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Abstract Nanotechnology is widely used in several
industrial and consumer sectors and has the potential
to grow further and expand globally. An exploration of
stakeholder (SH)’s perceptions is essential to ensuring
that robust risk governance processes are in place for
nanotechnology and nano-related products. In response,
numerous studies have been conducted to investigate
SH’s perceptions of nanotechnology and nano-related

products over the past 15 years. To build on this work
and to capture current perceptions across a wide panel of
SHs, we conducted a multi-national and cross-sectoral
SH study of awareness, perceptions and opinions re-
garding the use and potential impact on society and the
environment of nanomaterials (NMs) and nano-related
products, and SH’s expectations about risk governance.
The study was conducted using both quantitative and
qualitative inquiries and targeted more than 3000 SHs
across different sectors in a total of 15 countries. Results
showed a tendency towards more convergence of opin-
ions amongst all the relevant SHs and the public respon-
dents than in past studies. There was consensus on the
crucial importance of having unbiased, scientific and
trustable information regarding the potential impacts of
NMs and nano-related products on the environment,
health and safety. SHs were interested in having more
internationally harmonised and robust regulation for
NMs and nano-related products; improved scientific
evidence on nanomaterial hazards, exposures and ef-
fects; as well as specific guidance on the safe use of
NMs. Overall, this work provides an updated scenario
of SHs’ perceptions regarding nanotechnology and
nano-related products, underscoring the importance of
including SH needs in effective risk governance
strategies.
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Introduction

The use of nanomaterials (NMs) and nano-related prod-
ucts has become ubiquitous in society, with applications
in diverse products and sectors that range from electron-
ics, food and food packaging, transportation, energy,
manufacturing, construction, medicine, water treatment
and beyond (Woodrow Wilson Institute 2009; The
Nanodatabase 2019). While the use of NMs and nano-
related products may provide numerous benefits to di-
verse economic sectors, there are still significant uncer-
tainties in terms of their potential impacts on the envi-
ronment, health and safety (EHS), in spite of nearly two
decades of EHS research (e.g. Prosafe 2017; OECD
2018; Warheit 2018). Furthermore, it has been well
recognised that stakeholder (SH)’s perceptions are crit-
ical to understand and respond to in order to ensure the
successful innovation and adoption of nanotechnology
and nano-related products as well as to ensure that
robust risk governance processes are in place (The
Royal Socie ty and The Royal Academy of
Engineering 2004). This is particularly pertinent given
previous cases involving other emerging technologies
that have demonstrated the importance of understanding
and incorporating SH perceptions into technology inno-
vation processes (e.g. Tait 2001; Macnaghten 2016).

Numerous studies have been conducted over the past
two decades to investigate various SH’s perceptions of
nanotechnology and NMs (e.g. Sims Bainbridge 2002;
Cobb and Macoubrie 2004; Siegrist et al. 2007a, 2007b;
Kahan et al. 2008; Capon et al. 2015; Dijkstra and
Critchley 2016; Ganesh Pillai and Bezbaruah 2017;
Larsson et al. 2019). Across these studies, it has been
demonstrated that perceptions of nanotechnology have
been linked to the degree of knowledge and awareness
about nanotechnology, potential benefits of its applica-
tions, cultural backgrounds, value differences as well as
trust (Kahan et al. 2008; Cacciatore et al. 2011; Dijkstra
and Critchley 2016; Ganesh Pillai and Bezbaruah 2017).
In brief, the literature has demonstrated that the public
generally has heard “little or nothing” about nanotech-
nology (Cobb and Macoubrie 2004; Priest et al. 2010;
Gupta et al. 2015) and has had largely neutral or slightly
optimistic opinions about nanotechnology (Cobb and
Macoubrie 2004; Gaskell et al. 2005; Scheufele and
Lewenstein 2005; Kahan et al. 2008; Satterfield et al.
2009), although there can be cross-cultural differences
(Vandermoere et al. 2010; Dijkstra and Critchley 2016).
Further, opinions about nanotechnology are still being

