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Increased consumer awareness and demand 
for safer chemistry is driving more progressive 
chemistry policies among retailers, brands, 
and NGOs, as well as a projected $50 billion 
growth between 2019-20231 for green chemicals. 
Additionally, governments increasingly recognize 
green chemistry as a powerful tool to drive 
sustainability and are passing legislation that 
empowers market use. This support is most recently 
evidenced in the United States by the Sustainable 
Chemistry Research and Development Act2 
which became law on January 1st, 2021 and will 
coordinate federal programs to better drive green 
chemistry.  

In the consumer product space, concern for 
safer chemistry is primarily related to the use 
phase of these products as emerging studies are 
linking certain chemicals to toxicity endpoints like 
carcinogenicity, irritation, neurotoxicity, pulmonary 
toxicity, and endocrine disruption3. 

In this report, we use 2019 data from THESIS to 
assess how well brand manufacturers in different 
Home and Personal Care product categories are 
achieving safer chemistry in their products. We will 
examine six categories: Air Fresheners, Cleaning 
Wipes, Dishwashing Products, Household Cleaning 
Products, Laundry Detergents and Fabric Softeners, 
and Fabric Care Products. 

While ingredient disclosure to consumers is an 
important step towards a more sustainable product, 
there are three other practices that are essential to 
ensuring safety for human health and ecosystems.  
These are: 

Ingredient Disclosure to Consumers  

Beyond Ingredient Disclosure to Consumers

1. Ingredient disclosure to manufacturers:  Product  
    manufacturers should obtain full ingredient information for  
    the raw materials they incorporate into products, ensuring  
    no hazards are unknown. 

2. Risk assessment and product safety:  Once hazards  
    are determined, product manufacturers should scientifically  
    understand product-specific exposure scenarios and  
    determine safe use practices for consumers. 

3. Chemical footprints: Product manufacturers should  
    employ a formal methodology to measure and track chemical-  
    intensive impacts for their respective products and supply chains.

In the last decade, ingredient disclosure has been 
driven by brands and retailers responding to health-
conscious consumers and governments creating 
disclosure policies. For example, in 2001, multiple 
states in the U.S. created disclosure requirements 
for products containing mercury4. In 2017, the state 
of California passed the “Cleaning Product Right to 
Know Act”, a law that requires cleaning products to 
disclose certain substances on both product label 
and manufacturer website if they are present in the 
product above 100ppm5. In 2018, the state of New 
York followed with a similar policy6.  

Perhaps reflective of how cleaning products were the 
focus of both California and New York’s disclosure 
laws, the majority of Dishwashing Products, Laundry 
Detergents and Fabric Softeners suppliers are 
disclosing their ingredients to consumers online or 
via telephone, on-label and/or include disclosure on 
ingredient functionality. In categories less impacted 
by legislation, however, ingredient disclosure to 
consumers is relatively common. This indicates 
that even without a regulatory requirement many 
brands see an opportunity to lead by meeting the 
transparency desires of their most sustainability-
minded consumers. 
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Safety starts with knowing what is in a product. To ensure that their products are safe when used, manufacturers 
need detailed and vital information from their raw material suppliers on the composition of the raw materials they 
procure. With the right information in hand, brands can determine what chemicals they would like to include or 
exclude from products, and which chemicals consumers can use in products with minimal risk. Some THESIS 
KPIs track activities or attributes for a specific set of chemicals referred to as “chemicals on the stewardship list”, 
which was created by TSC and stakeholders. The stewardship list references the smallest number of authoritative 
and regulatory lists that cover US retailer chemical policies. This allows TSC, retailers, and brands to track 
progress on the chemicals that are most important to the value chain.

By balancing efforts in these areas, suppliers can ensure that individual consumers, and the overall ecosystem, 
are safe. In the next three sections we will examine how well brands are performing on these three issues. One 
overall conclusion from all three sections is that brands in the Dishwashing Products category tend to perform as 
good or better than personal care products.  

Figure 1 summarizes THESIS 2019 performance on the topic of ingredient information requested from raw material 
suppliers. Response options are listed in decreasing order of aspiration (i.e., higher rows require more detailed 
information) and the heat map shows the percentage of suppliers that were able to respond at each level per 
category. Here darker green is better and darker red is worse. Note that Dishwashing Products outperforms other 
categories by requiring the basic activity of identification of chemicals on the stewardship list for all raw materials 
procured, 88% of suppliers used this approach. Broader industry performance reveals that most brands in the 
other categories struggled to obtain the highest level of ingredient detail from their suppliers. This means that the 
industry is falling short on requiring detailed information where reasonably expected chemicals may be present (i.e., 
companies aren’t looking for known contaminants or expected reaction byproducts in procured raw materials).  

