
When Safety Data Sheets Failed Workers: What That Means for a 

Toxic Exposure Claim 

When the Paperwork Didn’t Match the Way the Job Was Done 

A maintenance worker spends years cleaning equipment with industrial solvents. The product 

comes with documentation. It lists hazards, basic precautions, and standard handling 

instructions. What it often doesn’t reflect is how the product is actually used, such as hours at a 

time, in enclosed areas, with gloves that break down and no ventilation that clears the air. 

Years later, that worker is diagnosed with a serious respiratory condition. 

That gap between what was written and how the product was used is where many toxic 

exposure claims begin. Safety Data Sheets are supposed to communicate real risk. When they 

fail to do that, the entire safety structure built around them breaks down. For someone in that 

position, that is often the point where a toxic exposure lawyer becomes involved to evaluate 

whether the warnings were adequate and whether that failure contributed to the diagnosis. 

What Safety Data Sheets Are Supposed to Communicate 

Safety Data Sheets aren’t just technical documents. They are the foundation for how a 

hazardous product is handled in the workplace. When they are accurate and specific, they 

shape how employers protect workers and how workers understand risk. 

• Hazard Identification: Clearly identifying the substances involved and the risks they 

present.  

• Exposure Pathways: Explaining how harm can occur through inhalation, skin contact, or 

other routes.  

• Protective Equipment Guidance: Specifying the type of gloves, respirators, and other 

PPE required for safe use.  

• Ventilation Requirements: Outlining the airflow and exhaust conditions needed to 

control airborne exposure.  

• Health Effects Disclosure: Communicating both immediate and long-term health risks 

associated with the product.  

If any of these elements are incomplete or vague, the safety decisions built on them are 

compromised. 

Where Safety Data Sheets Fail in Real Industrial Use 

In many toxic exposure cases, the issue isn’t the absence of an SDS. It’s that the document 

doesn’t match how the product is actually used in the field. 

https://ferrell-lawgroup.com/personal-injury/toxic-exposure/
https://ferrell-lawgroup.com/posts/evidence-for-an-asbestos-lung-cancer-claim/


• Generalized Hazard Descriptions: Risks are described broadly without addressing 

repeated, high-frequency industrial use.  

• Minimized Inhalation Risk: Vapors and fumes are acknowledged without explaining the 

danger of prolonged exposure in enclosed spaces.  

• Mismatched PPE Recommendations: Suggested gloves or masks don’t provide 

protection against the actual chemical or exposure level.  

• Unrealistic Ventilation Assumptions: Guidance assumes adequate airflow even when 

products are used in confined or poorly ventilated areas.  

• Limited Long-Term Risk Disclosure: Chronic illness and cancer risks are understated or 

omitted entirely.  

When these failures exist, the SDS doesn’t function as a meaningful warning. It creates the 

appearance of safety without delivering it. 

How That Failure Leads to Real Exposure 

When an SDS understates risk or provides incomplete guidance, the workplace follows that 

lead. Safety decisions are made based on what is written, not on what is actually happening. 

• Respirators Not Required: Inhalation risks aren’t emphasized, so proper respiratory 

protection is never implemented.  

• Incorrect Glove Selection: Workers rely on available materials rather than chemically 

compatible protection.  

• Inadequate Ventilation Systems: Airflow systems aren’t designed or maintained to 

remove contaminants effectively.  

• Routine Tasks Become Exposure Sources: Daily processes continue without adjustment 

despite ongoing contact with hazardous substances.  

Exposure under these conditions isn’t accidental. It’s the result of decisions built on incomplete 

information. 

Manufacturer Responsibility Versus Employer Responsibility 

Safety Data Sheets are often treated as shared responsibility, but in many toxic exposure cases, 

the problem starts with the information itself. Employers rely on SDS documents to make 

decisions about protective equipment, ventilation, and safe handling. When that information is 

incomplete, vague, or misleading, the entire safety system is built on a flawed foundation. 

• Manufacturer Duty to Warn: Manufacturers are responsible for providing accurate, 

specific, and complete information about the hazards of their products, including real-

world exposure risks and the protection required to prevent harm.  



• Employer Reliance on SDS Guidance: Employers typically base safety protocols on the 

information provided, including what type of PPE is used and whether additional 

controls like ventilation are necessary.  

• Failure at the Source: When inhalation risks are understated, PPE recommendations are 

too general, or long-term health effects are omitted, the failure originates with the 

manufacturer, not the workplace.  

• Limits of Employer Implementation: Even a diligent employer cannot fully correct for 

hazards that aren’t clearly disclosed or properly explained in the SDS.  

• Secondary Employer Failures: While employers can contribute to exposure by ignoring 

clear warnings, many cases involve situations where the warnings themselves weren’t 

sufficient to guide safe use.  

In these cases, the focus shifts to whether the manufacturer provided enough information to 

prevent the exposure in the first place. When the SDS fails to communicate real risk, 

responsibility often traces back to the source of that information. 

The Types of Cases Where SDS Failures Matter Most 

SDS failures tend to appear in cases involving repeated exposure under predictable conditions. 

These aren’t isolated incidents but patterns of daily work. 

• Solvent and Degreaser Use: Long-term cleaning and maintenance work involving 

chemical exposure.  

• Enclosed Chemical Application: Coatings, adhesives, or treatments applied in confined 

or poorly ventilated spaces.  

• Fume and Vapor Inhalation: Regular exposure to airborne contaminants without 

adequate respiratory protection.  

• Direct Chemical Contact: Skin exposure during handling of industrial products over 

extended periods.  

These scenarios are common in manufacturing, refineries, shipyards, construction, and 

industrial maintenance, where exposure depends heavily on accurate safety guidance. 

How a Toxic Exposure Lawyer Builds a Claim Around SDS Failures 

A Safety Data Sheet becomes central evidence when it’s compared to actual working 

conditions. The focus isn’t just on what was written, but on whether it was enough. 

• SDS Content Analysis: Reviewing the document used at the time of exposure for 

accuracy and completeness.  



• Hazard Comparison: Determining whether listed risks match known effects of the 

substance.  

• PPE Evaluation: Assessing whether recommended equipment was appropriate for the 

conditions.  

• Ventilation Assessment: Comparing guidance to actual workplace airflow and exposure 

levels.  

• Workplace Application Review: Examining how employers interpreted and 

implemented SDS information.  

This process connects the document to the exposure and the exposure to the diagnosis. 

Get Answers After a Diagnosis Linked to Workplace Exposure 

For someone diagnosed after years of working with industrial products, the focus shifts to what 

was known and what was communicated. If the risks weren’t clearly described, or if the 

guidance didn’t match how the product was actually used, the exposure may not have been 

unavoidable. 

Ferrell Law Group represents individuals over 65 who were recently diagnosed with lung cancer 

or other serious conditions after working in manufacturing, refineries, shipyards, construction, 

or similar high-risk industries. A toxic exposure lawyer can review the work history, the 

products involved, and the diagnosis to determine whether failed warnings and unsafe 

conditions contributed to the illness. 

There is no cost to have that conversation. We work on a contingency fee basis, meaning no 

legal fees are owed unless compensation is recovered. A smoking history doesn’t prevent a 

claim, and acting early helps protect the right to pursue maximum compensation. Contact us 

today for a free consultation and get clear answers about what happened and what can be 

done next. 
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