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Toolbox Talks are intended to facilitate health and safety discussions on the job site.  
For additional Toolbox Talks, please visit SAFETY.CAT.COM™ 

TOPIC: Preventing Occupational Illness 

Most people confuse the terms safe and healthy. A safe worksite will 
prevent injury.  A healthy worksite will prevent illness. In this case, illness 
refers to any type of disease or condition caused by the workplace. 
Examples could be respiratory diseases, skin reactions and even sun burn. 
So, how does one best keep a worksite healthy? 

 Knowledge: A large number of occupational related diseases are a result 
of an employer or employee not knowing the dangers of a substance with 
which they are working. Every employer is required to maintain a list of 
chemicals and the harmful effects they may produce, called the Material 
Safety Data Sheet (MSDS). If you have not looked through the MSDS for 
all chemicals used in your workplace, it is never too late to do so. If you 
have questions about the MSDS talk with your supervisor.   

 Proper use of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): There are three 
typical routes of exposure for occupational disease: inhalation, ingestion 
and dermal absorption. PPE is designed to provide a barrier between you 
and each of these exposure routes. 

o Inhalation – There are several different types of respiratory masks 
and cartridges or filters that attach to the mask, depending on the 
hazard. ALL MASKS AND CARTRIDGES ARE NOT THE SAME. 
Make sure you are using the right one to protect you from the 
hazard with which you are dealing. 

o Ingestion – Most employers protect against this exposure route by 
not allowing food or drinks in the workplace. Food and drinks can 
absorb chemicals in the air and carry them into your body. Be sure 
to wash your hands thoroughly before eating. 

o Dermal absorption –The skin is excellent at protecting you from 
water soluble chemicals. However, solvents, oils, etc. can slip right 
past your skin barrier. You may not feel it, but you can absorb 
dangerous levels of chemicals simply by touching them. Gloves, 
creams and other skin barriers are designed to protect you when 
your skin cannot.  

Questions to Generate Discussion 

- What is an example of an occupational illness? 

- With the exception of eating and drinking, how is it possible to ingest a potential 
hazardous substance while in the workplace? 
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The material in this document is provided for 
informational purposes only and not as a 
comprehensive or exhaustive resource on this topic. 
This material has been compiled from a multitude 
of sources believed to be accurate; however, 
Caterpillar Inc. assumes no responsibility for the 
accuracy or currency of this information and 
encourages you to consult experts in this area for 
more information.  In no event does the content of 
this document supersede any applicable local, 
state, or federal statutes or regulations. 
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