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@ FRIEND SENT ME AN E-MAIL
that has been circulating on  the
Internet, warning me to check my
shampoa bottle for two commonly used

“ingredients (which she also said are

found in facialyeleansers, body sham-
poos, bubble ‘baths and toothpastes).
The message savs that these ingredients,
sodium lauryl sulfate (SLS) and sodium
laureth sulfate (SLES), have been
proven to cause cancer, but cosmetic
companies still use them because they
produce a lot of foam and they are
cheap. SLS is even used to scrub garage
Moors and is very strong. When the
woman who wrote the message called
one company to tell them their product
contains a substance that will cause
people to get cancer, they told her they
knew about it but that there was nothing
{h(')' could do because thc_\-‘ needed it to
produce foam. I'm sure you have a
response to this. How much is witch-

hunting and how much is real concern?
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Yours is only onc of at least a
« dozen questions ['ve had this year
concerning sodium lauryl and sodium
laureth sulfates. Several letters which
make a variety of accusations about
these two ingredients are floating around
the Internet. They mostly revolve around
statements alluding to studies that sup-
posedly prove they cause cancer in
humans. Because |, and other investiga-
tors, have searched widely for scientific
studies which show cither SLS or SLES
are human carcinogens, but have not
found any, the stories about these ingre-
dients appear to be Internet Legends
designed to scare consumers about cos-
metics  (for  more  about  Internet
Legends, see my January/I'chruary col-
umn). However, il anyone has informa-
tion that would help me locate a study, or
has a copy of such a study, please send it
to me in care of DERMASCOPE, and
I will be happy to review it and continue
to address this issue in my column.
Much of the information on the
Internet about these two ingredients is
truly frightening. There are undocu-
mented statements ranging from mild
accusations (“would you shampoo your
hair with an engine degreaser?”) to obvi-
ous scare tactic propaganda (one site
offers a picture of a hazardous materials
protection suit accompanied by a state-
ment that OSHA says to wear this suit in
the shower if you use any products other
than the company’s products). Little sci-
entific substantiation is offered to sup-
port these claims, and the support that is
supplied is almost always misrepresent-
ed. I know, because I've read many of the
original reports and contacted the people
who published the studies that are cited
as documentation. Even so, company
representatives who are spreading this
line of misinformation continue to make
their statements in lectures, on audio or
video cassettes, in corporate literature,
on Internet Web sites or to journalists
who have no scientific training, and their
statements are treated as fact. Some
companies have even aligned themselves

with organizations sporting official-
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sounding names, but the connection is
easily exposed if you look beyond the
organizational facade.

[t is notable that the companies who
are behind these accusations do not use
either SLS or SLES. This could cause
one to wonder if the cancer-causing
statements and other fear-tactics extend

bevond their formulation restrictions to

supplving the very foundation of their
marketing campaigns, most of which is
designed to trigger a witchhunt with the
aim of causing consumers to buy their
products instead of those produced by
their competitors.

Here are the facts about SLS, SLES
and cancer in humans, as [ know them to
be: After years of testing by ingredient
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suppliers, cosmetic manufacturers, uni-
versity researchers and scientists working
with the Cosmetic Ingredient Review
committee of the Cosmetic, Toiletry and
Fragrance Association, studies show that
both sodium lauryl sulfate and sodium
laureth sulfate are not carcinogens. This
information has been known since the
carly 1980s. Little has changed since
then: as late as November, 1998, the
American Cancer Society stated that a
recent literature search turned up no
published studies relating to SLS or
SLES to cancer in humans.

On behalf of these two ingredients,
it is important to know that they are
excellent foamers and degreasers, and
are preferred by many cosmetic chemists
because they deliver high performance
at low cost (i.e.: theyre cheap - which
helps reduce the product’s retail price).
In fact, sodium lauryl sulfate is so effec-
tive at what it does. it is the accepted
standard to which all other foaming and
degreasing ingredients are compared.

That being said, both SLS and
SLES are possible irritants when they
are left on the skin for five minutes or
longer or used for shorter periods on peo-
ple with dry, sensitive skin - even when
they are used at levels commonly found
in such wash-oft' products as shampoos,
facial cleansers, body washes and bubble
baths. This is why they should be rinsed
completely from the skin or scalp.
Because they are strong degreasers, peo-
ple with dry skin should probably avoid
products which contain these ingredi-
ents as their sole foaming agents or
which have quantities of 20 percent or
higher of either SLS or SLES. However,
{and it's a BIG however), the final judg-
ment regarding the use of any product
should also take into account its perfor-
mance on the skin, not just the ingredi-
ents listed on the back of the bottle or,
within reason, their percentages.

As for the cosmetic company repre-
sentative who allegedly said they were
aware that an ingredient in their product
caused cancer but there was nothing

they could do because they needed the
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ingredient to produce foam, | believe the
ingredient they were referring to was not
SLS or SLES, since neither one is prin-
cipally for its foaming benefits. Instead,
the representative was probably referring
to a member of the “alkanolamide” ingre-
dient family - such as cocamide DEA
and lauramide MEA - which are fre-

quently used at levels of 2 percent or less

with SLS and/or SLES to create piles of
rich, dense luxurious lather. In February
of last year, several alkanolamides were
linked in an animal study conducted by
the National Toxicology Program to a
form of cancer in mice, but not in rats or
humans. Due to the results of this one
study, testing of these ingredients has
been reopened by the FDA and CTEFA'

=22 DERMASCOPE

Cosmetic Ingredient Review committee.
So far, none of the alkanolamides show
sions of producing cancer in humans,
and probably won't at the end of the
study, cither. Since they have been used

for several decades in the majority of

shampoos, body washes, bubble baths
and facial cleansers with no adverse
results, most researchers are confident
the new tests will yield the same results
as earlier tests: this group ol foam-boost-
ing ingredients is safe for use in humans
when used in wash-off products.

One final comment: The fact that an
ingredient is used to “clean garage Hoors”
should not be the determining factor
that precludes it from being used on the
skin, Water, probably the most common
cosmetic ingredient and a vital base
component in many skin care products,
is used as a moderator in nuclear reac-
tors. Skin-exfoliating glycolic acid is a
key ingredient in floor wax strippers,
antimicrobial zinc oxide is a paint addi-
tive that prevents mold from growing on
your walls, dimethicone - which forms a
breathable barrier over exposed skin -
provides the same barrier in the sealant
polish that protects the paint on your car,
and the water-binding humectant,
propylene glycol, is the non-toxic agent
in your car engine’s anti-freeze. Knowing
this, it's not a surprise to learn that the
same grease-cutting action SLS has on
oily skin can be used to cut the greasy
coating found on many garage floors. In
fact, if a great variety of the ingredients
were used only in cosmetics, they would
be far more costly than they are, and we
would be complaining about the high
cost of our products, rather than the fact
that our products use so many ingredi-
ents which are “cheap”. B

Rabecca dames Gadbeny s the Presdent of
Youthglow, Frivate Label Skin & Body Care in
Huntington Beach, Califormia andis an instructor of

Cosmetic Sciences in the Department of

umanities, Sciences and Social Scienc
LICLA Extension in Los Angeles. For e
your ingredients questions, please e-mai them to

H

SVErS

rebecca@youthgiow corm.



