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Formaldehyde is a known cancer-causer in humans, and it’s also linked to organ and 

respiratory damage. But did you know that it may be in your favorite personal care products 
and cosmetics - even in your children’s products?  

And yes, this is the same formaldehyde used in embalming fluid and in biology class to 
preserve frogs! 

Not Required to be Listed on Product Labels 

Formaldehyde is a “sneaky” toxin. It’s not required to be added to the product label because 
while formaldehyde itself has not technically been added to the product,  
the product is still contaminated with it through ingredients known as “formaldehyde-

releasers.” These ingredients are used as preservatives in products, and the way they work is 
by releasing formaldehyde into the product in small amounts, meaning you are still getting 
exposure to it through these ingredients that release it. 

However, these small amounts formaldehyde is also highly irritating to the skin and is a 
strong skin sensitizer, meaning that it’s likely to cause an allergic reaction in normal skin 

tissue with repeated exposure. 

how do you know if formaldehyde is lurking in your products? 

Look for these words in the ingredient list: 

If you see these words, you know that small amounts of formaldehyde are being released 
into the product. And these small amounts have still been shown to have effects, such as 
skin irritation and sensitization. Not to mention the multiple exposures we get each day from 
the products all of the products we use. 

Where to look for formaldehyde releasers in personal care products 
 

DMDM Hydantoin 
Quarternium -15 

Body washes 
Shampoo 

Baby wash 
Liquid soap 

Diazolidinyl Urea 
Imidiazolidinyl Urea  
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Conditioner 
Lotions 

Hidden Toxins

formaldehyde releasers

Sunscreens 
Baby Shampoo 
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Reading Labels 
Some of these ingredients are easy to find with just a quick glance. Scan the label for 
anything that says “DMDM” (for DMDM hydantoin) in all caps, or the number 15 (for 
Quaternium-15). 

As for the other ingredients, be on the lookout for Diazolidinyl urea and Imidiazolidinyl urea.




Because the ingredients are preservatives, you will find them somewhere between the 
middle and the end of the ingredients on the label - don’t worry about scanning the first part 
of the label (although you’ll typically find other toxins there!). 
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Summary 
• Scan the product label for the terms:

• DMDM Hydantoin 
• Quaternium-15

• Imidiazolidinyl Urea 
• Diazolidinyl Urea

• Look for these ingredients from the mid-point of the label 
toward the end

this one has 2 
formaldehyde 

releasers!
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A family’s biggest exposure to 1,4 dioxane is through personal care and beauty products, 
and according to the U.S. Consumer Product and Safety Commission, even trace amounts of 
1,4 dioxane are cause for concern. 

Not required to be listed on product labels 

1,4 dioxane is created through a process called ethoxylation, where ethylene oxide (a known 
cancer-causer) is added to other chemicals to make them less harsh. 1,4 dioxane is a by-
product of that process, and and is not directly added, it does not have to be listed on the 
product label. 

An example of making products less harsh is when sodium lauryl sulfate (very harsh and 
irritating) is converted into the less-harsh sodium laureth sulfate. So while it is a gentler 
chemical, 1,4 dioxane contamination is a concern. 

Health effects of 1,4 Dioxane 

1,4 dioxane is listed by the California EPA as a suspected neurotoxicant (meaning that it’s 
toxic to the nervous system), and has also been found to be toxic to the liver, kidneys, and 
respiratory system. It is also listed by several sources, such as the EPA, the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer, and the Department of Health and Human Services as a 
“probable human carcinogen,” meaning that it’s likely to cause cancer in humans. 

how do you know if formaldehyde is lurking in your products? 

Look for these words in the ingredient list: 

Where to look for 1,4 dioxane in personal care products 

Hidden Toxins

1,4 Dioxane

• Sodium laureth sulfate  
• PEG                      
• Anything that ends in -eth, such as myreth, oleth, 

ceteareth, and laureth 

Baby wash

Bubble bath

Shampoo

Conditioner

Shaving cream

Lotion

Sunscreen

Baby shampoo

Toothpaste

Liquid Soaps
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Reading Labels 
One of the ingredients is easy to find because it will typically be listed in the first few 
ingredients on the product label: sodium laureth sulfate. That is usually the quickest way to 
look for 1,4 dioxane in a product, because you can see it right away. 




If you don’t see sodium laureth sulfate listed within the first few ingredients, next look for 
names with PEG on the label. These will be listed anywhere throughout the label, typically 
from the middle of the label down, and are usually easy to spot right away. 
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If you don’t see sodium laureth sulfate or any ingredients with PEG in the name, then look for 
ingredients that end in -eth, such as myreth, oleth, laureth, or ceteareth (many products 
will have more than one). 

Right away on this label you can see sodium myreth sulfate. While it is different than 
sodium laureth sulfate, you can see the “myreth” ends in -eth, so there are still 1,4 dioxane 
concerns. 
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Summary 

• Quickly skim the product label for these ingredient names:

• PEG• Sodium laureth sulfate 

• Anything that ends in -eth (myreth, ceteareth, 

• Sodium laureth sulfate will be listed in the first few ingredients

• PEG and -eth ingredients will be listed throughout, and may contain 
multiple -eth and PEG ingredient names

*Please note: this is not a comprehensive list of ingredients that contain these toxins. This list is for quick-label reading only. 
For a full list of ingredient names and other ingredients to avoid, join my Healthy Home Project online course. Find out 

© 2017 Tonya Harris, MSHN  |  Hidden Toxins Guide  |  SlightlyGreener.com

http://bit.ly/HealthyHomeProject
http://bit.ly/HealthyHomeProject
http://www.slightlygreeneer.com
http://www.slightlygreeneer.com


About
Tonya Harris is an Environmental Toxin Specialist and 

founder and CEO of Slightly Greener, the place to be for 

moms who want to reduce toxins without having to toss 

their mascara, lay off their favorite ice cream, or DIY their 

kids’ shampoo.  

She’s an advocate for keeping detoxifying life simple, do-

able and mom-friendly. Because if you’re like other moms, 

you’re horrified to discover modern family life is riddled 

with toxins. It scared the pop tarts out of ya!  

But here’s what Tonya believes:  

Mom-guilt is as toxic as the 3,000+ food additives we’re being fed everyday through 

our favorite foods. So before exterminating rubber ducky and going crazy… hop over to 

www.slightlygreener.com and pick up the tiny changes you can make today, that’ll 

make a massive impact over time.  

Tonya is also Board Certified in Holistic Nutrition, a mom of three, and a childhood 

cancer survivor, and holds multiple certificates in environmental health and natural 

wellness. She is also the founder of Clubs to Cure Kids, and has donated over $160,000 

to childhood cancer research and family support programs at the hospital where she 

was treated for childhood leukemia. 
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