FARMWORKER PESTICIDE EXPOSURE PERCEPTIONS AND BELIEFS: USING CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE TO IMPROVE SAFETY EDUCATION. 

Pesticides are a major occupational hazard for migrant and seasonal farmworkers. Current regulations require that farmworkers receive pesticide safety training. While the majority of farmworkers in the US are Latino, few educational materials take Latino farmworker pesticide exposure perceptions and beliefs into consideration. This presentation summarizes our research on farmworker pesticide exposure perceptions and beliefs by drawing on qualitative analysis of in-depth interview data as well as the statistical analysis of survey interview data. Our research delineates several major themes that reflect farmworker pesticide exposure beliefs. One theme reflects the widespread belief that susceptibility to the effects of pesticides is highly individualized; some persons are sensitive and experience ill effects, and others are more resistant. Another theme indicates that farmworkers are concerned with the immediate or acute effects of exposure. Very few are aware of potential long-term consequences of pesticide exposure, and none link these to chronic exposure or to residues. Tied to this theme is the belief that the skin acts as a barrier to exposure, rather than as a permeable membrane through which pesticides can be absorbed. Humoral Medicine is a widespread health belief system among Latino farmworkers; based on this belief system, workers often delay washing and showering so as not to apply water, which is “cool,” to their body when it is hot from rigorous activity. Farmworkers are divided on whether pesticides are potentially dangerous. Some believe that the chemicals are not dangerous to humans, and that they only hurt insects or weeds. While some state that farmers would not use chemicals if they were dangerous to farmworkers, others contend that farmers have no regard for their health. Finally, farmworkers often feel they have no control over workplace pesticide safety, and feel unable to adhere to safety rules. The cognitive model of pesticide susceptibility varies among farmworkers and it is discordant with the epidemiological and toxicological models of pesticide effects. These beliefs must be addressed in pesticide safety education if we are to reduce the burden of pesticide exposure among farmworkers. 
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