formed and may likely be influenced by messaging
concerning benefit-risk information (Satterfield et al.
2009; Priest et al. 2010; Parisi et al. 2015) and news
on recently emerging cases of claimed health incidences
(e.g. Bullis 2006; Kolosnjaj-Tabi et al. 2015;
Fatkhutdinova et al. 2016; Zhao et al. 2018). In terms
of risk-benefit comparisons, previous work showed that
the potential benefits were considered to outweigh po-
tential risks (Satterfield et al. 2009), although the authors
considered that risk judgments were still malleable.
Others have demonstrated that the provision of addition-
al information that was framed in either a positive or
negative light was able to influence respondents’ per-
ceptions of the benefit-to-risk ratio of nanotechnology
(Besley 2010). Further, other works have shown that
potential benefits and risks were dependent on the ap-
plication in which NMs or nano-related products were
used (Cacciatore et al. 2011; Gupta et al. 2015).
Amongst other findings, medical applications of nano-
technologies have had a higher benefit perception com-
pared to consumer products that do not have a clear or
obvious beneficial use (Cobb and Macoubrie 2004;
Priest and Greenhalgh 2011; Gupta et al. 2015), and
perceived risks were greater in food applications than
in other consumer products (e.g. electronics, energy
applications) (Siegrist et al. 2007a, 2007b; Grobe et al.
2008; Siegrist et al. 2008; Brown et al. 2015).

Developing robust risk governance and decision-
making processes related to NMs that incorporate SH’s
views continues to be an ongoing challenge today.
Amongst other obstacles, SHs differ in their risk per-
ception along the value chain of a nano-related product
(Malsch et al. 2017).

As robust risk governance frameworks are still de-
veloping for NMs and to further build on this body of
literature, we conducted a large SH study of the aware-
ness, perceptions and opinions regarding the production,
use and potential impact of NMs and nano-related prod-
ucts on the society. The work was conducted as part of
the European Horizon 2020 project, caLIBRAte (grant
agreement no. 686239), with the goal of developing a
next-generation nano-risk governance framework
aligning with SH’s needs.

Methodology

A multi-national, mixed-method approach was utilised
in this study to understand the opinions and perspectives
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of the public respondents and influential SHs from
industry, research organisations and policy-oriented or-
ganisations across Europe, covering 15 countries. We
aimed specifically at understanding the SHs’ levels of
awareness and concerns regarding potential risks for the
health and the environment posed by the development
and use of NMs and nano-related products and expec-
tations for risk governance in nanotechnology (defined
as all aspects related to the identification, management,
evaluation and communication of risks; International
Risk Governance Council (IRGC) 2017).

Leveraging work conducted in previous studies that
investigated risk perception of nanotechnologies, we
employed a combination of quantitative and qualitative
methods in our inquiries to collect and assess SHs’
opinions. The diverse specific methods used are
summarised in Table 1. The methods were selected
depending on the scope of the SH dialogue and the
SHs’ level of knowledge or being informed about
NMs, nano-related products and/or nanotechnology.
As shown below, for example, the online consumer
survey collected quantitative information on public per-
ceptions of the risks, while the focus groups provide
information on risk perception and explain the prefer-
ences and views on diffusion and use of NMs and nano-
related products in a more qualitative way.

The different methodologies applied to gather and
analyse the data on risk perception and awareness and
on issues related to risk communication, assessment and
management in the field of nanotechnology are briefly
described below.

Two-round Delphi study

A two-round Delphi study was undertaken in the period
from January to August 2017 to systematically investi-
gate the opinions of different SHs from research, indus-
try, insurance companies, government agencies and
non-governmental associations about their appraisal of
the risks posed by NMs and nano-related products and
how to best manage and communicate these risks. In
general, a Delphi study is a method of structuring a
group communication process amongst a panel of geo-
graphically dispersed participants, mainly experts in
areas that are relevant to the consultation, to deal with
a complex problem (Dewar and Friel 2001). The overall
goal is to organise a debate, collect and synthesise
opinions and achieve a degree of convergence on se-
lected themes of exploratory, predictive and even

normative nature (Adler and Ziglio 1996; Linstone and
Turroff 2002). To perform a Delphi study, experts are
first asked to complete a questionnaire on selected
themes. The evaluations of the first survey are disclosed
in a following round so that experts are given the op-
portunity to compare their personal opinions with those
expressed by the other participants, to refine their points
of view and give some recommendations on critical
issues with regard to the debated topics. The exchange
of opinions over several rounds has the advantage that
feedback processes encourage participants to re-
examine their own evaluation. As a rule, the spectrum
of assessments is reduced, trends become clearer and a
satisfactory convergence of opinions is reached.

