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This fact sheet was written by the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR), a federal
public health agency. ATSDR’s mission is to serve the public
by using the best science, taking responsive public health
actions, and providing trusted health information to prevent

harmful exposure and disease related to toxic substances.

Asbestos

Asbestos and Health:
Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of
this fact sheet?

The purpose of this fact sheet
is to provide information about
asbestos and health. This fact
sheet will explain the following:

Asbestos — general
information

Asbestos exposure

Health effects of asbestos
exposure

Tests to diagnose asbestos-
related disease

Treatment of asbestos-
related disease

Reducing your exposure to
asbestos

How to get more information

Asbestos

What is asbestos?

Asbestos is the name given to a group of six
different fibrous minerals that occur naturally
in the environment. Asbestos fibers are too
small to be seen by the naked eye. They do
not dissolve in water or evaporate. They are
resistant to heat, fire, and chemical or biologi-
cal degradation.

Asbestos is also used in many commercial
products, including insulation, brake linings,
and roofing shingles.

What are the types of asbestos?

The two general types of asbestos are
amphibole and chrysotile (fibrous serpentine).
Chrysotile asbestos has long, flexible fibers.
This type of asbestos is most commonly used
in commercial products. Amphibole fibers

are brittle, have a rod or needle shape, and
are less common in commercial products.
Although exposure to both types of asbes-
tos increases the likelihood of developing
asbestos-related diseases, amphibole fibers
tend to stay in the lungs longer. They also are
thought to increase the likelihood of illness,
especially mesothelioma, to a greater extent
than chrysotile asbestos.

Asbestos Exposure

What is asbestos exposure?

Asbestos exposure results from breathing

in asbestos fibers. If rocks, soil, or products
containing asbestos are disturbed, they can
release asbestos fibers into the air. These
fibers can be breathed into your lungs and
could remain there for a lifetime. Asbestos
exposure is not a problem if solid asbestos is
left alone and not disturbed.

Who is at risk for asbestos
exposure?

Almost everyone has been exposed to
asbestos at some time in their life. Higher
levels of asbestos are more common near:

B an asbestos mine or factory

B a2 building being torn down or renovated
that contains asbestos products

B a3 waste site where asbestos is not
properly covered up or stored to protect
it from wind erosion, or

B an area containing naturally occur-
ring asbestos that has been disturbed
through activities that crush asbestos-
containing rock or stir up dust in soils
that contain asbestos fibers.
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In indoor air, the concentration of asbestos depends on whether:

B asbestos was used for insulation, ceiling or floor tiles, or
other purposes, and whether these asbestos-containing
materials are in good condition or are deteriorated and easily
crumbled

B activities in the house, such as repairs and home improve-
ments have disturbed asbestos-containing materials, or

B asbestos has been brought into the home on shoes, clothes,
hair, pet fur or other objects.

Outdoor air concentrations of asbestos can also contribute to
indoor air asbestos levels.

Health Effects of Asbestos Exposure

What is the likelihood of developing health
problems from asbestos exposure?

Being exposed to asbestos does not mean you will develop
health problems. Many things need to be considered when
evaluating whether you are at risk for health problems from
asbestos exposure. The most important of these are:

how long and how frequently you were exposed
how long it has been since your exposure started
how much you were exposed

if you smoke cigarettes (cigarette smoking with asbestos
exposure increases your chances of getting lung cancer)

B the size and type of asbestos you were exposed to
B other pre-existing lung conditions

A doctor can help you find out whether you are at risk for health
problems from asbestos exposure.

Are children at greater risk for asbestos-related
diseases?

Children have more time to be exposed and develop asbestos-
related diseases. Medical experts do not know whether lung dif-
ferences may cause a greater amount of asbestos fibers to stay
in the lungs of a child who breaths in asbestos compared with the
amount that stays in the lungs of an adult.

What are the symptoms of asbestos-related
disease?

Most people don’t show any signs or symptoms of asbestos-
related disease for 10 to 20 years or more after exposure. When
symptoms do appear, they can be similar to those of other health
problems. Only a doctor can tell if your symptoms are asbestos-
related.

What are some types of asbestos-related
diseases?

