
Environmental 
Justice

Session 3: Beauty Justice



Journaling Exercise
• What do you think about, when you think about beauty?

• What do you think about, when you think about personal care for your physical body and mind?

• It is a relatively new term, but what comes to mind when you hear the phrase Beauty Justice?

• Have you ever felt any social pressure (from friends, family, media, etc.) when it comes to personal 

appearance and/or beauty standards and norms? Has that ever influenced your decision making?



INTRODUCTION TO TOXIC PRODUCTS: 
THE STORY OF COSMETICS

https://youtu.be/pfq000AF1i8

The video:

1) What surprised you from the video? 

2) What do you think are some solutions to this problem?

3) What most interests you?

https://youtu.be/pfq000AF1i8


Cosmetics & 

personal care 

products
Household 

products

Children’s toys

Toxic chemicals are found in products thought to be innocuous. This is one of the 

major difficulties with communicating the risk of these products.

COMMON PRODUCT EXPOSURES



People Want Product Safety

A 2022 survey of n = 1,200 registered U.S. voters including Democrats, Republicans and 

Independents conducted by Lake Research Partners found:

• 49% of respondents thought that chemicals in food and consumer products have been 

tested for safety (but this is not the case)

• There was broad agreement that the government require products to be proven safe 

before they are put on the market. More than 90% of people support the requirement 

that products be proven safe, and 2/3 strongly agree with this requirement

49% 
assumed safe

90% +
support safety 

requirement



Beauty 
Justice



Beauty Justice
According to the National Beauty 
Justice coalition, which is co-lead by 
WE ACT for Environmental Justice and 
California Black Health Network, 
Beauty Justice is:

• The right for all people to live in a 
society free of toxic chemical 
exposure from cosmetics and beauty 
products.

• The right for people of color to live in 
societies free of racialized beauty 
norms, and to be intentionally and 
actively protected against health 
disparities due to toxic beauty 
products.



The Solutions. Solutions to this 

problem fall into two categories, 

top-down and bottom-up 

solutions. Both types are 

necessary because top-down 

regulation alone is insufficient to 

solve the problem

Racialized 

marketing of 

products causes 

social, 

psychological, 

and societal harm

Toxic chemicals 

cause 

physical harm to 

our health

Top-down solutions 

target legislation, 

regulation, sales, 

and availability of 

these products 

Bottom-up solutions 

target the demand for 

the products, through 

social movements, 

public discussion, and 

education 

The Problem. Toxic 

chemicals in beauty products 

marketed to people of color 

are harming our communities 

in two ways:

Beauty Justice



WHAT IS THE ISSUE

1) We are exposed to harmful chemicals in everyday products

2) Harmful chemicals are not always listed on labels, and labels are hard to 

read

3) We need more government oversight of chemicals in cosmetics

4) Some of the most harmful chemicals are found in products marketed to 

women of color



RACISM IN THE BEAUTY INDUSTRY

• Hair straighteners 

often contain 

formaldehyde or 

formaldehyde-

releasers

• Cosmetics marketed to people of color have 

some of the most notoriously toxic ingredients

• Chemical hair straighteners and skin lighteners 

also reinforce racism, colonialism, colorism 

white supremacy

• Skin lighteners often contain mercury to block 

melanin production in the skin 



ROUTES OF EXPOSURE

There are 3 primary routes of 

exposure to toxic substances: 

inhalation, ingestion, and dermal 

(i.e. skin) exposure

dermal



Potential or 

Applied Dose
Internal Dose Biologically 

Effective Dose

Chemical in our 

environment or 

products

Health

outcome

The total amount of 

the chemical inhaled, 

ingested, or put on 

the skin

The amount of the 

chemical that makes it 

past the barriers in our 

lungs, skin, or GI tract to 

get into our blood and/or 
tissues

The amount of the chemical that 

makes it to the biologically-

sensitive organ or tissue where 

it can do damage (e.g. 

reproductive tract, breast, 
nervous system, etc.)

DOSE OF EXPOSURE



• Some chemicals can 

accumulate in the body, while 

other metabolize quickly

• Some chemicals are able to be 

passed from mother to fetus 

through the placenta, such as 

lead and mercury

• Some chemicals are able to be 

passed from mother to via 

breastfeeding

Dermal 

exposure

Bioaccumulation

Transgenerational 

transfer to fetus

Transgenerational 

transfer to 
nursing infant

Oral exposure

Inhalation 

exposure

ROUTES OF EXPOSURE



Rate in

Bioaccumulation =  the gradual accumulation of a chemical in an organism when the 

organism absorbs the chemical faster than it can be lost or eliminated by catabolism 

(i.e., breaking down the chemical) and excretion.