Since the method was first proposed at the Rand
Corporation (Dalkey 1969), variations of the Delphi
method have evolved, in an effort to meet the specific
needs of different decision makers (Linstone 1998).
Delphi surveys are no longer simply about achieving
consensus, and they are more often used to identify
different clusters of opinions. In practice, modern
Delphi surveys do not make much, if any, use of itera-
tions of the questionnaire. These Delphi surveys employ
only two rounds of survey, inviting a deepening of
exploration in the second round rather than aiming for
consensus of the group. Thus, an individual can express
a distinctly different opinion to the group perspective.
Moreover, recent approaches develop interactive forms,
in which one or more workshops are staged between the
two rounds to facilitate the final assessments. This im-
plementation of the Delphi exercise was adopted for the
present study where multiple perspectives of different
SHs were recommended for decision-making. It means
that the responses from a selected group of the partici-
pants could be extracted and analysed in isolation, with-
out compromising the integrity of the results.

In the present two-round Delphi study, the initial
questionnaire (see Online Resource 1) contained a total
of 28 (mostly quantitative) questions covering issues
specifically related to NMs and nano-related products
such as awareness and risk perception, best practices in
dealing with risk assessment/management and needs,
priorities and expectations to a risk governance frame-
work. An online platform was used to deliver question-
naires and collect data.

The first-round questionnaire was delivered to
over 400 SHs in diverse European countries. These
SHs were selected for participation based on their
expertise and interest in risk governance aspects of
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NMs. After reaching out to these SHs, we sent two
subsequent reminders to increase the response rate.
The final response rate of SHs participating in our
two-round Delphi study was approximately 25%,
with a total of 97 participants from at least 14
European countries (some participants did not pro-
vide country of provenance). Study participants
were able to answer the questionnaire anonymously.
Nearly two thirds of all SHs chose to identify them-
selves according to a particular SH category (i.e. 69
participants), consisting of industry/business (38%),
research (31%), policy makers/risk assessors/consul-
tants (18%), civil society organizations (e.g. NGOs,
advocacy groups) (10%) and insurance1 (3%).

Following analyses of the results from the first-
round and the multi-SH workshop organised be-
tween the two rounds (see the section “Multi-SH
workshop”), the findings were used to formulate
the second questionnaire (see Online Resource 2),
which included new, more qualitative and in-depth
questions on the same themes treated in the first
questionnaire, to enable further elaboration on the
most salient aspects emerging from the first round.
Forty-seven participants from 13 countries com-
pleted the second Delphi study round. Nearly all
(i.e. 41 out of 47 participants) indicated their SH
category with the following distributions: industry/
business (49%), research (37%), policy makers/risk
assessors/consultants (12%) and insurance (see
footnote 1) (2%). Respondents were invited to read
and get acquainted with the summarised opinions
that had been expressed in the first round and
were encouraged to express their opinions on the
most debated topics and to make recommendations
for developing an effective risk governance frame-
work for NMs and nano-related products.

The data from the two online surveys were analysed
qualitatively and quantitatively.

Multi-SH workshop

In addition to the two-round Delphi study, a SH work-
shop was organised in Venice2 (2017) and included 25

1 In the analysis of the answers to the Delphi questionnaires, the
contributions from insurers are incorporated into the category of policy
makers/risk assessors/consultants.
2 “From nano risk management to innovation governance: Developing
state of the art, reliable and trustable, governance models and tools for
nanomaterials” March 2–3, 2017, Venice, ItalyT
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invited SHs from industry, insurance, consultancy ser-
vices, policy and research from ten European countries.
During the World Café, the results of the 1st round of the
Delphi survey were presented, and afterwards, the SHs
discussed needs, priorities and views on managing risks
in nanotechnology. In addition, the SHs provided feed-
back on developing a risk governance framework for
NMs. Using a World Café approach, groups of five
participants at small round tables discussed questions
(see Online Resource 3) on several issues relevant to
nano-risk governance and wrote their opinions with
pencils on the tablecloth. After about 25 min, the par-
ticipants changed tables, took their ideas and shared
them with the new table. One participant, the “host” or
“facilitator” of the table, stayed seated and welcomed
the new participants to another round of talks.

