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Foreword
The purpose of the Occupational Safety and  H ealth Act of 1970 (Public Law 
91-596) is to assure safe and  healthfu l working conditions for every working 
person and to preserve our h u m an  resources. In  this Act, the National In 
stitu te  for Occupational Safety and H ealth (NIOSH) is charged w ith  recom 
m ending occupational safety and  health  standards and  describing exposures 
th a t are safe for various periods of em ploym ent, including (but not lim ited 
to) the exposures at w hich no worker will suffer dim inished health , func
tional capacity, or life expectancy as a result of his or her w ork experience.

C urrent Intelligence Bulletins (CIBs) are issued by NIOSH to dissem inate 
new  scientific inform ation about occupational hazards. A CIB m ay draw  a t
ten tion  to a formerly unrecognized hazard, report new  data on a know n h az
ard, or dissem inate inform ation about hazard control. CIBs are distributed 
to representatives of academia, industry, organized labor, public health  agen
cies, and  public in terest groups as well as to Federal agencies responsible for 
ensuring the safety and  health  of workers.

This CIB reviews w hat is know n about contact lens w ear w hile working w ith  
chemicals and provides guidelines for their use in  a chemical environm ent to 
help employers safely im plem ent a contact lens use policy.

Safety and H ealth 
Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention
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Abstract
Since the 1978 Standards Completion Program, the National Institu te  for Oc
cupational Safety and  H ealth (NIOSH) has recom m ended th a t workers not 
w ear contact lenses during w ork w ith  chemicals th a t present an  eye irritation 
or injury hazard. Recently, several professional groups have issued guidelines 
rem oving restrictions in  the industrial environm ent. NIOSH has reviewed 
these guidelines, com pany policies on contact lens use and injury incidents, 
and the lim ited literature on contact lens use in  a chemical environm ent. 
Injury data are lacking to indicate th a t contact lens w ear should be restricted 
during w ork w ith  hazardous chemicals, and thus NIOSH recom m ends th a t 
contact lens w ear be perm itted  provided th a t the safety guidelines presented 
in  this C urrent Intelligence Bulletin (CIB) are followed.
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Contact Lens Use in a Chemical 
Environment
Background
Since 1978, the National Institute for Occu
pational Safety and Health (NIOSH) has rec
om m ended th a t workers no t w ear contact 
lenses during w ork w ith  chemicals th a t 
present an  eye irritation or injury hazard 
[NIOSH 2004]. This policy was recom 
m ended by the 1978 Standards Completion 
Program  and is based on the “best profes
sional opinion of the com m ittee m em ber
ship based on literature d a ta ” [NIOSH 
1978]. The policy was also consistent at 
th a t tim e w ith  general industry  practice, 
Occupational Safety and  H ealth A dm in
istration (OSHA) regulations, and recom 
m endations of professional groups such as 
the Am erican Chemical Society.

Current Practice
Recently, a num ber of groups have issued 
new  guidelines th a t remove m ost previous 
restrictions for w earing contact lenses in 
the industrial environm ent. These groups 
include the Am erican Optometric Associa
tion, the Am erican College of Occupational 
and Environm ental M edicine, the American 
Academy of Ophthalmology, the  Am erican 
Chemical Society, and  Prevent Blindness 
America. NIOSH has reviewed these new  
guidelines as well as the lim ited literature

on the use of contact lenses in  a chemical 
environm ent and the potential absorption 
and adsorption of chemicals by contact 
lenses. In  addition, NIOSH has reviewed 
com pany policies on contact lens use and 
injuries involving contact lenses am ong a 
small num ber of chem ical m anufacturing 
firms. Some of these com panies continue 
to restrict contact lens w ear in  their w ork 
settings, bu t others have relaxed their re 
strictions.

Experimental Studies
In  general, injury data  are lacking to clear
ly indicate th a t contact lens w ear should 
be restricted during w ork w ith  hazardous 
chemicals; however, appropriate eye pro
tection is always necessary. Only lim ited 
research has been conducted on the hazards 
of wearing con tact lenses w h en  w orking 
w ith  specific chemicals. Several laboratory 
studies have focused on absorption and ad 
sorption of acids, bases, and  other solvents 
by contact lenses [LaMotte et al. 1995; 
Hejkal et al. 1992; Nilsson and Andersson 
1982]. In  these experim ental studies, vari
ous lens m aterials were exposed to chem i
cals for extended periods using either vials 
or anim als. The results suggest th a t contact 
lens uptake and  release of chemicals to eye 
tissue is not likely to be a significant issue
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for workers w earing contact lenses. How
ever, one sim ilar laboratory in  vitro study 
indicates th a t isopropyl and ethyl alcohol 
m ay pose risks to exposed workers w earing 
contact lenses [Cerulli et al. 1985].

In all of these studies, researchers examined 
the resistance of contact lenses to chemical 
exposures under test conditions. They did not 
examine actual chemical exposures in work
ers and did not examine the use of appropri
ate eye protection simultaneously w ith con
tact lens use.

W earing contact lenses under some circum 
stances provides workers w ith  a greater 
choice of eye and  face protection (such as 
goggles or full-facepiece respirators w ith 
out prescription inserts) as well as better 
visual acuity. However, the risk is unknow n 
for contact lens w earers com pared w ith  
nonw earers working w ith  chemicals listed 
in  the NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards 
[NIOSH 2004]. Currently, OSHA recom 
m ends against contact lens use w hen  w ork
ing w ith  acrylonitrile, m ethylene chloride, 
1,2 dibrom o-3-chloropropane, ethylene ox
ide, and m ethylene dianiline. These recom 
m endations are presum ably based on best 
professional judgm ent, as no specific b as
es are provided in  the pream bles to these 
standards.

