
Introduction
Labelling requirements are covered under the OSHA Hazard Communication Standard. Container labels, as a 
part of your Hazard Communications Program, are an important means for communicating the hazards and rel-
evant information about a chemical. OSHA requires manufacturers, importers, and vendors to provide labels on 
chemical containers in compliance with its Hazard Communication Standard. You may choose to use the provided 
labels, reproduce the labels as provided, or produce new labels that provide the necessary relevant information 
for containers in your workplace. You must train all employees on how to identify label elements and understand 
the information provided about the hazards associated with the use of the chemical.  

Chemical Labels 
in the Workplace

Before you begin
Collect samples or pictures of container labels from your workplace. Become familiar with the elements of con-
tainer labels. Identify the type of labelling used in-house (e.g., GHS, HMIS, NFPA or a combination).

The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) defines a label as “an appropriate group of writ-
ten, printed, or graphic information elements concerning a hazardous chemical that is affixed to, printed on, or 
attached to the immediate container of a hazardous chemical, or to the outside packaging.”  This safety talk pro-
vides a short overview of chemical labelling requirements in the workplace and the elements of chemical labels. 
It does not replace a site-specific training program.

Safety Talk

June 2020



Definitions
Signal words – OSHA allows for use of two words to indicate a hazard, ‘Danger’ and ‘Warning’ with Danger indi-
cating the more severe hazard and Warning indicating the less severe hazard.

Hazard statements – A statement assigned to a hazard class and category that describes the nature of the hazard(s) 
of a chemical, including, where appropriate, the degree of hazard.

Precautionary statements – A phrase that describes recommended measures that should be taken to minimize 
or prevent adverse effects resulting from exposure to a hazardous chemical, or improper storage or handling.

Pictograms – A composition that may include a symbol plus other graphic elements (e.g., a border, background 
pattern, or color) that are intended to convey specific information about the hazards of a chemical. Eight picto-
grams are designated under this standard for application to a hazard category.

Immediate use – Means that the hazardous chemical will be under the control of and used only by the person 
who transfers it from a labeled container and only within the work shift in which it is transferred. (Sometimes 
referred to as the personal use exemption.)

Secondary container – A container other than the original packaging for a chemical or product.

NFPA – National Fire Protection Association.

HMIS – Hazardous Materials Identification System, which was developed by the National Paint & Coatings Asso-
ciation, which is now known as the American Coatings Association.

Discussion
All shipped hazardous materials are required to have a container label, which contains the following information: 

•	 Product identifier 
•	 Signal word (Danger or Warning). 
•	 Pictograms.
•	 Hazard statements. 
•	 Precautionary statements. 
•	 The name, address, and phone number of the responsible party.
  

In the workplace, employers should keep the labels on shipped containers and produce labels for secondary 
containers which do not have a label. When producing labels, employers may choose to copy the manufacturer 
or vendor label or use an alternative such as the NFPA or HMIS labelling systems. At a minimum, labels should 
include the product identifier and general information about the hazards of the chemical. 
 
It is the employer’s responsibility to ensure that all containers of hazardous materials in the workplace are labelled. 
Containers without labels could lead to accidental exposure to a chemical. Containers without labels are also an 
easy target for auditors to identify.

Employers must also train employees on recognizing and understanding the elements of the chosen labelling 
system at your facility. For example, under the current Hazard Communication number system, 1 indicates the 
most severe hazard, while 4 indicates the least severe hazard. However, under the NFPA and HMIS number sys-
tems the opposite is true, 1 indicates the least severe hazard, while 4 indicates the most severe hazard. For labels 
in the workplace, the Hazard Communication Standard does not require hazard category numbers on labels (but 
numbers are required on safety data sheets).  
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Conclusion
All employees in the workplace can contribute to making sure labelling requirements are met.  Container labels 
are an important part of a hazard communication program and protect employee health and safety by quickly 
identifying and communicating hazards.  

Sample container label

 

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3492QuickCardLabel.pdf 
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Pictogram examples 

 

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3636.pdf

Group activities
Using the samples of container labels you gathered before the session, ask participants to provide the common 
name and the chemical ingredients.

Make sure workers understand labels must also provide the name of the product manufacturer and the phone 
number where they can obtain emergency information 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Ask them to locate the 
emergency phone number on the label.

Given the information presented, identify actions the group can take to maintain or improve safe practices. You 
might suggest everyone take the following actions:  

1.	 Survey the workplace, or selected work area(s), for unlabeled containers or containers with illegible 
labels.

2.	Ensure labels contain at least the minimum required information.

Resources
•	 OSHA Hazard Communication Standard
•	 OSHA Hazard Communication Standard – Appendix C – Allocation of Label Elements
•	 Comparison of Haz Com 2012 and NFPA 704 Labels
•	 OSHA Quick Card on Hazard Communication Standard Labels
•	 OSHA Brief on Labels and Pictograms
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https://www.osha.gov/laws-regs/regulations/standardnumber/1910/1910.1200
https://www.osha.gov/laws-regs/regulations/standardnumber/1910/1910.1200AppC
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3678.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3492QuickCardLabel.pdf
https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3636.pdf

