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Antimicrobial products contain ingredients that may have adverse
environmental or human health impacts
Antimicrobial building products marketed as “healthy” or beneficial to human health contain
ingredients that may have adverse environmental or human health impacts, and alternative
products should be considered whenever possible, according to a new white paper by global
architecture and design firm Perkins+Will and the Healthy Building Network (HBN).
Healthy Environments: Understanding Antimicrobial Ingredients in Building Materials exposes the
lack of scientific evidence supporting claims that so-called antimicrobial products like paints,
kitchen countertops, door handles, flooring, and other interior finishes help ward off
communicable diseases. In fact, the report highlights a growing body of research suggesting
potential negative impacts of antimicrobials on both the body and the environment. Potential
impacts include the possible proliferation of “super bugs” caused by microbial resistance,
contamination of aquatic ecosystems, and potential exposure to known or suspected
carcinogens like formaldehyde.
“What consumers don’t realize is that the federal government considers antimicrobials pesticides
because they are agents used to kill or control living organisms—and they should therefore be
used with great care,” says Suzanne Drake, a senior interior designer at Perkins+Will and coauthor of the white paper. “Because we caution against using building products containing
ingredients suspected of hazardous health impacts, we should avoid products containing
antimicrobial ingredients. That includes building products intended for healthcare settings.”
Perkins+Will is placing “Products Marketed as Antimicrobial” on its Precautionary List, urging
designers to consider alternatives before specifying them. The move reflects the position of the

U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, and
other credible organizations that have reviewed antimicrobial agents and found them to be both
ineffective and unnecessary.
“The fact is, there’s zero evidence that antimicrobial additives provide a health benefit,” says
Drake.

Read a quick overview of the white paper’s top 10 findings.
Building products with antimicrobial additives are relatively new in the marketplace, but their
recent surge in popularity has been fueled by manufacturers looking to differentiate themselves
and tap into consumer demand for healthy products and healthy built environments. The
number of antimicrobial consumer products on the market grew from just a few dozen in 1994
to more than 2,000 in 2014. In some cases, manufacturers add antimicrobial ingredients to a
product as a preservative to protect the product from decay, yet they still market the product in
ways suggesting that the benefits of the antimicrobials may extend to human health.
“Because the identity and intended purpose of antimicrobials used in building products is often
poorly disclosed, it can be difficult to understand what you’re buying,” says Melissa Coffin,
principal investigator with HBN and co-author of the white paper. “Perkins+Will’s approach to
consider alternative products to those marketing antimicrobial attributes categorically is a good
strategy for navigating a complicated issue.” A dedicated appendix in the white paper explains
the legal framework that makes the issue so complicated, Coffin adds.

perkinswill.com

Click here to read the full white paper.
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