Recommendations
NIOSH recom m ends th a t workers be per
m itted  to wear contact lenses w hen handling 
hazardous chemicals provided that the safety 
guidelines listed here are followed and th a t 
contact lenses are no t banned  by regulation 
or contraindicated by m edical or industrial 
hygiene recom m endations. However, con
tact lenses are not eye protective devices, 
and w earing them  does not reduce the re 

quirem ent for eye and face protection. The 
following guidelines for contact lens use in 
a chemical environm ent will help occupa
tional safety and health  professionals and 
employers safely im plem ent the contact 
lens use policy:

1. C onduct an  eye injury hazard  evalu 
a tio n  in  th e  w orkplace th a t in clu d es  
an  a sse ssm e n t o f th e  follow ing:

•  Chemical exposures (as required by 
OSHA's personal protective equip
m ent standard [29 CFR* 1910.132])

• Contact lens w ear

• Appropriate eye and  face protection 
for contact lens wearers

The eye injury hazard evaluation should be 
conducted by a com petent, qualified person 
such as a certified industrial hygienist, a cer
tified safety professional, or a toxicologist.

Inform ation from  the hazard  evaluation 
should be provided to the exam ining oc
cupational health  nurse or occupational 
m edicine physician.

The chemical exposure assessm ent for all 
workers should include, at a m inim um , an 
evaluation of the properties of the chemicals 
in use—including concentration, perm is
sible exposure limits, know n eye irritant/ 
injury properties, form of chemical (pow
der, liquid, or vapor), and possible routes 
of exposure. The assessm ent for contact 
lens wearers should include a review of the 
available inform ation about lens absorption 
and adsorption for the class of chemicals in 
use and an account of the injury experience 
for the employer or industry, if known.

*Code o f  Federal Regulations. See CFR  in  referen ces
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2. Provide su itab le  eye an d  face pro
te c t io n  for all w orkers ex p o sed  to  
eye  injury hazard s, regard less o f  
co n ta c t len s  w ear. W earing contact 
lenses does not appear to require e n 
hanced eye and face protection. For 
chemical vapor, liquid, or caustic dust 
hazards, the m inim um  protection con
sists of well-fitting nonvented or in d i
rectly vented goggles or full-facepiece 
respirators. Close-fitting safety glasses 
w ith  side protection provide lim ited 
chemical protection b u t do no t prevent 
chemicals from  bypassing the protec
tion. Workers should w ear face shields 
over other eye pro tection  w hen  needed 
for additional face protection; b u t they 
should no t w ear face shields instead  
of goggles or safety glasses—regard- 
less of contact lens wear.

3. E stablish  a w ritten  policy d ocu m en t
ing general safety  requirem ents for 
w earing con tact len ses , including  
th e  eye and face protection  required  
and any con tact len s w ear restric
tion s by w ork  location  or task . In ad
dition to providing the general training 
required by the O SHA personal protective 
equipment standard [29 CFR 1910.132], 
provide training in employer policies on 
contact lens use, chemical exposures 
that may affect contact lens wearers, and 
first aid for contact lens wearers w ith  a 
chemical exposure.

4. C om ply w ith  cu rren t OSHA regu la 
tio n s  o n  c o n ta c t le n s  w ear an d  eye  
an d  face p ro tection .

5. N otify  w orkers an d  v isitors ab ou t  
any d e fin ed  areas w h ere  co n ta c t  
le n se s  are restr icted .

6. Id en tify  to  supervisors all co n ta c t  
le n s  w earers w ork in g  in  ch em ica l

en v iro n m en ts  to  en su re  th a t  th e  
proper h azard  a sse ssm e n t is  co m 
p le te d  and  th e  proper eye p ro tec 
tio n  an d  first a id  e q u ip m en t are 
availab le.

7. Train m ed ica l and  first a id  p erso n 
n e l in  th e  rem oval o f  co n ta c t le n s 
e s  an d  h ave th e  appropriate eq u ip 
m e n t available.

8. In th e  e v en t o f  a ch em ica l ex p o 
sure, b eg in  eye irrigation  im m ed i
a te ly  an d  rem ove co n ta c t le n se s  as 
so o n  as practical. Do not delay irriga
tion w hile w aiting for contact lens re 
moval.

9. In stru ct w orkers w h o  w ear co n ta c t  
le n se s  to  rem ove th e  le n se s  a t th e  
first sign s o f eye  r ed n ess  or irrita
tio n . Contact lenses should be removed 
only in  a clean environm ent after the 
workers have thoroughly w ashed their 
hands. Evaluate continued lens w ear 
w ith  the worker and the prescribing 
ophthalm ologist or optom etrist. E n 
courage workers to routinely inspect 
their contact lenses for dam age and/or 
replace them  regularly.

10. E valuate restrictions o n  co n tact  
le n s  w ear o n  a case-b y-case  basis.
Take into account the visual require
m ents of individual workers wearing 
contact lenses as recom m ended by a 
qualified ophthalm ologist or optom 
etrist.

These recom m endations are for w ork w ith  
chemical hazards. They do no t address h az
ards from  hea t, rad ia tion , or h ig h -d u s t or 
h igh-particu la te  environm ents.
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