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FOR WOMEN WHO WORK IN THE HOME

This factsheet will describe some of the hazardous materials that people in homes may use, diseases that may
affect them and accidents that may occur in the home. Suggestions are included on how to avoid these problems.
Almost every woman does housework. Women who do housework may come in contact with a number of
chemical or physical hazards and dangers. Many serious injuries occur in the home.

HOUSEHOLD PRODUCTS

Many household products can be dangerous. Listed be-
low are some cleaning substances, their dangers and sugges-
tions for preventing accidents or ilinesses.

General Precautions

1. All of the substances below should be kept in locked
closets or cabinets out of the reach of children and away from

food.

2. Always read labals before using. Labels have informa-

tion on what to do if these substances spill, are breathed in,
touch the skin, or are accidentally drunk.

3. Rubber gloves can protect hands from harmful pro-
ducts, They should extend about one-third of the way up
your arm so that detergents or cleansers cannot splash or
spill onto them. Gloves shouldn't be worn for long periods
of time because hands sweat and may become irritated
when gloves block off air.

feaning Substance Possible Dangers
Drain cleaners and Can cause serious

lye

|Oven cleaners

Ammonia

burns

Can give off irrita-
ting or dangerous
fumes or gases

Can cause severe
eye and lung irrita-
tion. If mixed with
chlorine bieach, it
can form avery poi-
sonoaus gas called
chlorine gas. Chio-
rine gas can cause
coughing, loss of
voice and, in high
concentration, even-
tually death.

Prevention

Wear gloves and
don't let skin
come in contact
with them. Fol-
low directions on
labels. Different
kinds of cleaners
shouldn’t be used
at the same time,
such as combining
draincleanerswith
bleach or toilet
bowl cleaners. Poi-
S0NMouUs gases can
be formed.

Use brands that
contain less dan-
gerous chemicals.
Follow directions
on labels. Wear
gloves.

Use in ventiiated
area {where there
is plenty of fresh
air). Don‘t close
door of room you
are working in.

Cleaning Substance Possible Dangers Prevention

Bleach Can give off poison- Toilet bowl clean-

ous gas if used with ers should never

other cleaners. be used with
bleach. Fallow di-

rections on label.

Can irritate lungs if Follow direction
breathed.Manycon- on labels. Use in
sumers and environ- well ventilated ar-
mental groupsdo  ea. Substitute non-
not recomimend us- aerosol products
ing aerosols for eco- when possible.
logical reasons.

Aerosol sprays

Use in well venti-
lated area,

Floor waxes--furni- Irritation of lungs
ture polish and nasal passages

May cause irrita- Avoid contact with
tions. May contain  it. If necessary 1o
dangerous solvents, use them, do so
Many have been only in well ven-
found to be cancer- tilated area. Read
producing in ani- labels,

mals.

Cleaning fluids

Pesticides Serious poisoning- Don’tlet it touch

nerve damage skin, Follow in-
structions. Keep
away from chil-
dren, pets, food
and dishes. Don"t
use outdoors if it

is windy.




b

-ALLERGIES AND SKIN PROBLEMS

Sometimes people are very sensitive to certain sub:-
stances which cause them to have allergic reactions. Al- .-
lergies can cause itching, rashes, hives, teary eyes, troubled .
breathing and other more severe reactions such as fever. Hay,

fever is one example of an allergy. Allergic reactions may de-
velop suddenly when a person is exposed to a substance,
even if they have used this substance for a long time. Once
you develop an allergy it is almost impossible to lose it. You
must simply avoid contact with the substance,

Dermatitis is the name used for many types of skin prob-
lems. Some dermatitis is caused by simple irritation of the
skin. You may want to seek medical attention for these prob-
lems.

The signs of dermatitis may include:

inflammation growths cozing or crusted sores

redness thickened skin  itchiness
flaky skin blisters scaly skin
pain acne-ike sores

Other times things that you use often, like cinnamon, can
cause an allergic reaction which also results in dermatitis.
This type is contact dermatitis. The table shows some things
which can cause dermatitis.

