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Chemicals 
Formaldehyde, phthalates, acetone, toluene, methacrylates, and other volatile organic 
compounds are all used in nail salons.1 

 Chemicals used in solvents (e.g., acetone, toluene) have been associated with miscarriage 
and can affect fetal nervous systems resulting in birth defects.2 

 Formaldehyde was recently added by the National Toxicology Program to the official list of 
chemicals known to cause cancer.3 

 Dibutyl Phthalate (DBP) has been linked to cancer and may damage women‟s and men‟s 
reproductive organs as well as the development of a fetus.4 

o DBP has been banned completely by the European Union because it was “known or 
strongly suspected to cause cancer, mutations, or birth defects.”5 

o Manufacturers claim there is no link between using polish with DBP and health risk.6 
o Phthalates can cross the placenta into amniotic fluid and can be passed to infants in 

breast milk.7  They also significantly impact natural hormone levels.8 

 Toluene, formaldehyde, and DBP collectively are known as the “Toxic Trio,” and several 
companies have begun to phase them out; however, it is unclear if the replacements for these 
chemicals are any safer.9  

 
Government Regulatory Problems 

 The nail industry uses more than 10,000+ chemicals, only a small percentage of which have 
been tested for safety before being put on the market.10 

o The European Union has banned more than 1,000 of these substances, while the 
FDA has banned fewer than 10.11 

 Cosmetic products and ingredients are regulated by the FDA, but the FDA does not inspect 
or approve them when they are put on the market.12 

o The Safe Cosmetics Act of 2011, H.R. 2359, was introduced on June 24, 2011 and 
is designed to give the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) the authority to 
ensure that personal care products are free from toxic ingredients.13 

 Federal legislation prevents the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) from effectively 
controlling toxic chemicals in consumer products.14 

 Nail polishes are tested by the manufacturer, but only for “immediate and acute reactions – 
not long-term health problems such as cancer risk or reproductive toxicity.”15 

 Phthalates like DBP are not required to be listed as an ingredient on polish used in salons.16 

 Many chemicals are listed as “fragrance” on cosmetic labels to protect “trade secrets.”17 

 Terms such as “natural,” “organic,” or “hypoallergenic” have no set definition, so the terms 
have whatever meaning that manufacturers give them and can be misleading.18 

 There are Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) Permissible Exposure 
Limits (PELs) for some of the chemicals used in nail salons.19 

o PELs do not take into consideration the effects of chemical combinations or long 
term effects from technically “safe” exposure. 20 

o PELs are typically decades old and based on inhalation exposure in industrial 
settings; they do not account for skin absorption.21 

o There is some debate over whether OSHA standards apply to “booth rental” salons.22 

 Manufacturers are required to provide businesses with information about the proper 
chemical handling techniques,23 but these can be very technical and in only one language.24 

 The state boards of cosmetology are often responsible for educating and regulating workers 
in the industry on safety issues,25 but frequently fail to do so.26 



Poisonous Polish:  
Toxic Exposure and Health Risks to  
Nail Salon Workers  

 

Copyright ©2011 Law Students for Reproductive Justice. All rights reserved. 

 

 The Cosmetic Ingredient Review Board (CIR) was created by the cosmetics industry to 
evaluate the safety of the ingredients used in cosmetics, but this self-regulating board does 
not have the authority to prevent companies from using chemicals it finds to be unsafe.27 

 
 
Workplace Problems 

 Hazardous products are poorly labeled and written in English only, but they are mostly 
being used by non-English or limited English speakers/readers.28 

 Small workspaces with inadequate ventilation.29 
o Ventilation systems for conventional office spaces are incorrectly used in salons.30 
o Regulations do not define key terms (e.g., “proper and adequate” ventilation).31  

 Recommendations for ventilation and protective gear (instead of requirements).32 

 No unions fighting for workplace safety, better standards, or increased regulation. 

 Little or no recourse for immigrant workers who may feel their health is at risk because they 
face job loss if they speak out (with heightened risk for undocumented workers).33   

 The Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970 gives employees and their representatives 
the right to file a complaint and request an OSHA inspection of their workplace if they 
believe there is a serious hazard or their employer is not following OSHA standards.34 
Further, the Act gives complainants the right to request that their names not be revealed to 
their employers.35 

 Employees or their representatives may file a safety and health complaint online, via fax, or 
over the phone.36 

 Employees or their representatives must provide enough information for OSHA to 
determine that a hazard probably exists. Workers do not have to know whether a specific 
OSHA standard has been violated in order to file a complaint.37  

 
Who is Affected? 

 As of 2008, there are approximately 350,000 licensed nail technicians working in the U.S.38   
o Ninety-six percent are women (63% are women of color). 39 
o Forty-two percent are Asian immigrants (39% of whom are Vietnamese).40 

 An average nail technician spends 9 years at her job, working long hours, without benefits,41 
making around $22,000 a year.42 

 
Community Organizing 

 In 2007, the California Healthy Nail Salon Collaborative, National Asian Pacific American 
Women‟s Forum, and Women‟s Voices for the Earth established the National Healthy Nail 
Salon Alliance (the Alliance).43 

 The Alliance‟s priorities include: 
o Movement-Building: Build a movement for nail salon and other beauty sector 

worker health and safety by engaging allies and groups across the country on the 
issue, sharing resources and information between participating organizations, 
and building support among these organizations for policy changes/initiatives 
and research efforts. 

o Federal Policy: Advocate for policies that advance worker health and safety in 
nail salons. Also research and make recommendations on ways regulatory 
agencies such as OSHA can better serve the nail salon workforce with respect to 
toxic chemical exposure. 

http://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=OSHACT&p_id=2743
http://cahealthynailsalons.org/
http://www.napawf.org/
http://www.napawf.org/
http://www.womenandenvironment.org/
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o Industry Advocacy: Research cosmetics and nail product manufactures to better 
understand points of leverage to reduce the upstream sources of chemical 
exposure in products. 

o Advance a Research Agenda: Identify key chemical hazards that must be 
addressed in the workplace.  Also leverage and advocate for new research to 
generate additional peer-reviewed data on occupational exposures and health 
outcomes in order to ultimately advance greater nail salon worker health and 
safety.44 

 
Why is this a Reproductive Justice Issue? 
Nail salon workers are predominantly immigrant women of reproductive age.  A lack of 
opportunities forces them into an industry that depends on low-wage labor and exposes them to 
high levels of toxic chemicals.  Exposure to these chemicals is particularly harmful to women as 
it can cause infertility, miscarriages, and birth defects.  Industry regulation is extremely weak 
and there is little worker education or regulatory standards to protect them.     
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