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Executive Summary

In response to the SkinDeep: Cosmetics Safety Database complied by the Environmental Working Group and the Human Toxome Project by Center for Disease Control, which have highlighted the potential adverse effects that cosmetic products could have on human health, this study seeks to verify the results found and investigate the topic further.  The questions driving the study are: To what extent does the cosmetics industry pose a threat to human health and the environment due to toxic ingredients in product formulation and waste associated with packaging? What possible regulatory regimes would force the cosmetics industry to internalize its negative externalities and protect consumers?

In order to answer this question, I conducted lead tests on ten red lipstick commonly found in CVS pharmacies and other large chain stores.  In addition to the ten lipsticks, I selected ten shampoos for ingredient and packaging analysis since shampoo is one of the most commonly used cosmetic product by men, women, and children.  


The first major finding is that lead concentrations in the ten lipsticks were, on average, 2.8 times higher than the FDA recommended concentration of lead in candy.  Secondly, all ten shampoo products I analyzed contain the ingredient labeled ‘fragrance’ indicating that they potentially contain phthalates, a group of known developmental and reproductive toxicants.  This finding aligns with the SkinDeep database assessment of these shampoos which scores them all with a hazard ranking ranging between 4 and 7 of 10 for the ten shampoos I analyzed.  Third, the U.S. federal government falls behind the European Union in legislating toxins in products, packaging, and discharge policies that prevent these chemicals from entering humans and also flowing into the nation’s water systems.  However, state government initiatives such as California’s Proposition 65 have played a major role in mitigating the influx of chemicals into the environment from personal care products and other consumer goods.  


These findings point to the need for more stringent regulation of the cosmetics industry coming from the Food, Drug, and Cosmetics Act and the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.  New legislation is pending before the United States Congress based upon studies being conducted at other agencies such as the Environmental Protection Agency and Center for Disease Control.  In addition, the FDA relies heavily on labeling as its primary regulatory strategy.  Therefore, if consumers care about their health and mitigating their exposure to potentially hazardous ingredients, there are several key ingredients for them to avoid: ‘fragrance,’ triethanolamine, BHA, eugenol, ceteareth-12, ceteareth-20, phenol, bisphenol A, and any ingredient ending in ‘paraben.’  Finally, my research did reveal that harmful ingredients such as lead and phthalates are ingredients in many cosmetics products, but that the toxicity of ingredients in a product generally bears no correlation with the environmental sustainability of the packaging system.  Thus, prudent consumers must become knowledgeable about all aspects of the ecological footprint of cosmetic products in order to make the most responsible choices until the industry is regulated more rigorously.  The case studies and findings below attempt to provide consumers with the tools needed to assess cosmetic products.