This interactive method allowed to exchange and
then link the ideas of the participants and to draw a
“network” of thoughts and perspectives to develop con-
clusions. In a joint final round of the SH workshop, the
hosts of the tables presented the results, which were
further discussed in a plenary session (www.
theworldcafe.com).

Face-to-face interviews

Twelve interviews were conducted in Denmark and
Sweden with occupational safety and health (OSH)
managers from industry (n = 6) and academic insti-
tutions (n = 6). Heterogeneous (maximum variation)
sampling (Palinkas et al. 2015) was used to recruit a
variety of companies (e.g. manufacturers of mate-
rials and/or products, and testing and development
of industry equipment) and institutes (e.g. tradition-
al and within different technical fields) that worked
with NMs. The interviews were conducted face-to-
face and on site at each of the companies or insti-
tutions. The interviews occurred in 2016–2017, at
which point, there was no nano-specific regulation.
To foster consistency between the interviews, a
semi-structured interview schedule was utilised
(see the list of questions in Online Resource 4),
which focused on five themes concerning NMs
and nano-related products: risk comprehension, in-
formation gathering, actions, communication and
compliance. The interviews were recorded, tran-
scribed and then analysed in the NVivo 11 software
program. In addition, relevant statements from the
interviews were also coded according to one of five

levels of safety culture maturity (Cooper 2018),
from passive (ignorant of the risks) to reactive (re-
spond only when things go wrong), active, proactive
and exemplary (e.g. going beyond compliance).
Further details on the methodology and a detailed
analysis of the results can be found in Kirkegaard
et al. (2019).

Focus groups

During organised focus group sessions, participants
representing specific interests are encouraged to provide
information and opinions on a specific topic in a discus-
sion round (Henseling et al. 2006; Krueger and Casey
2008). Focus groups work out specific arguments and
reflect them within a setting of several people
(Benighaus and Benighaus 2012). The interaction and
discussion in the focus groups help illustrate percep-
tions, perspectives and thinking of the different SH
groups. It works well in combination with individual
interviews or Delphi exercise.

In our study, a total of 6 focus groups were organised
in 2017 and 2018 to explore and evaluate the perception
and acceptance of nanotechnology from the public re-
spondents (in terms of benefits and risks), the criteria for
choosing and buying nano-enabled products and the
information required to feel safe about their use. A list
of the questions posed in the focus groups is reported in
Online Resource 5.

All focus groups were conducted in the native lan-
guages of each country. In Germany, the participants
were selected in a random sample. After contacting an
initial 1000 citizens from the city of Stuttgart by letter,
there were a total of 43 people who ended up participat-
ing in the four focus groups. In Spain, one focus group
was organised in Bilbao, with seven participants select-
ed from the employers of technological park by inviting
them randomly. In Denmark, after placing an advertise-
ment in supermarket and municipal websites in
Copenhagen, there were a total of 7 focus group
participants.

Overall, a statistical analysis and comparison of the
focus group participants with the Eurostat statistical data
on age and educational background (System 2011) from
each of the participating countries revealed that the
focus group participants were younger in age and had
above-average educational level in each country than
the statistical average.
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Online consumer survey

In three European countries (Denmark, Germany,
Spain), a large online consumer survey was conducted
using a set of questions (see Online Resource 6) to elicit
public perceptions on nanotechnologies. In total, there
were 3101 participants who completed the online sur-
vey, including 1037 from Denmark, 1030 from
Germany and 1034 from Spain. In these online consum-
er surveys, there was a good dispersion of different ages,
genders and locations of the participants, and it is was
also consistent with the Eurostat (System 2011) statisti-
cal data of the German, Spanish and Danish population.

Results

We present the main points according to the following:
(1) risk perception of NMs and nano-related products
according to the SH level of knowledge and/or aware-
ness, (2) factors limiting the acceptance and diffusion of
NMs and nano-related products into the market and (3)
SH expectations in regard to nano-risk governance.