Bioaccumulation makes it very important to know how long a chemical will last in the 

body and how often we are exposed.

Rate out

If the rate of the chemical into the 

body is faster than the rate out, 

then it will start to accumulate in a 

process known as bioaccumulation

BIOACCUMULATION



Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals
• The EPA estimates that the US population is exposed to approximately 87,000 endocrine disrupting 

chemicals potentially causing an increased risk of various pathologies including cancers (Eve et al.). 

• According to the Endocrine Society, Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals (EDCs): 

• Block connections between hormones, including reproductive hormones such as estrogen and 

testosterone, and their receptors

• They can mimic hormonal activity, thereby tricking a hormone receptor into action. 

• EDCs interfere with the normal function of hormonal systems.



Let’s pack our toiletries bag for a trip!
(What products do you use on a regular basis?)

Personal care product examples:

• Soap

• Shampoo

• Tampons

Beauty/Cosmetic product examples:

• Nail polish

• Blush

• Mascara



EXPLORE CHEMICALS IN OUR PRODUCTS

clearya.com

http://clearya.com/


Regulation of 
the Beauty 

Industry



Cosmetics Laws in 
the US

2023

Safer Beauty Bills 

Package

This package will implement 
additional necessary 

changes to MOCRA.

1938

Food, Drug, and 

Cosmetic Act 
(FDCA)

2022

Modernization of 

Cosmetics Regulation 
Act (MOCRA)

Made necessary changes to 

the FDCA, which was enacted 
over 80 years ago.

Source: Breast Cancer Prevention Partners (BCPP)



CURRENT FEDERAL REGULATION

The Good

The Bad

• Serious adverse events (e.g., death, 

hospitalization, birth defects) now have to be 

reported to FDA

• Fragrance and flavor ingredients now reported 

to FDA 

• There are critical gaps in cosmetics 

safety regulation

• Adverse events not reported to the 

public

• According to the Campaign for Safe 

Cosmetics, the new safety standard is 

weaker than the previous law

• Safety is based on toxicology and 

acute effects and not chronic disease

• Preempts states from enacting higher 

safety standards & adverse event 

reporting

MOCRA – Modernization of Cosmetics 

Regulation Act of 2022, was the first 

major reform in 80 years



WE ACT’s Advocacy Efforts
International. Supported 2023 Amendment to the Minamata Convention on Mercury to ban 

advertising, display, sale, and offering of sales of mercury-added cosmetics, including skin 

lightening products. Will reintroduce in 2025.

Federal. Safer Beauty Bills Package

4 bills to address gaps in cosmetic safety, including:

1) Banning 11 of the most toxic chemicals

2) Fragrance ingredients disclosure
3) More supply chain transparency

4) Increase resources for research on exposure 

in communities of color and salon workers

NY State.
Passed: New law banning sale & offering for sale 

cosmetics and personal care products containing mercury. 

2024 bills: Proposed ban on some of the most toxic 

chemicals from personal care products and menstrual products. 

(Will be reintroduced 2025)



SAFER BEAUTY BILLS PACKAGE
• Four bills were introduced in Congress in 2021-

2022 to make beauty and personal care 

products safer

• The bills were revised and reintroduced to 

congress May 2023

• The bills will likely be reintroduced in 2025

https://www.bcpp.org/resource/safer-beauty-bill-

package/

https://www.bcpp.org/resource/safer-beauty-bill-package/
https://www.bcpp.org/resource/safer-beauty-bill-package/


The 11 Hazardous Chemicals in the Safer 
Beauty Bills Package Ban List

Sources: BCPP, CSC, NYC Dept of Health



DANGEROUS CHEMICALS TO BE BANNED

• Mercury is neurotoxin, meaning 

it is poisonous to the nervous 

system & this can manifest 

through various symptoms

• Formaldehyde is classified as 

a known human carcinogen



HAIR STRAIGHTENERS & CANCER

• n = 33,947 study participants with mean 10.9 yr. follow up 

• 378 uterine cancer cases identified

• Using hair straighteners 4+ times a year at baseline was 

associated 2.55x higher risk of uterine cancer

• Previous studies have 

found that exposure to 

endocrine disrupting 

chemicals from hair 

products can impact 

hormone sensitive 

cancers, including breast 

& ovarian cancer



Formaldehyde State Regulations

Minnesota Banned formaldehyde-releasing chemicals from 

children’s body products in 2013.

California, Maryland, 

& Washington

Banned formaldehyde releasing chemicals & other 

hazardous chemicals in cosmetics (effective Jan 1, 2025)

Oregon Banned formaldehyde releasing chemicals & other 

hazardous chemicals from cosmetics in 2023.

