
How to Protect Your Skin on the Job

Did you know...?
Skin Disease is the Most Common On-the-Job Illness?

You have approximately 2,880 square inches of hardworking skin to protect your body. Your skin repels most germs, wind,
cold, and heat. But, some hazardous substances can enter through pores or even penetrate the skin. That is why it is
important to protect your skin in every way possible.

Your skin consists of two layers—the epidermis, or top layer, and the dermis, or underlying surface with nerve endings
and sweat glands.

Look at the Common Causes of Skin Problems
Mechanical
Cuts, bruises, and other skin wounds let bacteria in and can lead to infection. Vibration from pneumatic tools can cause
skin injury and pain in workers’ extremities.

Physical
Heat can bring on skin disease. In warm weather, we wear less clothing, exposing more skin to sun and irritants. We
perspire more, softening the skin and making it a less effective barrier. Working in furnaces or with hot materials can
also cause skin problems.

Cold from working outdoors or in freezers makes skin dry and chapped and more sensitive to skin irritants. Workers who
skip showering before going out into the cold let irritants stay on the skin to cause further harm. Frostbite from
excessive cold is a serious condition that can destroy skin.

Biological Agents
Bacteria, fungi, insects, or viruses can also cause skin problems such as athlete’s foot and ringworm. Those who work
with meat, fruits, or grains are susceptible to skin infections and fungus diseases.

Botanical Agents
Poisonous plants, such as poison ivy and poison oak are well-known examples of plants that cause skin disease. They can
cause painful itching and blistering of the skin. Other plants cause dermatitis. Some people are allergic to specific
botanical agents.

You can prevent rashes, infections, and other skin problems if you:
 Keep your body and work clothes clean.
 Keep your work area and changing area clean.
 Use protective clothing, equipment, creams, and lotions.

Chemicals are a major contributor to skin disease.
Here are the types of skin hazards they represent.

Primary irritants
Solvents, detergents, and soaps are considered primary irritants. Reactions include red, itchy skin, or blisters.

Corrosives
These are acids or bases that can burn your skin on contact.

Photo sensitizers
Chemicals like tetracycline and creosote can make your skin sensitive to sun after exposure.
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Allergic sensitizers
You can develop an allergic reaction to some substances such as chromates or nickel. Once you are sensitized to the
substance, you may react to any subsequent exposure.

Wear the Proper Protective Clothing
Take care of your protective clothing. If there are any rips or holes, replace or fix the clothing.
Wear long gloves of the approved type to protect your hands and arms if you work with chemicals.
Wear protective gloves, boots, aprons, eye protection, etc., if you work in an area with liquids or vapors, or fumes.
Use disposable cotton liners in your gloves to absorb perspiration.

Select the right protective equipment for the job!

Always use skin safety sense
Follow instructions for handling and transporting hazardous materials.

The container label will tell you what is in the container, what the hazard could be, how to protect yourself, basic first
aid, and any special instructions.

The material safety data sheet (MSDS) will take you a step farther. Among its information will be:
Who makes or sells the chemical and where they are located.
Why it is hazardous.
What conditions could increase the hazard.
How to work with it safely — including protective equipment, proper handling and storage, emergency and first-aid
procedures.

Keep your work area clean—that means walls, windows, floors, and machinery.

Help keep bathrooms, showers, and lockers clean and sanitary. A clean environment won’t be a source of
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If you have any cleaning responsibilities, wear rubber gloves and protective clothing. Strong cleaning products can cause
skin disease.

Avoid using solvents to clean up. Instead, use other appropriate types of cleaners. Make sure there is good ventilation
when hazardous substances are used.

Keep Yourself Clean
 Personal hygiene is a must for preventing skin disease.
 Wash promptly and thoroughly after working in an area with potential skin irritants.
 Abrasions should be immediately washed and treated with antiseptic, and bandaged.
 Shower after working with chemicals.
 Change work clothes—including underwear.

If working with chemicals, wash work clothing after each wearing, and keep it separate from street clothes. It must be
cleaned at work by experts.