Risk perceptions and awareness of nanotechnology
in different SH groups

The majority of the SHs involved in the Delphi consul-
tation had a high level of knowledge on NMs. More
specifically, 8% of all the respondents (N = 97) reported
to have a basic level of knowledge, while 73% reported
themselves as experts or skilled users. Figure 1 provides
an overview of the level of knowledge on NM according
to each SH group3. As expected, researchers are the
most skilled category, with other SH groups adequately
knowledgeable and informed. Some of the comments
provided by the respondents indicated that they were
aware of the opportunities offered by nanotechnologies
for progress and innovation. In particular, the SHs from
industry underlined “the enormous potential of nano-
technologies for competitiveness of industry”.

However, the opinion concerning the positive poten-
tials of nanotechnologies is also associated with a gen-
eral concern about the EHS risks and social and ethical
aspects posed by NMs and nanotechnology develop-
ment in all the application domains (Fig. 2).

Noteworthy, it can be seen that the relative perceived
risk pattern in the six main predefined domains (worker
health, public health, animal health, economic aspects,
ethical and social domains) is generally similar amongst
all the SHs involved in the Delphi study, with workers
and the environment being at the highest risk level
(moderate to high). However, the civil society organiza-
tions (CSOs)’ SH group does stand out with generally
higher perceived risks while policy makers/risk asses-
sors/insurers have the lowest level of perceived risk. On
a relative scale, all the SHs have relatively low per-
ceived risk in regard to economic aspects. Still, it should
be mentioned that researchers consider risks related to
economic aspects to be at a similar level as the risk to
public health.

In the course of the qualitative workshop interviews,
the industry representatives confirmed that they consid-
er the workers and the environment to have the highest
risks in relation to NM production. In the qualitative
interviews with individuals in research organisations
and companies, the perspectives on risk perception var-
ied substantially, ranging from perceiving risks as a
“part of the job” to perceiving risks as manageable
throughout the life cycle of NM and nano-related prod-
ucts (Kirkegaard et al. 2019).

According to the public respondents from the online
consumer survey, participants agreed that the pros and
cons of nanotechnology are balanced, and nanotechnol-
ogy has a positive or neutral connotation for them with
positive effect on life (Fig. 3). More than 50% of par-
ticipants in all three countries (Denmark, Germany and
Spain) perceived nanotechnology as a symbol of prog-
ress and an option for breakthrough in future technolo-
gies. However, they anticipate a high responsibility for
future generations in all three countries, especially in the
development of nanotechnologies.

The participants in the focus groups have indicat-
ed that nanotechnology should be a solution for
technical and/or social problems and should support
the development of society. Yet, there are some
differences amongst the answers of respondents
from the various countries regarding their percep-
tions on how well the advantages and disadvantages
of NMs are balanced. Our study did not seek to
address these inter-country differences in partici-
pants’ perceptions of risks/benefits.

During the focus group interviews, participants
assessed nanotechnology based on their own expe-
rience and how they got in contact with it. After

3 Not all the SHs participating in the Delphi survey declared the
category to which they belong and contribute to the graphs in Fig. 1.
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materials followed by the use of nanotechnology in
application sectors related to energy, electronics, optics
and information and communication technologies
(ICTs).

The perceived sector application risk pattern reported
by the CSOs is in good agreement (with a few excep-
tions) with the outcomes of the focus groups and online
consumer survey (Fig. 6), where the main concerns are
about nano-related products that people may come into
direct physical contact with (absorbed through the skin,
inhaled, ingested, etc.).

It is interesting to see that the highest acceptance of
nano-related products from the public respondents refers
to IT/electronics with miniaturised electronic compo-
nents and to medical products which potentially provide
new forms of detection and treatment of disease.

In summary, although some differentiation emerges
across the SH categories and the public respondents, our
results provide evidence that medium to moderately
high risks are perceived in all application domains and
market sectors (see Figs. 5 and 6), but at the same time,
potential benefits of nanotechnology are recognised and
appraised by many (Fig. 4).

Although the development of nanotechnology is con-
sidered as an opportunity for improving performances
of products and systems, the perceived uncertainty on
their potential risks is seen to influence to a certain
extent and limit their purchase. This point was sustained
by a good fraction of the participants in the online
consumer survey (Fig. 7), focus groups and Delphi
study. Results are reported in Table 3 where a rather
high level of convergence of views between all the SHs
and the public respondents is observed.

Once again, policy makers/risk assessors/insurers
show a lower concern about the effect of risk perception
on the market than the other categories of SHs.