Maine Banned formaldehyde releasing chemicals & other 

hazardous chemicals in cosmetics (Jan 1, 2027)

New York                   

(Bill A.6969/S.4265)

Did not pass. Would have banned the sale of personal 

care products that contain intentionally added 

formaldehyde & other hazardous chemicals.

Sources: California Legislative Information, Colorado General Assembly, Maine Legislature, 

Maryland.gov, Minnesota Legislature, NY State Senate, Washington Legislature 



TOXIC PRODUCTS IN OUR COMMUNITIES

Toxic products are widely available in storefronts and 

via online retailers with harmful targeted marketing

Targeted 

marketing 

includes 

young girls



Social Aspects of 
Beauty Justice



Edwards et al. (2023) 

Environmental Justice



Our results show that racialized beauty norms 

can impact personal decisions to use skin 
lighteners and chemical hair straighteners



Colorism

https://pudding.cool/2019/04/vogue/

• Colorism is discrimination based 

on skin color, which may happen 

within a racial or ethic group

• Colorism is typically when 
individuals with darker skin are 

treated poorly relative to others 

with lighter skin, who experience 

more privilege due to lighter skin

• Colorism is also referred to as 

shadeism

Let’s explore how this plays out in the 

media:

https://pudding.cool/2019/04/vogue/


TALK TO FRIENDS ABOUT TOXIC BEAUTY 

Let’s talk toxic 

chemicals & racism in 

the beauty industry...Do you think it would be easy 

or difficult to discuss toxic 

products and racism in the 

beauty industry with friends?



Need for A Diverse Lens & Intersectionality for 
Beauty Justice

Need to better understand and represent:

• Cultural complexity, both domestically and internationally, in Beauty Justice

• Generational differences and trans-generational impacts both in terms of impacts and 

social pressures

• The intersection of Beauty Justice, gender, and reproductive health impacts 

(especially for endocrine disrupting chemicals) and also needs to be inclusive for both 

femme- and masc-identifying individuals 



Non-Toxic Black Beauty Project

1. Tita nium Dioxide ( inha lab le form)

2. Silica  ( inha lab le form)

3. Retinol (Vitam in A)

4. Butyla ted  Hyd roxytoluene (BHT)

5. Propylpa raben

6. Butyl Aceta te

7. Ethyl Aceta te

8. Methylpa raben

9. Benzophenone-1

10. Carbon Black

11. Butylphenyl Methylp rop iona l

12. Diazolid inyl Urea

13. n-Butyl Alc ohol

14. Benzyl Sa lic yla te

15. DMDM Hydantoin

16. Triethanolamine (TEA)

17. Cyc lotetrasiloxane

18. Ethylhexyl Methoxyc innama te

19. Butylpa raben

20. Dioc tyl Ad ipa te

21. Sod ium Hyd roxymethylg lyc ina te

22. Benzophenone-3 or Oxybenzone

23. Ethylpa raben

24. Cyc lopentasiloxane

25. Im idazolid inyl Urea

26. Perfluorononyl Dimethicone

27. Polyac rylamide

28. Triphenyl Phospha te (TPP)

29. p -Phenylened iam ine

30. Ethylhexyl Dimethyl PABA

31. Homosa la te

32. FD&C Red  n4

33. Sod ium Bora te

34. Resorc inol

35. Polytetra fluoroethylene (PTFE)

36. Na phtha -Petro leum

37. Benza ldehyde

38. Butyla ted  Hyd roxyanisole (BHA)

39. Chromium Oxide

40. Didec yld imonium Chloride

41. Isoeugenol

42. Benzophenone-2

43. Methyl Methac ryla te

44. Propanol

45. Perfluorooc tyl Triethoxysilane

46. Aceta ldehyde

47. Hyd roquinone

48. Tric losan

49. Cocamide DEA

50. Qua ternium-15

51. Tert-Butyl Alcohol (TBA)

Copyright ©  Brea st Cancer Prevention Pa rtners. Updated August 2022.
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Top Toxic  Chemica ls Found in 
Black Beauty Produc ts

These Red  List chemica ls of concern were found  in 25% 

of the nearly 8,000 Black beauty and  persona l ca re 

p roduc ts we eva lua ted  in 2021-2022.

“Black-owned beauty brands’ 

product ingredients are free of 

toxic chemicals, verified by the 

Campaign for Safe Cosmetics”



Group Assignment

Find three examples of Beauty Injustice from around 

the world and create a slide deck of 4-6 slides long 

summarizing the issue for a general audience
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