate, and engage key audiences. They should give spokespeople, leaders,
and other parties who speak on behalf of the community accurate and consistent information.
Start with the community and their concerns. Messages should convey what is known and unknown about
PFAS and acknowledge uncertainty, include a commitment to share new information, and explain how
decisions will be made to protect public health and remediate an identified PFAS contamination. It may be
necessary to communicate how the relevant government agencies work and who has the authority to make
various decisions.
Messages to the community should be tailored to the situation, clearly articulate the issues at hand, and
state the steps that will be taken to resolve them. In the case of water quality risks, public safety should be a
prominent message point. Messages should convey empathy, concern, commitment, and action.

Sample PFAS Messages
•
•

•
•

•
•

PFAS are highly persistent chemicals that have been widely used for decades in industrial applications,
household and consumer products, food packaging, and firefighting foams.
Your health and safety are our priority. PFAS are not a federally regulated drinking water contaminant,
but our goal is to protect everyone’s health [and not exceed health advisory levels or state standards, as
applicable].
Our scientific understanding of PFAS is evolving, the scientific community is rapidly recognizing the
environmental and health effects of PFAS. Research on health effects from PFAS exposure is ongoing.
We are actively working to obtain more information about PFAS in our community as quickly as
possible. Additional testing is ongoing, which will help us answer more questions and determine next
steps.
We are committed to transparency, and we will share new information about PFAS as it becomes
available. Stay updated by visiting [website or agency]
We monitor for PFAS in our drinking water on a regular basis. Our level is typically [X], which is
[lower/higher] than the [federal health advisory level/state standard].
o If you have high PFAS concentrations (either perceived by a stakeholder group or above state
or federal guidance), be prepared to explain planned or in-progress abatement actions.
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Tools and Tactics

Informative, timely, and concise communication is essential for building awareness, understanding, and trust
among affected populations and key stakeholders. To reach audiences effectively, develop and implement
tools that directly support the goals and objectives in the communications plan. Evaluate whether the tools
and tactics are sufficient to engage diverse groups, particularly low-interest affected populations. Materials
should be available in multiple languages and accessible to those with disabilities. Figure 1 and Table 2
provide examples of communication tools for community outreach
Figure 1 - Example of Communication Tools (Online Interactive Map, Illustrations, Community Meetings)

Michigan PFAS site map and cycle illustration by the Michigan Department of
Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE); EPA roundtable meeting to discuss PFAS
pollution in Michigan, October 5, 2018, courtesy of Bryce Huffman / Michigan Radio
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Table 2 - Examples of Tools and Tactics

EXAMPLE TOOLS AND TACTICS
WEBPAGE

Webpages dedicated to
PFAS issues in your
community (available in
multiple languages, as
appropriate) can serve as
the public’s go-to source
for accurate information,
materials, and updates.
Incorporate images and
infographics with short
sentences to make
information accessible.

SOCIAL MEDIA

Social media can be used
to share messages at any
level of risk. Compelling
imagery, targeting specific
feeds, and geographically
targeted advertising can
help to hone message
delivery and to reach
diverse or hard to reach
communities.

PUBLIC
MEETINGS

ONLINE
MEETINGS

Well-planned public
meetings can provide
structured opportunities
for the community to ask
questions, speak to subject
matter experts, and offer
feedback. A public
meeting may not be an
ideal place to explain risk
or reduce outrage.

Online meetings can also
be an interactive format.
Recordings of online
meetings can be available
on-demand 24/7, which is
convenient for stakeholders
who are unavailable during
traditional public meeting
hours or unable to travel.
This approach is also an
ideal way to extend your
reach to members of the
public who may not have
an interest in attending an
in-person meeting,
especially if it is hosted by a
government entity.

Planning public meetings
at venues on bus routes or
locations that can be
accessed by public transit
can make it easier to
attend for those who may
not have transportation.
INFORMATIONAL
BROCHURES

A visually-compelling
brochure can improve
information retention after
in-person events or be
distributed by community
partners.
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POP-UP EVENTS

Setting up an
informational booth or
display in community
gathering spots and
events can engage a more
diverse group of people,
including low-interest
groups, underresourced
communities, or those
who are not being reached
through other means.
Pop-up meetings allow
you to be proactive and
go to the community and
connect with people who
may not seek out
information on the topic.

EDUCATIONAL VIDEOS

MEDIA OUTREACH

Video promotes high levels
of information retention
through an approachable,
familiar medium, making it
an effective, versatile tool
for sharing information and
calibrating people’s
understanding of risk. This
tool is also a good means
for reaching diverse and
underserved communities.

Local news media outlets
are a powerful channel for
fact validation and
storytelling. Good
relationships with local
reporters, proactive news
releases and advisories,
and consistent fact-based
talking points can promote
accurate reporting.
Be sure to share
information with affected
people and communities
first.
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Performance Metrics and Reporting

Measuring and monitoring success of communications will provide insight on which tools, tactics, and
messages work and which need to be reworked. Track attendance to see which formats, times, venues etc.
permit different audiences to participate. Identify any groups who are not being reached or participating.
Incorporating tools like website analytics, social media engagement statistics, reach metrics, and focus
group feedback into your regular communication plan updates will provide valuable data for adapting a
communications plan. Examples include a PFAS webpage with links to good external resources and realtime data updates, PFAS fact sheets with frequently-asked questions, materials available in multiple
languages, social media posts with relevant PFAS updates, and meeting minutes from online or public
meetings.

Responding Reactively

Organizations may need to respond reactively to news of PFAS contamination, for instance, when tests
conducted by independent groups (such as universities or environmental interest groups) identify a
potential problem. When this happens, many of the steps for proactive communication still apply. Consider
these steps in a crisis situation:
Figure 3 - Steps to Responding Reactively
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Additional Resources

As part of its technical resources for addressing PFAS, the Interstate Technology & Regulatory Council (ITRC)
published materials on PFAS risk communication and a training video that provide more information on the
topics covered here. The Association of State and Territorial Health officials (ASTHO) and the Environmental
Council of the States (ECOS) developed an online hub of PFAS risk communication resources that includes
FAQs for the public, clinicians, legislators and the media as well as communications case studies from a
number of states.6 The National PFAS Contamination Coalition was formed in 2017 to connect and support
community groups, it represents local activists with years of experience confronting PFAS contamination.

Key Takeaways

Risk communications is fundamental to successfully engaging the public to respond to potential issues and
public concern. When done well, it can strengthen your reputation as a trusted source and reduce concerns
when communicating about risks.
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Successful risk communications can help reduce fear and prepare people to participate in solutions.
Assess knowledge and sentiment of the public before developing a communication plan.
The primary purpose of public meetings should be engagment with community members and creating a
collaborative atmosphere. Provide structured opportunities for the public to offer feedback and ask
questions.
Make an effort to acknowledge and understand stakeholder concerns, be careful to not dismiss
concerns.
Conveying uncertainties and maintaining transparency as evidence emerges are critical to building and
maintaining trust and successfully engaging the public.
Always assess level of risk in order to plan or respond accordingly.
A communications plan will help in both proactive and reactive situations.
Understand stakeholders based on levels of interest and influence, and opportunities to engage and
increase interest.
Communications are not one-size-fits-all. Tailor messages and tools to reach different audiences.
Assess whether you are engaging all affected communities and employ a variety of tactics and tools to
do so.
Tools and tactics for communication with particular groups should align with well-defined goals and
objectives, which should be measured and monitored.
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