Asbestos-related diseases can be:

non-cancerous

B Asbestosis is scarring of the lungs. It is typically caused
by very high exposure levels over a prolonged period of
time, as seen in work-related asbestos exposure. Smok-
ing increases the risk of developing asbestosis. Some late
stage symptoms include progressive shortness of breath, a
persistent cough, and chest pain.

B Pleural changes or pleural plaques include thickening
and hardening of the pleura (the lining that covers the lungs
and chest cavity). Most people will not have symptoms, but
some may have decreased lung function. Some people may
develop persistent shortness of breath with exercise or even
at rest if they have significantly decreased lung function.

cancerous

B Lung cancer is cancer of the lungs and lung passages.
Cigarette smoking combined with asbestos exposure greatly
increases the likelihood of lung cancer. Lung cancer caused
by smoking or asbestos looks the same. Symptoms for lung
cancer can vary. Some late stage symptoms can include
chronic cough, chest pain, unexplained weight loss, and
coughing up blood.

B Mesothelioma is a rare cancer mostly associated with
asbestos exposure. It occurs in the covering of the lungs
and sometimes the lining of the abdominal cavity. Some late
stage symptoms include chest pain, persistent shortness of
breath, and unexplained weight loss. Coughing up blood is
not common.

Can asbestos-related disease be serious?

Asbestos-related disease can be serious, though not everyone
exposed to asbestos gets health problems. Health problems that
develop may range from manageable to severe—and some may
cause death.

How common are asbestos-related diseases?

B Mesothelioma is relatively rare. According to the American
Cancer Society, there are about 2,000 — 3,000 new cases
per year in this country. It is most common in asbestos-re-
lated work exposure though it has been observed in certain
communities worldwide where people have had lifetime
exposures to naturally occurring asbestos.

B Lung cancer from all causes affects about 61 out of every
100,000 Americans a year. According to the American Cancer
Society, it is the leading cause of cancer-related death in both
men and women and accounts for about 29% of all cancer
deaths. Asbestos exposure is only one of many potential causes
of lung cancer. Cigarette smoking is by far the most important
risk factor for lung cancer. Cigarette smoking combined with as-
bestos exposure greatly increases the likelihood of lung cancer.



Tests to diagnose asbestos-related disease

What will my doctor typically do?

Your doctor will first take your medical history and perform a physi-
cal exam. He or she will then decide if you need additional testing.

What are some tests to help diagnose asbestos-
related disease?

On the basis of your medical history and physical exam, your doctor
may or may not recommend any of these tests for you:

B A chest x-ray is the most common test used to determine
whether you have received sustained exposure to asbestos.
The x-ray cannot detect the asbestos fibers themselves, but it
can detect early signs of lung changes caused by asbestos. If
the chest x-ray shows spots on the lungs, they may or may not
be asbestos-related. They may be normal variations or related
to infections and different types of diseases. Only a doctor
trained in reading x-rays can determine if a spot is asbestos-
related or something else.

B Alung function test also known as a pulmonary function test
(PFT) is a simple breathing test to see how well your lungs are
working. In this test, a person blows big breaths into a machine.
Based on your medical history and physical exam, your doctor
may or may not recommend this test for you.

B A computerized tomography scan (CT) is a type of x-ray
machine that usually delivers a much higher dose of radiation
than a chest x-ray. A CT scan may be more sensitive than a
chest x-ray in detecting early changes of disease. A CT scan is
recommended only when the chest x-ray is inconclusive.

B For a test called bronchoalveolar lavage (BAL), a small
flexible tube is inserted through the nose and down the airway.
A small amount of saline solution is injected into the tube and
then sucked back up. The fluid obtained contains saline plus
material from the lung. lliness from asbestos exposure gener-
ally cannot be predicted from this test. This test is performed
only under special circumstances.

B For a lung biopsy, samples of lung tissue are taken through
a needle while the patient is sedated. This tissue is examined
under a microscope. Lung biopsies are rarely performed. Lung
biopsies are rarely performed because diagnosis is usually
based on findings from the medical evaluation and other tests.
Alung biopsy is not needed for most people who are diagnosed
with an asbestos-related disease.

