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INTRODUCTION 

ccupational skin diseases (OSDs) 

result from or become aggravated by 

working environments or skin contact 

with substances used at work. Although OSDs 

can manifest in various forms, such as contact 

dermatitis, actinic keratosis, neoplasm, 

dermatophytosis, acne, and foreign body 

granulomas, allergic or irritant contact 

dermatitis accounts for 70–95% of all OSDs. 

Therefore, OSDs are also referred to as 

occupational dermatitis. 

Development of OSD is associated with contact 

with various agents present in the workplace. 

The most common substances include chemical 

agents (metals, acids and alkalis, aromatic 

hydrocarbons, lubricants, and cutting oils), 

physical agents (vibration, pressure, trauma, 

radiation, heat, and cold), and biological agents 

(viruses, bacteria, fungi, parasites, plants, and 

animals). Industrial workers can be easily 

exposed to these agents, unlike the general 

population, which increases the likelihood of 

experiencing symptoms of OSDs. However, 
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ABSTRACT 
Occupational skin diseases (OSDs) result from or become aggravated by working 
environments or skin contact with substances used at work. Although OSDs can manifest in 
various forms, such as contact dermatitis, actinic keratosis, neoplasm, dermatophytosis, 
acne, and foreign body granulomas,1,2 allergic or irritant contact dermatitis accounts for 70–
95% of all OSDs. Therefore, OSDs are also referred to as occupational dermatitis. Agricultural 
farm women engaged in outdoor activities are susceptible to numerous factors in their 
environment that may result in work related hazards. Exposure to chemical substances is a 
leading cause of occupational skin diseases. It is obvious because the worker's first line of 
contact with its environment, aside from the respiratory tract, is the skin. Occupational skin 
disease has important public health ramifications because it is a common occupational 
disease; and it shouldn’t be ignored as it has a significant psychosocial and financial impact 
on individuals.  
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individual susceptibility can be affected by 

numerous factors, such as age, sex, race, 

exposed material, and occupational 

environment. 

Agriculture is a vital part of both the economy 

& the health of consumers, thus the health & 

productivity of farm workers ultimately affect 

everyone. Lower productivity may result in 

lower crop yields & higher prices for 

consumers. 

Agricultural farm women engaged in outdoor 

activities are susceptible to numerous factors in 

their environment that may result in work 

related hazards. Farm women are more exposed 

to hazardous working conditions such as 

exposure to pesticides, working long hours in 

hot climate which predispose farmers to 

occupational skin disease among other health 

problems.  

Studies have shown that in agricultural workers 

occupational skin disease accounts for 30% of 

all occupational diseases, of which 

occupational contact dermatitis accounts for 

70-90% & has been reported more frequently 

than in non agricultural workers. 

In many countries occupational skin disease is 

the most common reportable occupational 

disease. However, the impact of occupational 

skin disease is often underestimated in India as 

the course of the disease is not life threatening 

& minor degrees of occupational skin diseases 

are accepted as “part of the job” especially in 

farmers. Occupational skin disease has 

important public health ramifications because it 

is a common occupational disease; and it 

shouldn’t be ignored as it has a significant 

psychosocial and financial impact on 

individuals.  

Exposure to pesticides is one of the most 

important occupational risks among farm 

women in developing countries. At present, 

India is the largest producer of pesticides in 

Asia and ranks twelfth in the world for the use 

of pesticides. Farm women who are engaged in 

spraying pesticides in the crops get the direct 

exposure of pesticides due to unsafe and non 

preventive work practices. They do not use the 

personal protective equipments (PPE) like 

safety masks, gloves and other protective gear 

regularly during pesticide application to crops 

which results in direct dermal exposure. 

Exposure to sunlight for extended period 

predisposes farmers to the risk of developing 

skin cancers. Farm women are an important 

group who work under sun for longer periods of 

time. As they are in contact with different 

chemicals and work in hours when the earth is 

exposed to more sunlight and the days begin to 

extend, farmers are at higher risk of skin cancer 

compared to many other outdoor worker 

groups. 

The effect of an occupational exposure may 

range from the slightest erythema or 

discoloration of skin to a far more complex 

change, as malignancy. The pattern of skin 

diseases varies from one country to another and 

across different parts within the same country; 

in particular India, where customs, religion, 

language, climate and socio-economic 

conditions vary across different parts of the 

country.   

