
THE ‘TOXIC TWENTY’ COSMETIC INGREDIENTS AND CONTAMINANTS

Chemicals and contaminants linked to cancer can be found in many everyday products. However, no category of consumer products is 
subject to less government oversight than cosmetics and other personal care products. Although many of the chemicals and contaminants 
in cosmetics likely pose little risk, exposure to some chemicals and contaminants used in cosmetics and other personal care products has 
been linked to serious health problems, including cancer. Under the California Safe Cosmetics Act of 2005, 595 cosmetics manufacturers 
have reported using 88 chemicals that have been linked to cancer, birth defects, or reproductive harm in more than 73,000 products 
since 2009. Nevertheless, the Food and Drug Administration has banned or restricted only nine chemicals for safety reasons. Here are 20 
chemicals or contaminants—the Toxic Twenty—that should finally be banned from our personal care products.

Ingredient/ 
Contaminant Health Concerns

Countries or 
Intergovernmental 
Organizations with Bans 
or Restrictions in Personal 
Care Products

Retailers With Bans 
or Restrictions

Function in Personal 
Care Products

Formaldehyde

Formaldehyde 
is carcinogenic; 
it also causes 
allergic reactions 
and irritates 
the eyes and 
respiratory system.

Banned:
•	�Japan—ban on formalin 

(aqueous formaldehyde)

Restricted:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 
•	Canada
•	Australia

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid
•	Target
•	Walgreens

Currently banned from any 
body care product:
•	Whole Foods 

Formaldehyde is used as 
a hair straightener, nail 
hardener and preservative.

Formaldehyde 
releasers

Formaldehyde 
releasers can have 
health effects 
similar to those of 
formaldehyde.

Certain formaldehyde releasers 
are restricted by:
•	EU
•	ASEAN
•	Canada

Scheduled ban for certain 
formaldehyde releasers in store 
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid*

•	Target
•	Walgreens

Certain formaldehyde releasers 
are currently banned from any 
body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Formaldehyde releasers 
are chemicals that release 
formaldehyde over 
time. They are used as 
preservatives.

https://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/ntp/roc/twelfth/2009/november/formaldehyde_bd_final.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/formaldehyde/hazard_alert.html
https://oehha.ca.gov/media/downloads/air/document/formaldehyde.pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-Iyakushokuhinkyoku/0000032704.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/cosmetic-ingredient-hotlist-prohibited-restricted-ingredients/hotlist.html#tbl1
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2019L00032/Html/Text#_Toc532805059
https://cvshealth.com/sites/default/files/cvs-health-restricted-chemical-list-by-category.pdf
https://www.riteaid.com/documents/45609410/184110402/rite-aid-restricted-substances-list_1809.pdf/39450b19-0512-73c1-3afb-358987ea5ff6
https://corporate.target.com/corporate-responsibility/planet/chemicals
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
https://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/about-our-products/body-care-quality-standards
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/cosmetic-ingredient-hotlist-prohibited-restricted-ingredients/hotlist.html#tbl1
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
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Dibutyl phthalate

Dibutyl phthalate 
is an endocrine 
disruptor and a 
developmental 
toxicant  that 
harms male 
reproductive system 
development. It 
can cause early 
puberty in boys 
and other changes 
in the reproductive 
system.

Banned: 
•	EU
•	ASEAN
•	Australia

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid
•	Target
•	Walgreens

Currently banned from any 
body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Dibutyl phthalate is used 
as a solvent and fixative 
in perfumes, and as a 
plasticizer in nail polish.

Diethylhexyl 
phthalate

Diethylhexyl 
phthalate harms 
the reproductive 
system and 
can affect the 
developing fetus. 
It is a potential 
endocrine 
disruptor and has 
been classified by 
the International 
Agency for 
Research on 
Cancer as possibly 
carcinogenic  
to humans.

