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WHY LATEX IS ONLY PART OF
THE BIGGER PICTURE

In workplaces where gloves are utilised, it is common for allergy 
management programs to focus on the understanding and 
treatment of latex protein allergy.

Less recognised, yet arguably more widespread, is the link 
between chemicals used in the manufacture of gloves and a 
range of allergic reactions. Understanding the difference allows 
safety and operations managers to design and develop suitable 
programs to effectively manage risk.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN LATEX 
ALLERGIES AND CHEMICAL ALLERGIES

There are three types of clinical reactions associated with glove use.

Type I  
Type I is a latex allergy. These responses are allergies that 
derive from a sensitivity to the residual proteins found in natural 
rubber latex (NRL). Upon contact with NRL products, histamines 
are released into the skin tissues, creating cutaneous effects 
such as itching and hives (urticaria). Responses are immediate, 
typically presenting between five and 30 minutes after initial 
contact. 

Many latex hand protection solutions incorporate a donning 
powder to stop gloves sticking together, making it easier to put 
them on. This presents additional opportunity for an undesired 
reaction as latex proteins can leach from the gloves and attach 
to the powdered lubricant, particularly if the hands are wet or 
sweaty.

This develops into a significant issue in environments where 
gloves are being changed frequently. The latex attached to 
the powder particles becomes suspended in the air, in much 
the same way as pollen, leaving workers susceptible to latex 
inhalation and a range of subsequent reactions including 
allergic rhinitis (hay fever) and asthma-like symptoms. In the 
most severe cases, sufferers may experience an inability to 
breathe combined with a sudden drop in blood pressure, 
leading to anaphylaxis1.

Type IV – Allergic Contact Dermatitis (ACD)
Type IV is a chemical allergy. Unlike Type I, Type IV allergies 
are not life-threatening, but do cause considerable discomfort. 
Generally localised to contact areas with NRL products, they 
frequently indicate a sensitivity to one of the various chemicals 
(mostly accelerators) used in the manufacture of gloves. 
Reaction times are slower than Type 1, and it can take between 
6 to 48 hours from the time of exposure for the reaction to 
develop. 

Symptoms include a red rash which can present with papules 
(raised skin areas), vesiculation and oozing. Repetitive use of 
NRL products may cause a chronic problem to develop, which 
can also extend beyond the direct contact site. 

Some evidence now suggests that delayed ACD may also result 
from contact with latex proteins2. Studies also indicate that 
ACD may contribute to latex sensitisation as the skin barrier 
is compromised. This permits greater absorption of proteins 
and chemicals which may, in turn, increase the chances of 
developing latex allergy with prolonged use. 

Irritant Contact Dermatitis (ICD)
A non-allergic reaction seen in those who frequently use NRL 
products. It is not mediated by an immune system sensitisation 
or reaction and is caused by frequent washing, sweating or 
irritation from powder lubricants. Symptoms include a dry, red, 
itchy rash that can include fissured lesions.

1 Australasian Society of Clinical Immunology and Allergy – Latex Allergy
2 Australasian Society of Clinical Immunology and Allergy – Latex Allergy
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Glove manufacturers use a variety of chemicals to produce 
both NRL and synthetic rubber gloves. Chemical allergies are 
an immunological response to one or more of those substances, 
despite manufacturers conducting a process of leaching and 
washing to lessen residual chemical levels in the finished 
product. 

These chemicals fall into the following broad classifications:
•     Accelerators 
•     Accelerator activators
•     Stabilisers
•     Anti-degradants
•     Retarders
•     Fillers
•     Extenders

Of these chemicals, the accelerator group is known to induce 
most chemical allergies. In glove manufacturing, this chemical 
group is used to stabilise the raw material and to improve and 
enhance barrier qualities, providing material strength and 
improving integrity of the finished product. Accelerators are 
usually sulphur-based and include the following chemicals; 
thiuram, carbamate, thiazole, guanidine and thiourea.

When it comes to allergic contact dermatitis caused by chemicals 
used in disposable gloves, the manufacturing process and how 
well a glove is produced can significantly reduce the potential 
for reactions. On a well manufactured glove product residual 
chemicals are leached out of the glove prior to packaging. 

For products that are poorly manufactured this leaching 
process is not always as effective as it should be and as such the 
potential for an increased number of people experiencing a skin
reaction exists.
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CAN A GLOVE BE 
MADE WITHOUT 
ACCELERATORS?

REFERENCES
Australasian Society of Clinical Immunology and Allergy, Latex Allergy [website], 2019 
https://www.allergy.org.au/patients/product-allergy/latex-allergy (accessed 26 June 2019)

The short answer is yes! Ansell provides products that are 
specifically engineered for our customers who may have 
extremely sensitive skin. These products are produced without 
the use of the chemical accelerators listed above or any other 
chemical accelerators.

Proper vulcanization without the use of any chemical 
accelerators is done through a proprietary process that 
strengthens the material without using chemical accelerators. 
This process results in a cleaner, more skin-friendly product and 
provides the best possible solution when you need the barrier 
protection of a glove and healthy skin for your sensitive hands.

As the link between accelerators and chemical allergies became 
clear, manufacturers started to develop alternative options and 
produce non-latex, accelerator-free hand protection solutions 
designed to offer the protection and safety required for any 
allergy profile.

Though not a mandatory requirement, some manufacturers 
draw attention to the use of accelerators in production and 
include this information on product material data sheets, 
simplifying the glove selection process in situations where 
chemical allergy is a concern. 
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