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Organizing with residents to clean up and prevent
pollution since 1987.

interpreting
test results
A Guide For Neighborhood Groups Organizing
To Clean Up And Prevent Pollution In Their Communities.

At Toxics Action Center, we envision a world where everyone can breathe clean air,
drink clean water, and live in healthy, sustainable communities. Since 1987, we have
organized side-by-side with over 675 communities from across New England, helping
them clean up and prevent toxic pollution in their neighborhoods. When dangerous
industries are polluting our air and water, when toxic pesticides are threatening
our children’s health, when unresponsive bureaucracies are slow to enforce our
environmental laws, we are here to help citizens protect the health and safety of
their communities.
Through our group consultations, conferences and
events, expert referrals, networking opportunities,

Consultation sessions
available for your group:

and information guides, Toxics Action Center will
help you wage effective campaigns to protect the
health and safety of your community.
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Interpreting Test Results
Goal of Consultation: Understand the data from environmental tests and
make a plan to use the data to support your campaign. Plan for the best way
to communicate about your rest results to the public or to the decisionmaker(s).

I. Principles of Interpreting Test Results
II. Steps to Interpreting Test Results
1. Become an Expert
a. Jump in and Read the Test Results
b. Compare to Standards
c. Learn about the Toxins
d. Check the Work
2. Communicate Your Test Results
a. Messaging with Analogies
b. Draft a Fact Sheet
c. Practice
3. Plan
III. Evaluation

This publication was funded in part by the National Science Foundation's grant to TERC for Statistics for
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those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.
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I. Principles of Interpreting Test Results
1. Understand the Data and your Audience to Control the Debate
Test results can be a crucial part of your campaign. Often, the polluter
is well-versed in the data and is not anticipating much public review.
Understanding what the numbers mean can give you the confidence to
speak up on technical issues, and it can uncover important facts that
maybe be very important to your target audience or decision-maker.
Understanding the data will help you keep the discussion on your
terms.

2. Use the Data to Reinforce Your Campaign Message
Nobody listens if your statements are overly general—―there are
chemicals that aren’t good for you.‖ By working with test results and a
site map, you can make a convincing and accurate statement about
contaminants that reinforces your basic message about health or the
environment.

3. Use Comparisons and Visuals to Make Test Results Meaningful
Test results can contain unfamiliar chemical names and unimaginably
small numbers. Comparisons to legal limits and familiar things can
make the information more accessible and more compelling.

4. Don’t Overuse Statistics
A good rule of thumb is never use more than three facts and figures at
once. An audience can usually remember three facts or statistics, but
much more and the audience won’t remember anything. It’s like a
lecture that’s just gone on too long, your audience will gloss over.

5. Use Accurate Numbers and Check Your Work
You should base your claims and action steps on accurate data.
Exaggerations and other inaccurate statements can discredit your
campaign. First, confirm that your conclusions are accurate. For
example, if levels of certain chemicals are above safe limits, then
explain that the high levels threaten people’s health, but don’t
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exaggerate and say that everyone exposed to these elevated levels will
definitely get sick upon contact. Also take the time to confirm that the
test results and report is correct to the best of your ability. Regulators
and consultants may want to do the right thing, but they may make
mistakes or overlook something.

6. Use the Smart Moves
Starting to interpret data and make sense of test results can be
overwhelming. Keep in mind that different people in your group may
approach the data in different ways. Remember these simple tips to
help you work through the numbers:
Slow down – Believe you can understand it better.
Use your senses – Visualize it. Touch it.
Compare it – Connect to what you already know.
Use friendly numbers.
Play with different ways to show it and say it.
Talk it out loud – Learn from each other.
Seek verification – Think about how to check yourself. Maybe
consult a peer, a calculator or an expert.
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II. Steps To Interpreting Test Results
Step 1: Become An Expert
A) First Look. Record your questions and observations.
Definitions, Terminology, and Chemical Properties
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------The Testing Process
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Results as Presented in the Report
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Is Human Health at Risk?
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Other
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Key Questions
What are the contaminants or chemicals of greatest concern?
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------What are the lowest and highest levels for that contaminant(s)?
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Where are the lowest and highest levels? Are there any hotspots?
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Are there any trends in the test results across the site or over time?
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------What additional information do you want to know?
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Sample Test Results

In this sample, test results contain the contaminant names, the limits for
comparison and the hot spots (locations with levels of contamination
higher than the limit).

