
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Scent sells, making fragrance a mulƟbillion-dollar industry.1, 2 What many don’t know, 
however, is that scented products are a source of indoor air polluƟon and can have 
serious health effects.3-7 One key to breathing easier at school? Go fragrance free. 
 

There’s more to fragrance than you may know 
Fragrances are created by mixing syntheƟc chemicals and/or natural substances to create a parƟcular scent. 
The InternaƟonal Fragrance AssociaƟon lists nearly 4,000 ingredients that are used to make fragrance mixtures 
for personal care products, home care products, and fine fragrance.8 
 
A single scented product may contain hundreds of different fragrance chemicals, some of them hazardous.9 
Many people are sensiƟve (allergic) to fragrance. This doesn’t mean they’re allergic to smells. They react to the 
chemicals in the fragrance. For example, they may react to an unlit scented candle on the other side of a room, 
yet be fine sniffing a vanilla bean or flower. 
 
EssenƟal oils are someƟmes used to create natural fragrances. 
Although essenƟal oils are made from natural substances, such as 
plants and seeds, they’re concentrated much more than you’d find in 
nature and can have serious health effects for some.10, 11 

 

You may be surprised where fragrance is found 
Fragrance isn’t only in obvious scented products like air fresheners, 
perfume, cologne, and candles. Some fragrance chemicals are used in 
arƟficial food flavorings.12 Fragrance is also used in many soaps; 
loƟons; hand saniƟzers; bath products; shaving creams; makeup 
products; lip balms; laundry products; feminine hygiene products; 
cleaning and disinfecƟng products; trash bags; diapers; sunscreens; 
hair products; dental floss; and scented art supplies, toys, clothing, and more. 
 
Products labeled “unscented” can contain fragrance chemicals, too. Manufacturers use them to mask the odor 
of other ingredients in the product. To avoid fragrance chemicals, seek out “fragrance-free” products.10 
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One study found that, 
in the U.S., more than 
34% of people 
reported health 
problems when 
exposed to fragrance 
products.27 
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The simplest way to find out if a product contains fragrance is to read the ingredients on its label. (Note, 
however, some products aren’t required to list all ingredients.) You might see the name of a fragrance 
chemical, such as linalool or limonene. More oŌen, it will simply say “fragrance” or “parfum.”13 Due to U.S. 
trade secret laws, companies aren’t required to disclose specific fragrance ingredients, not even to federal 
regulatory agencies. Therefore, the fragrance industry is basically self-regulated.14 
 

Concerns about fragrance and health 
Fragrance chemicals enter the body when they’re breathed in, absorbed by skin, or ingested. Once they’re 
inside the body, they can impact any organ or body system, including the brain.15  
 
Ingredients in fragrance can lead to a wide range of health 
effects. Some chemicals found in scented products are known 
to disrupt hormones and cause cancer.16, 17 Fragrance can also 
trigger migraines and asthma aƩacks.18 Some people 
experience milder symptoms, such as a runny nose, irritated 
eyes, itchy skin, or sore throat. Other health effects may not 
show up unƟl years later and be chronic, such as damage to the 
nervous system and reproducƟve problems.4, 9, 10, 15, 19-21 
Fragrance chemicals can also cross the placenta of pregnant 
women, potenƟally affecƟng the development of the unborn 
baby.15 
 
A growing concern is the Ɵny parƟcles, called parƟculate 
maƩer, that certain kinds of fragrance chemicals add to the air, even when they’re used on a surface (not 
sprayed).5, 7, 22 These parƟcles can be so small they’re inhaled deep into the lungs. From there, the Ɵniest 
parƟcles can enter the bloodstream. They can cause heart aƩacks, strokes, decreased lung funcƟon, and other 
respiratory problems.23 They can also contribute to diabetes, nervous system problems, and lung cancer.24 

 
Some fragrance chemicals are known sensiƟzers. This means that repeated exposure to them can cause 
sensiƟviƟes (allergies) that can become more severe with subsequent exposures.25, 26 Given that fragrance is 
nearly unavoidable in our society, this can have huge negaƟve impacts for those who develop fragrance 
sensiƟviƟes. One study found that, in the U.S., more than 34% of people reported health problems when 
exposed to fragrance products.27 
 
Fragrance affects more than just those who use scented products, themselves. This is because some 
compounds in fragrance easily evaporate into the air.10, 15 People have compared this to the issue of second-
hand smoke. When someone puts a substance into the air, it’s not a choice for others nearby to opt out of 
exposure, especially in schools where students and staff are required to remain in certain spaces much of the 
day. Even masks don’t prevent exposure because fragrance in the air contacts skin and eyes. 
 

