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ISOCYANATES 
 

Exposure to isocyanates can cause sensitization of the respiratory tract, which causes greatly 
heightened future respiratory symptoms with lower level exposure.1  Nonspecific long-standing 
reactive airway disease (with reactivity and symptoms induced by future low dose irritant exposure) 
is also induced by isocyanates.1

 2 3  Even brief exposures to isocyanates can cause these changes.1 
Asthma was induced in 30% of workers exposed to one third of a part of isocyanate to 1 trillion p
of air.
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4  Further deterioration in symptoms can occur after cessation of exposure.5 
 
Isocyanate chemicals stimulate the brain vanilloid receptor.6 This receptor activates the NMDA 
receptor7, which then increases peroxynitrite and sets in motion neural sensitization. Vanilloid 
stimulation also increases release of immune substance P.8 Increased substance P is involved in the 
mechanism of reactive airway disease.9 
 
Isocyanates are used in polyurethane foams, coatings and adhesives.10  Isocyanates can be released 
for weeks after coating and other isocyanate product application.10  Heating, grinding, cutting and 
sanding such products can release isocyanates.10 
 
Sensitization can occur from skin as well as breathing exposure.10 
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