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Research Questions

• How have the dangers of per- and polyfluorinated compounds 
(PFASs) been discovered, interpreted, and acted upon?

• What accounts for the uneven social and scientific discoveries of 
this class of compounds after decades of research, litigation, and 
adverse health impacts?



Theoretical Framing

Scientific Knowledge  Environmental Protection?

Superfund Act Signed into Law

December 1980
May 1980



“PFOA” trending on Google

Source: Google Trends

Jan. 2006: US EPA PFOA 
Stewardship Program

Jan. 2016: NY Times 
Magazine Cover on Rob 
Bilott and DuPont

2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015



Social and Scientific Discoveries 

Social 

Discovery

Scientific 

Discovery

Scientific Discovery: The 

development or establishment of a 

research base by scientific 

practitioners typically located in an 

institution such as academia, 

government or industry.

Social Discovery: New or 

increased awareness of 

previously unrecognized social 

or environmental phenomenon.
Possible barriers 

between social and scientific 

discovery, including the 

production of inaccurate 

science due to conflict of 

interest, or lack of statutory 

capacity for EPA. 



Methods

Qualitative Data Collection

• In-depth Interviews

• Multi-sited Observations
– Regulatory agencies

– Research laboratories

– Contaminated communities

• Scientific Literature Review

• Regulatory Document 
Analysis 

Tracking Contamination Cases

• Media Coverage

• Date of Discoveries

• PFASs Levels Detected

• Source(s) of Contamination

• Regulatory Responses

• Community Concerns

• Biomonitoring

• Litigation
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i. 3M rodent studies find 
low dose PFOA exposures 
can cause birth defects. 
Data shared with DuPont
and EPA under TSCA.

ii. DuPont monitors 
pregnant employees, two 
of eight babies born to 
female employees are 
born with birth defects. 

iii. DuPont and 3M pull 
female workers from 
Teflon production 
temporarily. DuPont
later fined by EPA
under TSCA for not 
disclosing “substantial 
risk of injury to human 
health.” 

1. Industry Scientific Discovery
1981



Tennant Family Farm, Mid Ohio Valley. Source: New York Times 



2001: Class action 
lawsuit filed against 
DuPont for Mid-
Ohio Valley PFOA 
exposure.

1999: Tennants sue 
DuPont for 
negligent disposal 
of PFOA on farm, 
following the death 
of cattle herd.

2000: Attorney 
Rob Bilott
requests all PFOA 
documents from 
DuPont in legal 
discovery.

2. Social Discovery



3. Litigation-Inspired Scientific Discovery 

2012: C8 Science Panel 
finds PFOA exposure linked 
to kidney cancer, testicular 
cancer, thyroid disease, 
ulcerative colitis, thyroid 
disease, pregnancy 
induced hypertension, & 
hypercholesterolemia. 

2017: 3,550 personal injury 
lawsuits against DuPont 
settled.

2004: DuPont settles class-
action lawsuit $235 million.

2005 – 2007: DuPont 
required to fund health 
studies; compensation 
possible for individuals 
with health impacts linked 
to PFOA through C8 
Science Panel. 

July 7, 2016



Social and Scientific Discovery at Different Moments



1. Industry Scientific Discovery 
o Industry- to-industry disclosure
o Disclosure to EPA with qualifications 

2. Social Discovery
o Observed health effects  litigation
o Litigation  industry disclosure
o Exposed industry data  public attention & research

3. Litigation-Inspired Scientific and Social Discovery
o Industry forced to fund independent health study  PFOA 

as likely carcinogen 
o Over 3,000 academic articles by 2015
o 3,500 personal injury lawsuits by 2015



J a n u a r y 6 ,  2 0 1 6
J a n u a r y  3 1 ,  2 0 1 6  



Implications for Coalition and 
Community Building

• Multi-sector alliance

• Technological disasters and “corrosive 
communities”

• Limitations of EPA and current regulations of 
industrial chemicals and water treatment



Contributions

Current Literature

• Doing Science

• Interpreting Science

• Acting on Science

• Strategic Science Translation

Future Directions

Operate differently in each 
stakeholder group?

 Strategic Science Production  

What dynamics truncate 
knowledge production?
What dynamics facilitate 
knowledge production? 



Thank you!

Lauren Richter, Northeastern University, richter.l@husky.neu.edu

Alissa Cordner, Whitman College, cordneaa@whitman.edu

Visit our research website: www.pfasproject.com
Contact our research team: pfasproject@gmail.com
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