
What is wrong with polyurethane foam?

 Toxic to the environment

 Plant workers who make polyurethane foam wear respirators. Often, when manufacturing using toxic 
materials, there is a concern that the chemicals used in the production may leach out into the 
surrounding areas. And this is no exception. In fact, by 2001, the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) 
had identified polyurethane foam manufacturing facilities as a potential major source of hazardous air 
pollutants such as methylene chloride, hydrochloric acid (HCl), 2,4-toluene diisocyanate (TDI), and 
hydrogen cyanide (HCN). These substances are known to cause irritation of the lung, eye, and mucous 
membranes, effects on the central nervous system, and cancer.

 Toxic to people who buy furniture

 When you bring polyurethane foam upholstered furniture home, it may continue emitting toxic gasses 
into the air. These gas emissions are called VOCs (volatile organic compounds) and may contribute to a 
variety of short-term or long-term problems ranging from headaches and allergies to cancer.

Recently, as a result of concerns over VOCs, some polyurethane foam is certified for low emissions 
either by CertiPur, the industry association, or GreenGuard.   They are emissions nevertheless. When it 
comes to babies and crib mattresses, I believe it is crucial to buy a crib mattress free of polyurethane 
foam. Here is a study that determined that the air sampled in the interior air of polyurethane crib 
mattresses had up to 21 times higher VOCs than the rest of the air in the room.

 In addition, researchers from the National Research Foundation of Korea tested 5 different types of 
furniture and found that items made of polyurethane foam exhibited much higher VOC levels than 
others (source).

 Also, if you are a cancer patient or cancer survivor, you might not want to buy upholstered furniture 
or mattress made with polyurethane foam at very least when you are actively fighting cancer.  Here is 
why.

 One of the main diisocyanates used to make polyurethane foam is called toluene diisocyanate (TDI).  It 
has been classified as “reasonably to be anticipated as a human carcinogen” by the US National 
Toxicology Program (source).

 There is some evidence that TDI is added more than necessary to make polyurethane foam.  That 
means that the polyurethane foam that is in your home may emit significant carcinogenic TDI (Boor, B., 
Spilak, M., Laverge, J., Novoselac, A., & Xu, Y. (2017). Human exposure to indoor air pollutants in sleep 
microenvironments: A literature review. Building and Environment, 125, 528-555.)

And if you own furniture made with polyurethane foam and are not in a position to change that, 
improve your air quality with an air purifier or by opening windows regularly.