What about urine and sputum tests?

Sputum is the material that is brought up from the lungs by cough-
ing. Urine and sputum tests are not reliable for determining how
much asbestos may be in the lungs. Nearly everyone has low levels
of asbestos in these materials. These tests cannot predict the risk of
illness. More research may improve the reliability and predictability
of these tests.

Should | have my children tested?

Taking x-rays of children’s lungs to look for asbestos-related disease
is not currently recommended because changes to the lung usually
take years to develop. In addition, x-ray radiation may pose a higher
risk for children.

Treatment of asbestos-related disease

What are some preventive health guidelines?

If you have an asbestos-related disease or history of significant
asbestos exposure, your doctor may recommend that you follow the
preventive care guidelines listed below:

B regular medical examinations

B regular vaccinations against flu and pneumococcal pneumonia
shots

W quit smoking if you are a smoker
B [imit further asbestos exposure

Following these preventive care guidelines may help reduce compli-
cations from asbestos-related disease or exposure. Your doctor may
recommend other supportive care for complications and, if needed,
treatment.

Supportive care includes interventions that may help the symptoms
of the disease, but does not reverse the disease process. Support-
ive care is tailored to the symptoms and the disease. For example,
a severe cough may be treated with a cough suppressant so that a
person can rest or sleep at night.

What is the treatment for asbestosis?

Preventive and supportive care are the primary treatments for
asbestosis. Preventive care guidelines are given in the previous
section. Asbestosis can remain stable or increase in severity, but
rarely gets better. Scarring of the lungs is permanent and no method
exists to remove it from the lungs.

What is the treatment for pleural changes?

Treatment for pleural changes involves preventive and supportive
care. Preventive care guidelines are given in the previous section.

What is the treatment for lung cancer?
Lung cancer treatment depends on:

location of the cancer
stage of the disease
age of the patient

general health of the patient



Treatment options include:

chemotherapy
radiation therapy
a combination or chemotherapy and radiation therapy

removing the diseased part of the lung through surgery

What is the treatment for mesothelioma?

Depending on the stage of the disease, mesothelioma treatment
options include:

W chemotherapy
B radiation
W surgery

Reducing your exposure to asbestos

Can asbestos be removed from the lungs?

No known method exists to remove asbestos fibers from the lung
once they are inhaled. Some types of asbestos are cleared naturally
by the lung or break down in the lung.

What can | do to reduce my exposure to asbestos?

Limit exposure by taking the following steps if you live in an area
where naturally occurring asbestos has been disturbed and is likely
to become airborne:

B Walk, run, hike, and bike only on paved trails.

B Play only in outdoor areas with a ground covering such as
wood chips, mulch, sand, pea gravel, grass, asphalt, shredded
rubber, or rubber mats.

B Pave over unpaved walkways, driveways, or roadways that
may have asbestos-containing rock or soil.

B Cover asbestos-containing rock or soil in gardens and yards
with asbestos-free soil or landscape covering.

B Pre-wet garden areas before digging or shoveling soil.
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B Keep pets from carrying dust or dirt on their fur or feet into the
home.

B Remove shoes before entering your home to prevent tracking
in dirt.

B Use doormats to lower the amount of soil that is tracked into the
home

Keep windows and doors closed on windy days and during
nearby construction.

Drive slowly over unpaved roads.
Use a wet rag instead of a dry rag or duster to dust.
Use a wet mop on non-carpeted floors.

Use washable area rugs on your floors and wash them regu-
larly.

Vacuum carpet often using a vacuum with a high-efficiency
HEPA filter.

B Inspect your home for deteriorating asbestos-containing insula-
tion, ceiling or floor tiles.

B Do not disturb asbestos-containing insulation, ceiling or floor
tiles; hire a trained and certified asbestos contractor to remove
the materials.

W Ask your employer if you are working with materials or in an
environment containing asbestos. If you are, make sure you are
properly protected from asbestos exposure.

For more information

How can | stay informed?

If you want more information on limiting your environmental expo-
sure to asbestos, or have specific questions, contact ATSDR:

Toll free call:
1-888-42-ATSDR (1-888-422-8737)

Online:
http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/contactus.html.
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