Factors limiting acceptance and adoption of NMs

In this section, we present perspectives from all the SHs
on the factors that still hamper a wider acceptance and
adoption of NMs and nano-related products. The partic-
ipants in our consultation activities have clearly indicat-
ed that one of the most important factors for limiting the
diffusion of nanotechnology into the market is a certain
lack of dialogue and specific knowledge/education ini-
tiatives. Moreover, the SHs perceive an often misleading
(or biased) information on NMs and nano-related prod-
ucts that may create a sense of suspicion in the

entrepreneurs, end-users and consumers and make it
difficult to evaluate the risk/benefit ratio with respect
to the use of more conventional materials/products. In
this respect, SHs participating in the Delphi study
underlined that: “From the consumer side, I think that
a general factor is the lack of scientific education and the
influence of certain media attitude”. Thus, “Normal
customers mostly know simple black and white, and
cannot differentiate between various scenarios of grey”.

It was pointed out by many different SHs and the
participants in the consumer survey that greater trust of
the potential users could be gained through transparent
and exhaustive information on safe use, storage and
disposal of NMs and nano-related products.

Industry representatives are also concerned about
existing uncertainties and insufficient knowledge about
worker and consumer exposure, hazard and life cycle
assessment. One of the industry representatives
underlined that: “From the business side, there is the
complete lack of knowledge about NMs: most SMEs
[small and medium sized enterprises] do not know what
they are and how they can be used. Therefore, once
confronted with the possibility, entrepreneurs stay away
from the unknown, the potentially not safe solutions,
and rely on more traditional innovative materials…”.

Further scientific research on NMs is asked for, in order
to decrease risks and increase confidence in their use.

A strong request emerging from both the online
survey (public respondents) and the focus groups is the
need for a clearer: “balance between pros and cons of
nanotechnology”, which takes into account the impact
of NMs and nano-related products on (human and ani-
mal) health and safety and the environment. To this
respect, a telling statement from a researcher (Delphi
survey) is that: “NMs used to cure cancer should be
permitted, even if these NMs may induce some negative
effects to human health and the environment”. This
concept is broadened by one of the industry representa-
tives: “Potential risks of the innovation must always be
balanced against the risk of not realizing an innovation”.

In this context, CSOs’ representatives pointed out the
need to set up an evaluation system of the risks posed by
specific NMs and nano-related products, which must be
based on principles such as openness, full independence
and transparency, and thus become trustable for con-
sumers. Industries should disclose their data to inform
this system.

The participants in the focus groups and online con-
sumer survey stressed the importance of having access
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We also found that SHs with more limited awareness
of nanotechnologies, including the public respondents’
category, generally had a more of a positive attitude

towards the development of nanotechnologies in most
sectors. The highest appraisal and acceptance of nano-
related products from the public respondents refers to
electronics/IT with miniaturised electronic components
and to promising medical products. Other scholars con-
firmed these findings as part of their research (Cobb and
Macoubrie 2004; Priest and Greenhalgh 2011; Gupta
et al. 2015). At the same time, the risk perception of
NMs and nano-related products was greater for products
that could get in direct contact with the body (e.g.
cosmetics, food, agri-food). Potential intake of NMs is
seen as alarming, and nano-based food products are seen
as non-genuine and artificial. These findings confirm
previous studies as, for example, those reported in the
literature (Siegrist et al. 2007a, 2007b; Grobe et al.
2008; Siegrist et al. 2008; Ferdinand et al. 2013;
Brown et al. 2015).

Furthermore, the majority of SHs (including the pub-
lic respondents) were aware of and agree on existing
gaps and barriers for risk governance of NMs, thus

Slightly important
0%

Not important
2%

Moderately 
important

8%

Important
36%

Very important
54%

Fig. 9 Percentages of responses to the question. “Indicate the
importance you attribute to risk assessment procedures as effective
tools for diagnosis and management of risks deriving from pro-
duction/use/disposal of NMs and nanorelated products” (from the
Delphi study; N = 63)
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I do not know
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Research

I do not know
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Fig. 8 Position of the respondents to the Delphi survey on the adequacy of current guidance and regulation for effective risk governance in
manufacturing/use/disposal of NMs and nano-related products. (NIndustry = 28; NResearch = 20; NPolicy = 13; NCSOs = 5)
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