Common skin irritants found in the home

1. Cleaning products:
Bleaches Soap and detergents
Toilet bowl cleanars Oven cleaners
Drain cleaners and flushes Scouring pads
Grease removers Metal brighteners
Window cleaners Pet shampoos
Rug and carpet cleaners Tire cleaners

. Bleaches

. Waxes and polishes

. Turpentine, paint removers

. Insecticides, herbicides, rodenticides

. Fertilizers

SR WN

Common substances causing allergies in the home
fnot including cosmetics, clothing or medication)

. Soaps and detergents

. Deodarizers (pine oil, oil of wintergreen)

. Furniture polishes and waxes [pine oil, lemon oil}

. Plants {English tvy, Philodendron)

. Foods: :

Vegetables (tomato, carrot, celery, onion, garlic)

Citrus fruits {limes, lemons, oranges)

Spices (cinnamon, cloves, anise, vanilla)

Fish

Dough conditioners

Exotic woods

. Glues

Antiseptics

. Insecticides

. Herbicides

. Insect repellents
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Preventing Skin Disease
To prevent skin disease, you should avoid letting the skin
come in contact with chemicals and strong cleaning agents
and avoid letting hands stay wet for long periods of time.
When strong substances are used, gloves should be worn to
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protect the hand. Hands should always be kept clean after
working with strong substances. Using hand lotion contain-

i, ing lanolin may prevent skin irritation by keeping your skin

from getting too dry.

INFECTIONS

“When the children of the house have colds or the flu |
am expected to come to work. When | have a cold or the
flu, | am told not to come to work and of course | have to
miss a day s pay. "——a household worker

More than 1% million women are paid household workers.
They are often exposed to flu and cold infections of sick
children and adults and to childhood diseases which can be
very dangerous if contracted by adults. Since household
workers usually have no sick leave, medical coverage, or
disability insurance, exposure to infections can also be
hazardous to the pockethaook.

It is important for those who work around children to
have received immunizations, including vaccinations against
the red meastes and German measles. |f a woman who is
pregnant gets the German measies, there is a great proba-
hility that her child will have birth defects.

ACCIDENTS IN THE HOME

Falls or slipping cause many serious accidents in the home,
To prevent falls:
Throw rugs should be eliminated or secured to fioors.
Rugs should have non-slip backing.
Use handrails on stairs.
Don’t wear shoes with slippery soles.
Make sure rooms and halls are well-lighted.
Rooms and halls should be free of objects one could trip
over.
Water, food and grease should be cleaned up immediately.
Bathtubs or showers should have hand grips.
_Sturdy ladders should be used to reach high places.

Burns can cause serious accidents in the home.
To prevent burns:

When cooking, pot handles should be turned away from
the edges of the stove.

Use proper ashtrays.

Have a plan for leaving the home in case of fire.

Electrical shock or electrocution can cause serious ac-
cidents in the hame.
To prevent shock:

Don’t touch electrical cords or wires with wet hands.

Extension cords should be in good repair---not frayed,

Extension cords should not be overloaded with too many
plugs.

Extension cords should not run underneath rugs.

Don’t use electrical appliances in wet areas.

Electrical appliances should be working properly.

Never stick anything into outlets except proper plugs.

First aid supplies should be available and you shouid know
when and how to use them.

Women's Occupational Health Resource Center, 320 E. 43rd Street, New York, NY 10017



BONES AND MUSCLES

Your muscles and back can be injured if you must lift or
move things that are too heavy or must carry things that are
too bulky. {See also the WOHRC Fact Sheet on lifting or
moving.) Alsoe, working for long periods in uncomfortable

+or unnatural positions may damage muscles, bones, joints,

or the ligaments and tendons that hold the body together.
All of these problems are made worse if you work for long
periods in extreme cold or heat {as in a hot kitchen or laun-
dry room) or if you must keep your hands in water {as while
scrubbing floors).