Which testing site are you most concerned about?
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Which contaminant are you most concerned about?
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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B) Compare to Standards

To do this exercise, you need to know the legal or safe limits for the
contaminants of concern. Make sure you are comparing the same units of
measurement.
For each contaminant, make a tally mark in the appropriate box below.
When you’re done, you’ll see which contaminants are the most widespread.
The sample below is done from this chart:

Contaminant
Sample:
Arsenic

Standard for
Comparison
.39

Less than or
equal to
standard

More than the
standard, but
not double

Between 2
and 10x
more

Between
10x and
100x
more

√

√√√√√√

More than
100x the
standard
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Different Ways to Represent the Comparison(s).
Use whole numbers (no decimals) to tell how many times bigger one
number is than the other.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Use a ratio (ie: ―4 to 1‖) to compare the numbers.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Use a percent to compare the numbers.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Sketch a graph to compare the numbers.
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C) How Toxic?

The contaminants of concern may be unfamiliar to you, to the general
public and to your decision-maker(s). Comparing the contamination levels
found in your test results to more familiar contaminants like mercury,
arsenic, lead or cyanide is one way to help people understand the potential
threat you are facing.
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sets legal limits for the
maximum concentration of a toxic contaminant that can be in drinking
water, groundwater or soil.
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Use this worksheet to compare your contaminant levels to arsenic, lead,
mercury or cyanide.
Are you comparing:

Maximum Contaminant Levels
Groundwater Objectives
Regional Soil Screen Levels
Other: _______________________

___________________ is _____ times as toxic as __________________.
___________________ is _____ times as toxic as __________________.
___________________ is _____ times as toxic as __________________.
___________________ is _____ times as toxic as __________________.
___________________ is _____ times as toxic as __________________.
Which statement is the strongest?
Does it help to round up or round down a little?
Sometimes sketching it out can help, for example:
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Create a Toxin Evidence Sheet.
Toxin Evidence Sheet
Name of contaminant:
Levels to pay attention to:

Effects (on adults vs. on vulnerable populations like kids):

Exposure pathway (eating, breathing, touching):

Exposure to contaminant in your community:

How toxic? Compare level to a common toxin, such as lead:
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D) Check Your Work

There’s room for error both when sampling occurs and when it is
reported. Checking takes focus and patience. There aren’t really any
shortcuts.
Here is a list of problems to watch for.
Clerical Problems
a. Test results are incorrectly copied from one table to another.
b. An error is made when test result units are converted.
Design Problems
a. Sampling does not include possible areas of concern (physical
locations or types of contaminants).
b. Testing is suspended due to low values in an area where there
are large seasonal fluctuations.
Analysis Problems
a. Results are averaged over time or space, hiding potentially
dangerous spikes in contaminant levels.
b. Outliers, or extreme values, have been left out as errors, but
without suitable explanation.
Other:
Notes
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Step 2: Communicate Your Test Results
A) Messaging with Analogies

When you have numbers or units that are hard for you or your audience
to understand, compare them to something they already know. To make
your point stick, the comparison should be both familiar to your audience
and accurate.

Target Audience(s):
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Campaign Message:
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Analogies for Your Test Results
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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B) Designing a Fact Sheet

A well-designed fact sheet doesn’t need fancy graphics and layout.
Rather, a good fact sheet is defined by its concise, compelling message,
judicious use of facts and clean design. Use data from your test results to
reinforce the campaign message. Use comparisons that make the data
meaningful.

