
Worst Offenders

Should you concerned that your favorite beauty products could be hazardous to your health? Check the label for questionable chemicals.

By Catherine Guthrie

With thousands of chemicals on the shelves, it's hard to know how to begin reducing your exposure. Start small by weaning yourself from three of the most suspect classes of ingredients. (You can find out what's in your favorite products by searching the Environmental Working Group's database, www.ewg.org/reports/skindeep. Click on "searchable product guide.") And be aware that products bearing such labels as "natural," hypoallergenic," and "fragrance free" may still contain synthetic ingredients. 

Phthalates make nail polish less likely to chip, perfumes more fragrant, and cosmetics more moisturizing. Several studies link phthalate exposure and fertility problems, especially in men. A study published last year by the National Academy of Sciences found that these chemicals increase the circulating levels of estrogen and testosterone in humans. In June, the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences published a study linking phthalate exposure in pregnant women to abnormal genital development in infant boys.
Ingredients to avoid: dibutylphthalate (DBP), dimethylphthalate (DMP), diethylphthalate (DEP), and butyl benzyl phthalate (BBP). 

Parabens are used as preservatives in personal care products ranging from moisturizers to bath washes to deodorants, and are second only to water as a common ingredient. The problem? They can mimic estrogen in the body, which may raise the risk of breast cancer and birth defects. In its report, the EWG found parabens in 57 percent of the 7,500 products tested, including 79 percent of moisturizers and 66 percent of body scrubs and conditioners. Although industry experts vouch for the chemicals' safety, a recent study found parabens in the breast tissue of women with breast cancer.
Ingredients to avoid: alkyl parahydroxybenzoate and butyl-, methyl-, ethyl-, propyl-, and isobutylparabens. 

Petrolatum, also known as petroleum jelly, is considered a probable human carcinogen in the EU, yet is found in 1 of every 14 personal care products in the United States, including 15 percent of lipsticks and 40 percent of baby lotions. In 2000, researchers at Columbia University in New York City found that the breast tissue of women with breast cancer was 2.6 times as likely to contain high levels of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH), common contaminants in petrolatum, as the breast tissue of healthy women. 
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