Banned:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 
•	Canada
•	Australia

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid*

•	Target
•	Walgreens

Currently banned from any 
body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Diethylhexyl phthalate is 
used in eyelash adhesive 
and in fragrances.

https://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/ntp/ohat/phthalates/dbp/dbp_monograph_final.pdf
https://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/ntp/ohat/phthalates/dbp/dbp_monograph_final.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/docum/pdf/bkh_main.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/docum/pdf/bkh_main.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2019L00032/Html/Text#_Toc532805059
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
https://oehha.ca.gov/media/downloads/proposition-65/chemicals/120205final3phthalates.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/cosmetic-ingredient-hotlist-prohibited-restricted-ingredients/hotlist.html#tbl1
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2019L00032/Html/Text#_Toc532805059
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
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Mercury 
and related 
compounds, 
including 
thimerosal

Mercury is a heavy 
metal that is 
absorbed through 
the skin. Mercury 
can damage the 
kidney and impact 
the nervous system. 
It is especially 
harmful to the 
developing fetus.

Banned:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 
•	Canada
•	Japan 

Thimerosal preservative 
allowed in eye products (up to 
max. concentration of 70 parts 
per million, or ppm):
•	EU
•	ASEAN

Mercury as a preservative 
allowed in eye products (up 
to 65 ppm). Unavoidable trace 
contamination of mercury in 
any product cannot be greater 
than 1 ppm:
•	U.S. FDA

Mercury is presumed to be 
limited per FDA.

Mercury is used as a 
skin lightener. Some 
preservatives, like 
thimerosal, contain mercury 
and are still allowed.

Isobutylparaben

Isobutylparaben 
is an endocrine 
disruptor that 
can harm male 
reproductive 
system 
development.

Banned:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 

Restricted:
•	Japan

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid*

•	Target
•	Walgreens

Currently banned from any 
Premium body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Isobutylparaben is  
a preservative.

https://www.who.int/ipcs/assessment/public_health/mercury_flyer.pdf
https://www.who.int/ipcs/assessment/public_health/mercury_flyer.pdf
https://www.fda.gov/Cosmetics/GuidanceRegulation/LawsRegulations/ucm127406.htm
https://www.fda.gov/Cosmetics/GuidanceRegulation/LawsRegulations/ucm127406.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/cosmetic-ingredient-hotlist-prohibited-restricted-ingredients/hotlist.html#tbl1
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-Iyakushokuhinkyoku/0000032704.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfCFR/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=700.13&SearchTerm=mercury
https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfCFR/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=700.13&SearchTerm=mercury
https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfCFR/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=700.13&SearchTerm=mercury
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12210538
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12210538
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-Iyakushokuhinkyoku/0000032704.pdf
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
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Isopropylparaben

Isopropylparaben 
is an endocrine 
disruptor that can 
mimic estrogen.

Banned:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 

Restricted:
•	Japan

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid*

•	Target
•	Walgreens

Currently banned from any 
Premium body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Isopropylparaben is 
a preservative.

Butylparaben

Butylparaben 
is an endocrine 
disruptor that 
can harm male 
reproductive 
system 
development.

Restricted:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 
•	Japan

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid
•	Target

Currently banned from any 
Premium body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Butylparaben is  
a preservative.

Propylparaben

Propylparaben 
is an endocrine 
disruptor that can 
mimic estrogen.

Restricted:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 
•	Japan

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid
•	Target

Currently banned from any 
Premium body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Propylparaben is  
a preservative.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20132880
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20132880
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-Iyakushokuhinkyoku/0000032704.pdf
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27189314
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27189314
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-Iyakushokuhinkyoku/0000032704.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23912598
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23912598
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-Iyakushokuhinkyoku/0000032704.pdf
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Toluene

Toluene is toxic to 
the brain and the 
nervous system; 
it also harms the 
developing fetus.

Restricted:
•	EU
•	ASEAN 

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid
•	Walgreens

Currently banned from any 
body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Toluene is a solvent used in 
nail polish, nail treatments 
and hair dye.

Triclosan

Triclosan affects 
the thyroid and 
reproductive 
hormones.

