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Environmental Exposures

What is exposure?

Exposure means you have come into
contact with a chemical and it has gotten
into your body. You may be exposed to
a hazardous substance by:

Breathing: Some chemicals are in

the form of dust, mists, or gases.

Some of these chemicals stay in

your lungs after you inhale them
and damage your lung cells. Others may
pass through the lungs to your
bloodstream and affect other parts of
your body.

Touching: You may touch a
chemical or something that has a
chemical in or on it. Some
chemicals pass through your skin
and enter your bloodstream, which can
affect other parts of your body.

Eating or Drinking: Your stomach
can absorb chemicals from the
foods you eat and liquids you
drink. Chemicals can also be
accidentally ingested by swallowing dust
or soil. Some chemicals pass from your
stomach into your bloodstream, affecting
other parts of your body.

How can exposure happen?

For a chemical exposure to happen there
has to be a place from where the
chemical came. This place is called a
source. Common sources can be a
chemical spill, dump, drum, landfill, pond,
tank, or smokestack. Other sources may
be car exhaust, cigarette smoke, or
cleaning products.

You could contact a chemical at its
original source. Sometimes the chemical
moves away from its source through air,
surface water, groundwater, and soil.

Sometimes harmful chemicals can get in
plants or animals. Exposure can happen
from eating contaminated foods. For
example, fish caught and eaten from a
polluted pond can lead to chemical
exposure.

This fact sheet was made possible by a cooperative agreement [program # CDC-RFA-TS-23-0001] from the Agency for Toxic Substances and
Disease Registry (ATSDR). Its contents are solely the responsibility of the Tennessee Department of Health and do not necessarily represent
the official views of the ATSDR, or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.



Will everyone exposed to a chemical get sick?

Not everyone who is exposed to a chemical will get sick. Some factors that play a part in
whether you get sick from a chemical exposure are:
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Also, people respond to chemicals in different ways. Some people may be more sensitive
to a chemical and get sick from an exposure, while others don't. Some health effects only
happen after exposure to a chemical for a long time. Many symptoms such as nausea or
headache may go away when exposure stops.

Children can be more sensitive to chemicals and may get sick more

easily than adults.

What can | do to protect myself?

Even if you are exposed to a chemical, you can reduce your risk of getting sick by practicing
these healthy habits.

If You Have More Questions
Contact:
Environmental Epidemiology
Program
Tennessee Department of Health
Communicable and Environmental
Diseases and Emergency
Preparedness
3" Floor Andrew Johnson Tower
710 James Robertson Pkwy
Nashville, TN 37243

EEP.Health@tn.gov
615-741-7247
https://www.tn.gov/health/
eep.html
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