Ingredient Disclosure to Manufacturers 
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Aspiration level

Figure 1: Ingredient Disclosure to Manufacturers – 2019 THESIS Performance Data
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Companies are performing basic activities like using risk assessments and post market 
surveillance methodologies to ensure the safety of their products. However, many aren’t taking 
the next steps to perform ongoing research to advance the science of product safety and risk 
assessment (e.g., considering molecular, computational, and systems biology)7 or publicly 
disclosing their methodologies and strategies8. This means that companies could become 
complacent with current risk assessment methodologies instead of exploring advances that 
could make chemicals and products safer.  

In addition to protecting consumers, this level of disclosure educates and builds trust which 
can lead to brand loyalty and ultimately increased sales. 

Safe use of products at home, in part, means that formulations are protected from microbiological 
breakdown and contamination when used. To achieve this level of safety, preservatives added 
to products or formulations are designed to inhibit microbiological growth. Figure 2 summarizes 
the THESIS 2019 performance on the topic of microbiological protection of products. Note the 
striking difference between the top three performers - Cleaning Wipes, Dishwashing Products, 
and Laundry Detergents and Fabric Softeners - compared to other categories. This contrast may 
be due to brand and industry focus on product longevity. 

Risk assessment is a vital tool to protect consumers from the hazards associated with chemical 
exposure. Ongoing development and transparency in this area is needed to ensure that the 
highest level of safety can be achieved. 

Risk Assessment and Product Safety  
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 again lead the pack with 88% working 
to advance the science of risk assessment and 50% disclosing 
ingredient information on their website. Brands of Household 
Cleaning Products are doing the least in these areas. 

 Figure 2: Microbiological Protection – 2019 THESIS Performance Data
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Achieving individual product safety requires knowing which ingredients are hazardous under certain conditions. 
Calculating the chemical footprint for an entire organization allows companies to understand their role in the 
market and the steps needed to reduce their chemical impact in supply chains. Knowing their impact allows 
companies to act. When companies know their chemical footprint, they can prioritize which products and 
ingredients require safer alternatives and which suppliers may provide suitable substitutes.  

The Chemical Footprint Project is a progressive and ambitious initiative established by Clean Production Action. 
It helps manufacturers track the total mass of chemicals with known hazards supplied from their upstream 
supply chain and sold to downstream customers. Collaborating with others in this space synergizes efforts and 
aligns organizations around a common vision that drives safety and sustainability. Public disclosure of chemical 
footprints allows consumers to make informed choices about their purchases and builds trust with brands. 

Chemical footprint disclosure means that companies publicly release the total mass of chemicals sold by their 
company, used in their manufacturing operations and by their suppliers, and contained in packaging that meet 
certain hazard criteria. Figure 3 summarizes THESIS 2019 performance on the topic of chemical footprints. Like 
other sustainability performance measurements, companies are achieving basic activities like internally measuring 
their chemical footprint, but they are not externally collaborating or publicly disclosing their results.

In conclusion, companies are increasingly implementing practices towards safer products. While laws around 
ingredient disclosure have driven some of this, THESIS data shows that many companies go well beyond 
“compliance” in terms of their practices around risk assessment, product safety, and chemical footprinting. For 
example, ⅕ to  ½ of suppliers in these different categories both calculate a chemical footprint and publicly disclose 
it, something that addresses chemical related risks in both the supply chain and the use phase of the product. With 
ingredient disclosure to consumers, we see almost ¾ths of suppliers not impacted by legislation still performing 
disclosure. As retailers and consumers continue to increase demonstration of their preference for transparency and 
safe chemistry practices, one would expect improvement to continue year to year.   

 Figure 3: Chemical Footprint – THESIS 2019 Performance Data

Chemical Footprint 
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The Sustainability Consortium (TSC) is a global non-profit organization 
working to transform the consumer goods industry by partnering with 
leading companies to define, develop, and deliver sustainable products. 
The Sustainability Insight System, or THESIS, is the independent, 
science-based, holistic sustainability performance solution created 
by TSC that allows brands and manufacturers to understand the 
sustainability story of their products. In 2019, THESIS was used by over 
1500 companies covering products representing over a trillion (U.S.) 
dollars in annual sales. Special contributions from: Church & Dwight

THESIS Industry Insights are a unique source for 
holistic data and analyses about the current state 
of product sustainability.
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