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Protecting Workers Who Use Cleaning Chemicals
Workplaces, such as schools, hospitals, hotels, restaurants and manufacturing plants, use

cleaning chemicals to ensure the cleanliness of their buildings. Workers who handle these

products include building maintenance workers, janitors and housekeepers. Some cleaning

chemicals can be hazardous, causing problems ranging from skin rashes and burns to

coughing and asthma. Many employers are switching to green cleaning products because

they are thought to be less hazardous to workers and the environment. This INFOSHEET

provides information to employers on practices to help keep workers safe when working

with cleaning chemicals, including green cleaning products.

Cleaners remove dirt through wiping, scrubbing
or mopping.

Sanitizers contain chemicals that reduce, but do
not necessarily eliminate, microorganisms such
as bacteria, viruses and molds from surfaces.
Public health codes may require cleaning with
the use of sanitizers in certain areas, like toilets
and food preparation areas.
Disinfectants contain chemicals that destroy or
inactivate microorganisms that cause infections.
Disinfectants are critical for infection control in
hospitals and other healthcare settings.

Cleaners, sanitizers and disinfectants serve
different purposes, and it is important to choose
the least hazardous cleaning chemical that will
accomplish the task at hand. Before purchasing
cleaning products, determine whether or not
sanitizing or disinfecting is necessary. If sanitizing
or disinfecting is not required, then choose a
cleaner. In general, disinfectants and sanitizers
are more hazardous than cleaners.

If sanitizing or disinfecting is necessary, be sure
that the product purchased is effective for the
microorganisms being targeted. EPA regulates
sanitizers and disinfectants (t e word “green” in a name or on a bottle does not

Potential Health Problems Caused
by Cleaning Chemicals
Many factors influence whether a cleaning
chemical will cause health problems. Some
important factors to consider include:

• Chemical ingredients of the cleaning product;

• How the cleaning product is being used or
stored;

• Ventilation in the area where the cleaning
product is used;

• Whether there are splashes and spills;

• Whether the cleaning product comes in contact
with the skin; and

• Whether mists, vapors and/or gases are
released.

Chemicals in some cleaning products can be
irritating to the skin or can cause rashes. Cleaning
products that contain corrosive chemicals can
cause severe burns if splashed on the skin or in
the eyes.

Mists, vapors and/or gases from cleaning
chemicals can irritate the eyes, nose, throat and
lungs. Symptoms may include burning eyes, sore
throat, coughing, trouble breathing and wheezing.
Chemicals in some cleaning products can cause
asthma or trigger asthma attacks. Some cleaning
products contain hazardous chemicals that can
enter the body through skin contact or from
breathing gases into tha



ensure that a chemical is safe. Employers should re-
view the cleaning chemicals they purchase,
including green cleaning products, to understand
their health and safety hazards. Employers should
choose the least hazardous cleaners.

Independent organizations are now certifying
chemicals, including cleaners, as “green.” Ce%�'9



Better Ways to Clean
Employers should note recent advances in safe
cleaning practices and the availability of modern
cleaning equipment that minimizes the use of
chemicals. Practices and equipment to consider
include:

• Walk-off mats placed inside and outside of entry-
ways (to prevent dirt from being tracked into the




