
Executive Summary

H ow clean is clean? We all have different answers and personal 
preferences regarding the cleanliness of our homes and sur-
roundings. The many types and brands of cleaning products 

available on store shelves is staggering. In most cases, when we choose a 
cleaning product, we are primarily concerned with whether or not it will 
do the job, going on the assumption that if a product is sold in the gro-
cery store, it must be safe for use in our homes. This report questions 
that assumption.  Household cleaning chemicals, like tens of thousands 
of chemicals found in the consumer marketplace, are available to the 
consumer with virtually no information on the potential consequences 
for human health and little oversight by the government.

Household Hazards was written to provide information on certain 
chemicals in cleaning products which may pose health hazards. 
Specifically, it looks at the research on cleaning chemicals such as 
monoethanolamine (MEA) and ammonium quaternary compounds 
linked to asthma, and glycol ethers, alkyl phenol ethoxylates and 
phthalates linked to reproductive harm (e.g. birth defects and fertility 
problems). 

Some research has associated these cleaning chemicals with health 
impacts, such as occupational asthma in cleaning workers, so it is 
reasonable to question their use in household cleaning products. 
Other research in laboratory settings links exposure to certain 
cleaning chemicals with reproductive harm, such as birth defects or 
fertility problems in animals. While the impacts of chronic exposure 
to these chemicals on reproductive harm in humans have not been 
fully researched, the scientific data compiled in this report, while 
inconclusive, does present a valid cause for concern.  This report also 
highlights the need for additional studies to fully ascertain the safety of 
using household cleaning chemicals over the course of a lifetime.  Many 
consumers, especially those who have asthma or women of childbearing 
age, are accustomed to making choices to avoid exposure to chemicals 
with potential for harm. This report is intended to provide additional 
information to consumers who may prefer a precautionary approach to 
using certain cleaning products in their home.

Household 
Hazards
Potential Hazards of Home 
Cleaning Products

C o m m o n  h o u s e h o l d 
c l e a n i n g  c h e m i c a l s 
l i n k e d  t o  a s t h m a  a n d 
r e p r o d u c t i v e  h a r m 
M ono ethanolamine (MEA)  i s 
a  sur fac tant  found in  some laundr y 
detergents,  a l l -purpose c leaners  and 
f loor  c leaners  and is  a  k nown inducer 
of  occupat ional  asthma.

Ammonium quaternar y 
comp ounds  are  dis infec tants  found 
in  some dis infec tant  sprays  and toi let 
c leaners  that  have been ident i f ied as 
inducers  of  occupat ional  asthma.

G lycol  ethers ,  such as  2-
butox yethanol ,  are  solvents 
commonly  found in  glass  c leaners  and 
a l l -purpose spray c leaners  that  have 
been l inked to  reduced fer t i l i t y  and 
low bir th  weight  in  exposed mice.

Alk yl  phenol  ethox ylates 
(APE s)  are  sur fac tants  found in 
laundr y  detergents,  s ta in  removers, 
and a l l -purpose c leaners,  which 
have been found to  reduce embr yo 
sur vival  in  f i sh ,  and a l ter  tadpole 
development.   APEs  are  commonly 
detec ted as  contaminants  in  r ivers 
and streams,  and have a lso been 
found in  household dust .

Phthalates  are carr iers for 
f ragrance in glass c leaners, 
deodor izers,  laundry detergents and 
fabr ic sof teners,  which have been 
l inked to adverse effects on male 
chi ldren, reduced sperm count in 
adul t  men, and increased al lergic 
symptoms and asthma in chi ldren.
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