The diagnosis of different Occupational Skin 

Diseases (OSD) depends on the nature of the 

rash, occupational exposure, anatomical 

distribution, improvement of the rash when not 

at work and the results of special investigations 

such as skin patch tests. A high index of 

suspicion is required for the diagnosis of OSDs 

especially if there is no history of skin rashes in 

the workplace. Usually the rashes tends to 

improve when the worker is not at work e.g. 

when on leave. If there is no improvement in 

the rash after three weeks of absence from work 

then an endogenous cause for the rash needs to 

be considered or non occupational in nature. 

What are the most common occupational 

diseases? 

• Dermatitis.  

• Respiratory illnesses.  
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• Musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs). 

• Hearing loss. 

• Cancer. 

• Stress and mental health disorders. 

• Infectious diseases. 

What causes occupational skin diseases? 

Exposure to chemical substances is a leading 

cause of occupational skin diseases. It is 

obvious because the worker's first line of 

contact with its environment, aside from the 

respiratory tract, is the skin. As most work 

involves manual activities, the skin of the hands 

is very likely to be involved. 

The various occupational skin diseases 

common in farm women are: 

Contact Dermatitis 

Dermatitis is a localized inflammation of the 

skin. In general, inflammation refers to a 

condition in the body when it is trying to react 

to a localized injury of tissues. Occupational 

irritant dermatitis is an inflammation caused by 

substances in the workplace that come in direct 

contact with the skin. Signs of contact 

dermatitis include redness, blisters, scales, or 

crusts.  

Irritant Contact Dermatitis 

Factors contributing to contact irritation 

include: the chemical properties of the 

substance, the amount and concentration of the 

chemical coming in contact with the skin and 

the length and frequency of the exposure. 

Factors specific to individual workers are also 

important. Hereditary factors influence the 

variety of reactions seen when workers in the 

same family are exposed to the same irritant. 

The part of the body coming into contact with 

the substance plays a part in the degree of 

reaction. The penetration of substances varies 

over what area of the body as been exposed. For 

example, the face and upper back are more 

easily penetrated than the legs. 

Environmental factors also play a role. Hot, 

humid workplaces cause an agricultural worker 

to sweat; sweat can dissolve some types of 

industrial powders that may come in contact 

with the skin. This dissolving may increase the 

toxic effects of the chemical. On the other hand, 

sweating may also serve as a protective 

function, as it can dilute substances on the skin. 

It is best to become familiar with the chemical 

being used, so the farm worker can be 

adequately prepared during hot humid days. 

Working where the air humidity is low, or 

where the skin is wet for a prolonged period of 

time can cause skin chapping.  

Allergic Contact Dermatitis 

Another kind of contact dermatitis, allergic 

contact dermatitis, differs in that it is an allergic 

response of the skin due to contact with some 

allergy-causing material. Another difference is 

that allergic dermatitis can occur in areas of the 

body that did not come in direct contact with the 

allergy-causing material as these allergens may 

be air-borne. Knowing the allergens of the 

individual worker and his/her response to it is 

the key to prevention. Wearing proper barrier 

clothing, keeps the sensitive farm worker free 

of contact allergic dermatitis.  

Sun burn  

Sunburn, a common result of overexposure to 

sun rays, is the most common and easily visible 

form of sun damage. Ultraviolet radiation (or 

UV rays) causes a type of skin cell called 

melanocyte, to produce the pigment melanin as 

a protective measure to keep the skin from 

burning. When exposure to the sun is too long 

or intense, the melanocytes cannot produce 

enough pigment in time to protect the skin and 

it will become burned. 

Preventive Measures 

The first line of prevention of OSD is to identify 

the allergen and/or irritant and establish if it can 
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be eliminated or if this not possible, substitute 

it with less a hazardous agent. The next level of 

control is to develop engineering controls to 

eliminate or decrease exposure to these agents. 

The introduction of personal protective 

equipment (PPE) such as gloves and special 

clothing should be the last resort to control 

exposure to the agents. Workers need to be 

educated on appropriate and consistent 

utilization of PPE. The responsibility of 

ensuring a safe work environment is the dual 

responsibility of the worker and the employer. 

Skin can be protected at exposed workplaces if 

protection measures and programs are applied 

sufficiently and consistently. This is sometimes 

difficult. Various studies have shown that 

success in preventing OSDs is possible with 

intervention measures, which include training 

in skin protection. However, knowledge alone 

does not automatically lead to a change in 

attitudes, and this in turn may not automatically 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 lead to a change in behavior.  Farm women be 

made aware that occupational skin diseases are 

almost invariably neither infectious or 

contagious. 

Occupational skin disease has important public 

health ramifications because it is a common 

occupational disease; and it shouldn’t be 

ignored as it has a significant psychosocial and 

financial impact on individuals.  
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