Restricted:
•	EU
•	ASEAN
•	Canada
•	Japan
•	Australia 

Banned in over-the-counter 
antiseptic wash products, like 
liquid soap:
•	U.S. FDA

Scheduled ban for store  
brand products: 
•	CVS
•	Rite Aid
•	Walgreens

Currently banned from any 
body care product:
•	Whole Foods

Triclosan is an antimicrobial 
compound used in 
deodorants, mouthwash, 
hand sanitizer, shaving 
cream and toothpaste.

Carbon black

Carbon black has 
been classified by 
the International 
Agency for 
Research on 
Cancer as possibly 
carcinogenic  
to humans.

Restricted:
•	EU
•	ASEAN

Set limits on impurities:
•	U.S. FDA

No retail restrictions.
Carbon black is a pigment 
used in eyeliner, mascara, 
and lipstick.

http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.hsa.gov.sg/content/dam/HSA/HPRG/Cosmetic_Products/Annexes%20of%20ACD%20(after%2029th%20ACSB%20Meeting).pdf
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/cosmetic-ingredient-hotlist-prohibited-restricted-ingredients/hotlist.html#tbl1
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-Iyakushokuhinkyoku/0000032704.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2019L00032/Html/Text#_Toc532805059
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2016/09/06/2016-21337/safety-and-effectiveness-of-consumer-antiseptics-topical-antimicrobial-drug-products-for
https://www.walgreens.com/images/adaptive/si/pdf/WalgreensBootsAllianceRestrictedSubstancesList_11082018.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfcfr/CFRSearch.cfm?fr=74.2052
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PFAS (per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl 
substances)

PFAS chemicals 
harm the 
developing fetus, 
increase the risk 
of cancer, affect 
the immune 
system and disrupt 
hormones.

The EU has scheduled the 
restriction of the manufacture 
and sale of one PFAS, 
perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), 
under the REACH law, by 2020

No retail restrictions.

PFAS is a class of more 
than 4,000 chemicals. 
They have been found in 
sunscreen, foundation, 
concealer, eyeliner, shaving 
cream and hairspray.

Asbestos

Asbestos is a 
carcinogen and 
can cause lung 
diseases if inhaled.

A type of asbestos (blue 
asbestos, or crocidolite) 
is banned in personal care 
products:
•	EU
•	ASEAN

No retail restrictions.

Asbestos is a fibrous 
mineral. It can be found 
near talc deposits and 
may contaminate talcum 
powder and talc products. 
Talc can be used to absorb 
moisture, make a product 
opaque or make a product 
feel smoother.

Lead and related 
compounds

Lead can affect the 
brain development 
of children and 
cause permanent 
nervous system 
damage. Lead also 
harms other organ 
systems, especially 
the cardiovascular 
system and the 
heart.

Banned:
•	EU
•	ASEAN
•	Canada

Recommended max. level of 
contamination in lip products 
and externally applied 
cosmetics (10 ppm):
•	U.S. FDA

No retail restrictions.

Lead is a heavy metal that 
occurs as a contaminant in 
lipstick, eye shadow, blush, 
powders, shampoos and 
lotions.

	 * 	These chemicals are on Rite Aid’s Expanded Restricted Substances List. The company screens products against this list and 		
		  encourages suppliers to eliminate these chemicals.

https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/pfas/health-effects.html
https://www.echa.europa.eu/documents/10162/7a04b630-e00a-a9c5-bc85-0de793f6643c
https://monographs.iarc.fr/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/mono100C-11.pdf
https://monographs.iarc.fr/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/mono100C-11.pdf
https://monographs.iarc.fr/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/mono100C-11.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S014765130292230X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S014765130292230X
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases/cosing/pdf/COSING_Annex%20V_v2.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/cosmetics/cosmetic-ingredient-hotlist-prohibited-restricted-ingredients/hotlist.html#tbl1
https://www.fda.gov/Cosmetics/GuidanceRegulation/GuidanceDocuments/ucm452623.htm