 

Some chemicals found in 
scented products are 
known to disrupt 
hormones and cause 
cancer.16, 17 Fragrance can 
also trigger migraines and 
asthma attacks.18 



3 
Wyoming Healthy Schools                  wyominghealthyschools.org                  Fragrance Facts, Oct. 2026 

Children and people with asthma, allergies, and other health problems 
are most at risk 
As with other chemical exposures, children can face greater risks from exposure to fragrance chemicals than 
adults. This is because their bodies are sƟll developing. Their noses and lungs don’t filter as well, their skin is 
more permeable, their bodies are less able to get rid of toxins, and they breathe proporƟonately more air than 
adults. They also behave differently, like puƫng their hands in their mouths and spending Ɵme on the floor, 
where scented cleaners may have been used or fragrance chemicals from other products may have seƩled.28-32 
 
People with asthma, allergies, and other health problems also face an increased risk from fragrance.4, 10 This is 
significant because more than 40% of school-aged children and adolescents have a chronic health condiƟon.33 
One in five children had a diagnosed seasonal allergy in 2024, and in Wyoming, nearly one out of ten children 
and adults has asthma.34, 35 Asthma causes kids to miss more than 13.8 million school days per year 
naƟonwide.36 
 
In a study of adults, nearly two-thirds of those with asthma reported negaƟve health effects from fragrance 
from air fresheners, products worn by others, laundry products coming from a dryer vent, or being in a room 
previously cleaned with scented products. More than 62% of the health effects from fragrance that they 
reported met the criteria for a disabling condiƟon under the Americans with DisabiliƟes Act. This makes 
fragrance not only a health threat to some, but also a barrier to accessibility. For example, nearly 40% 
couldn’t use a public restroom if it had an air freshener in it. Many had also missed work or lost their job 
because of exposure to scented products where they worked.4 
 

Special concerns about air fresheners 
Air fresheners are oŌen used to cover up unpleasant odors that are really a sign of poor indoor air quality. For 
example, musƟness can indicate a mold problem or a mechanical issue with the venƟlaƟon system at school. 
Air fresheners don’t solve the problem. They make indoor air quality worse by adding more chemicals, and 
others have no choice but to breathe them.37  
 
A study conducted by a nonprofit organizaƟon found that 86% 
of the common air fresheners they tested contained 
phthalates. This included air fresheners adverƟsed as 
unscented or all-natural. Phthalates are a type of hazardous 
chemical known to interfere with hormones and cause 
reproducƟve problems and birth defects. Phthalates weren’t 
listed as an ingredient in any of the air fresheners tested.38 
 
Many types of air fresheners, including plug-ins and automaƟc 
spray air fresheners, are a near-conƟnuous source of indoor air 
polluƟon. They don’t fade away over Ɵme the way many other 

 

Air fresheners and other 
scented products can 
prevent those who are 
sensitive to fragrance from 
being able to access spaces 
they need to for daily life, 
including work and school. 
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scented products do. Instead of using them, invesƟgate odor problems and address their source. Some odor 
problems can be solved by simply opening a window to let in fresh air. 
 
As menƟoned previously, air fresheners can also prevent those who are sensiƟve to fragrance from being able 
to access spaces they need to for daily life acƟviƟes. This includes work and school. And because many 
venƟlaƟon systems recirculate a porƟon of the air within a building, air freshener use in one room can impact a 
much larger area. 
 

What about natural fragrances and essential oils? 
Natural fragrances and essenƟal oils are not necessarily safer. The term “natural” isn’t regulated in the U.S. for 
many types of products, including those with fragrance. This means companies can label these products 
natural even if they aren’t. 
 
Also, not all natural products are safe. Some essenƟal oils release compounds into the air that can cause a 
range of health effects, including developmental problems and damage to the nervous system.11, 39 Further, 
compounds from natural fragrances (and fragrance chemicals) can react with other molecules in the air to 
form addiƟonal dangerous substances, including known carcinogens like formaldehyde.40-42 Burning incense 
also creates indoor air polluƟon from the compounds it releases and harmful parƟcles it puts in the air.7 

 

What can I do? 
 Go fragrance free. Especially avoid wearing strongly scented products like perfume, cologne, aŌer 

shave, body spray, or scented loƟon at school or work. 
 Create a fragrance-free policy for your school or district to keep air fresheners, diffusers, fragrance oils, 

incense, scented candles, scented cleaning and disinfecƟng products (including wipes), scented soap, 
scented hand saniƟzer, and other scented products out of school faciliƟes. The U.S. EPA recommends 
that schools have a policy against scented products in classrooms.36 The U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and PrevenƟon has its own fragrance-free policy that prohibits the use of scented products in 
all the spaces it rents, owns, or leases.43, 44 

 When outdoor air is healthy (air polluƟon from wildfire smoke, traffic, and other sources is low), open 
windows to let in more fresh air. 

 Prevent odors that might encourage people to use air fresheners or other scented products. Take out 
trash daily and place in outside dumpsters. Clean with non-toxic, fragrance-free products and vacuum 
daily. 

 If your school has an odor problem, ask administrators and/or faciliƟes personnel to invesƟgate its 
source and correct any issues found. If needed, gather the support of parents and staff. 

 Check that your school is properly maintaining its HVAC (heaƟng, venƟlaƟon, and air condiƟoning) 
system, including changing filters regularly. Ask to increase the amount of outdoor air the system brings 
in if feasible. This reduces the concentraƟon of indoor air pollutants in the building. Make sure that 
vents bringing air into the classroom aren’t covered by classroom items.45 
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 Baking soda absorbs odors and can work as a non-polluƟng room deodorizer. If needed, place an open 
box somewhere in the room out of reach of students.10 Make sure to locate it away from blowing air 
(fans, vents, or open windows) so the parƟcles don’t enter the air. 

 If odor problems remain, consider using an air purifier. Be sure to select one that doesn’t generate 
ozone, which is an air pollutant.45 

 Share what you’ve learned with others and encourage them to go fragrance free! 
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