Name Problem and Possible Cause

Muscle sorenass Tendons are strong elastic connectors of

(Tendonitis) muscles and bones. |f used again and a-
gain in unnatural, uncomfortable ways,
such as scrubbing, they become inflamed,
swollen, and sore. Women who must con-
stantly wring out clothes, rags, or sponges
may get it.

LWris:'c, hand sore- Rapid and/or repeated hand movements
ness or poorly designed tools can cause sore-
W(Tenosynovitis) ness, swelling in hands, wrists, or lower
arms. Eventually permanent damage may
mean you cannot move the affected part
of your body. Tenosynovitis can also cause
carpal tunnel syndrome which causes fin-
gers to be numb, tingle, or burn.

Discs separate and cushion bones in the
spine in your back. They can slip out
from between these bones. This is more
likely to happen if bones and discs are
not held tightly together because liga-
ments have been torn,

Slipped Disc

Muscle and Bone Injuries and Their Possible Causes

Name Problem and Possible Cause

Torn Ligaments  Ligaments support the bones. Heavy
loads strain back ligaments causing se-
vere pain. When ligaments heal they are
scarred and easier to injure again.

Problems of the Joints;

Bursitis This is usually a problem of knee, el-
bow, or shoulder joints probably caused
by repeated pressure or jolts. The result
is pain and often swelling. Since people
who do a lot of housework may develop
bursitis in their knees, doctors sometimes
call this “"Housemaid’s Knee.”

Arthritis Arthritis is the condition where you de-
velop inflamed joints which are often pain-
ful, hot, red and/or swolien.

Rheumatism Rheumatism occurs when joints {or other

connecting tissue such as tendons or liga-
ments) become inflamed, painful, and stiff.

SOME GENERAL THOUGHTS...

In 1977 there were 1% million paid private household
workers in the United States. Ninety-seven percent of these
workers are female and thirty-six percent are black or other
minority groups. These figures do not reflect the thousands
of household workers who work "'off the books”.

There are many other problems that can affect the health
of any woman who works in the home. The frustration of
having to do repeated, sometimes unpleasant or boring tasks
is one. Lack of respect from some employers, low pay and
no job security may be others . Working alone with no one
to talk to can also be a source of difficulty for some people.
Such problems can cause stress and anxiety. They can make
your job both unhealthy and difficult.

}f you are a paid household worker, it is important to
watch out for your own safety and health. Some changes

will probably have to come from your employer. Some of
the things that should be done are to provide enough and

proper:
ventilation first aid supplies
cleaning supplies light and air
ladders cleaning appliances (in good
gloves running order)

if there isn‘t a household workers’ organization in your
area, you may want to consider forming one.

The Women’s Cecupational Health Resource Center has
written a guestionnaire for household workers to survey
safety and health on the job. We would welcome your res-
ponses on this questionnaire because a survey of this kind
has not been done before. If you or other household
workers you know would be interested in filling out this
questionnaire please contact us.

Women's Occupational Health Resource Center, 320 E. 43rd Street, New York, NY 10017




The Women’s Occupational Health Resource Center is a central clearinghouse and maintains a communica-
tions network about women and occupational health. The Resource Center has :

®Computerized library service including govern- @®Materials produced include:
ment, union, legal and scientific publications. The

information is organized by: Bimonthly working women’s

Newsletter
occupations Factsheets and health and safety
hazards and social influences packets
human body effects Technical Bulletin for occupational

health specialists {in preparation)
©Training programs
@®Professional assistance

If you have a guestion about yourwork and your
health, or if we can be of assistance to your group,
please contact us,

For more information write to: Women's
Qccupational Health Resource Center, The
American Health Foundation, 320 East 43rd
Street, New York, NY 10017.
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