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Dermatitis

Skin problems
By Dru Sahai, M.Sc.(A), ROH

Is your skin red, dry, or cracked?
Do you have alligator skin?

You may have occupational
dermatitis, which simply means a
skin problem you get from your
work. You get occupational
dermatitis after you contact
substances that rob your skin of
moisture. Examples of such
substances are

➤ wet cement

➤ solvents

➤ industrial cleaners.

Occupational dermatitis

Occupational dermatitis can take
two forms: 

➤ allergic reaction

➤ irritant reaction. 

An allergic reaction results when
your body reacts to a
substance—even to a tiny amount
of the substance. You end up
suffering from the reaction.

Symptoms include

➤ red skin

➤ dry, scaly patches

➤ blisters that ooze

➤ burning or itching

➤ darkened or cracked skin

➤ hives. 

The most common causes of
allergic reactions are 

➤ Portland cement

➤ epoxy resins

➤ asphalt

➤ isocyanates

➤ certain hard woods such as
mahogany, Douglas fir, and
western red cedar. 

An irritant reaction is caused by
materials that dry out the skin,
such as

➤ industrial cleaners

➤ solvents

➤ cutting oils

➤ wood dust

➤ mineral wool dust

➤ drywall dust

➤ wet concrete or acids (which
can cause immediate skin
damage by burning the skin). 

Symptoms include

➤ mild swelling of skin

➤ stiff, tight feeling in skin

➤ dry, cracking, or bleeding skin

➤ blisters

➤ itching in the area where
contact was made.

Prevent skin problems

✓ Read the material safety data
sheets (MSDSs) and WHMIS
labels for the substances you’re
using. Phrases such as “may
cause skin sensitization” or
“skin irritant” indicate that the
substance can cause dermatitis. 

✓ If a chemical can cause
dermatitis, see if there is a safer
alternative.

✓ To reduce skin contact with an
irritant, change the way a
process is done. For example,
automated mixing of epoxies
instead of hand mixing reduces
the chance of skin contact. 

✓ Use protective clothing such as
gloves and coveralls to prevent
skin contact. The chemical’s
MSDS should say whether you
need protective clothing, and if
you do, the type you need.
Otherwise, contact the
manufacturer. 

✓ Remove contaminated clothing
quickly. Wash skin that has
contacted irritants immediately,
using soap and water.

✓ The employer should provide
adequate hygiene facilities on
site so that workers can wash
contaminated skin. 

✓ Use a moisturizer after washing.

✓ If you notice any changes in
your skin or if you feel sick,
especially after using a
chemical, see your doctor.
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