Sample Fact Sheet

Leaking Junkyard Threatens Town
The junkyard was declared a Vermont Hazardous Waste site in 1997, but
it’s still contaminated and it still operates today.
Exposure to lead can affect our children’s brain development, behavior and size.
EPA test results show that lead levels in soil samples from the junkyard are more
than 8 times the EPA residential screening level.

Our Children Deserve to Grow Up Healthy
The junkyard should stop operating immediately.
The junkyard owner should clean up the current hazardous waste.
The town should enforce the environmental regulations for junkyards.

Selectboard: Shut Down and Clean Up the Junkyard Now.
For More Info: Contact Jessica at The Shutdown Committee. 802-222-3333 or jessica@theshutdowncommittee.org.
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Fact Sheet Template
Slogan
Problem:

In 1-2 sentences, describe your problem using who,
what, where, when and why. Chose a compelling fact to
reinforce it.

A Test Result or Statistic
One sentence describing the point
in detail.

A Convincing Comparison
One sentence describing the point
in detail.

Another Fact
One sentence describing the point
in detail.

Solution: Describe the solution in 2-4
words. Use bullet points to further clarify
the solution.



A simple, eye catching graph that
represents the data will help
reinforce your basic message.
People generally look at pictures
before they look at headlines.

First Demand
One sentence describing the demand.

Second Demand
One sentence describing the demand.

Third Demand
One sentence describing the demand.

Action:

What should the decision-maker do to bring about the
solution? You can also include an action directed at the public such as
making a call or writing a letter.
For More Information: Always include the name of your group, a phone number, an email address and your website.

TOXICS ACTION CENTER 17

Draft Fact Sheet
Slogan

Graphic

Problem Statement

Statistics and comparisons to support the problem.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Solution Statement

Points to Support the solution.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Action

For more information:
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C) Practice Talking about the Test Results
1. Talk to your neighbor about the test results
What are you working on? What is the problem?

2. Speak to a civic group and potential coalition member
What is happening? What is the problem?

3. Respond to a reporter’s questions about testing:
―Won’t more testing cost taxpayers a lot of money?‖
―What can more testing solve?‖
―Won’t your solution cause a loss of jobs?‖
―Why should people care about this issue?‖
―Industry says this is not a problem. They are in compliance. How do you
respond?‖
―Industry says this is not a problem. They have results that show there’s
no issue. How do you respond?‖
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Step 3. Plan
Dates
Tactics

Who

Research
Contaminant
Analyze Test
Results
Experts/Info
Checking the
Work

Core Group
Meeting
Fundraising
Major
Events
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Write your goals for each tactic you plan on using
in the ―Goals‖ boxes and then work backwards.

Goals
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III. Evaluation
Take a few minutes to evaluate your campaign plan.
 Does the data you selected help control the debate?
 Do you have statistics about your test results that reinforce your
campaign message?

 Do you understand the data better?
 Have comparisons made the data more meaningful?
 Do you have a plan to check the data for comprehensiveness and
accuracy?

 Do you have a clear and concise message?
 Does your group need to do additional consultation sessions for
making a campaign strategy and plan, making a recruitment
plan, garnering media attention, fundraising, developing
materials, winning a community vote, or planning for an
upcoming hearing?
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 Notes
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Campaign planning
Organizing with residents to clean up and prevent
pollution since 1987.

A Guide For Neighborhood Groups Organizing
To Clean Up And Prevent Pollution In Their Communities.

At Toxics Action Center, we envision a world where everyone can breathe clean air,
drink clean water, and live in healthy, sustainable communities. Since 1987, we have
organized side-by-side with over 675 communities from across New England, helping
them clean up and prevent toxic pollution in their neighborhoods. When dangerous
industries are polluting our air and water, when toxic pesticides are threatening
our children’s health, when unresponsive bureaucracies are slow to enforce our
environmental laws, we are here to help citizens protect the health and safety of
their communities.
Through our group consultations, conferences and
events, expert referrals, networking opportunities,

Consultation sessions
available for your group:

and information guides, Toxics Action Center will
help you wage effective campaigns to protect the
health and safety of your community.
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