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The omnipresence of chemical products in our daily lives 
makes us forget the potential dangers that some of them 
present. According to recent studies, the triclosan present 
in certain hygiene products called “antibacterial” can 
promote the development of liver cancer.    

VERY WIDESPREAD ANTIBACERIAL 

Triclosan is a phenolic compound which exhibits antibacterial, 
antifungal and antiviral properties. Commercialized in 1972 as an 
antibacterial agent intended for washing hands between surgical 
operations, it has been progressively incorporated into a vast array 
of current hygiene products including liquid soaps, cosmetics, 
shampoos, toothpastes, deodorants, mouthwash and other products 
listed as “antibacterial” or “anti-odor”. 

Although triclosan is considered safe in the quantities present in 
these products, regular exposure to this molecule has greatly 
increased over the course of the past 20 years: in Canada, for 
example, it is estimated that about 1600 products contain triclosan 
and that more than 80% of the population is exposed to this 
molecule, such that it could be detected in their urine. 

The omnipresence of this molecule in our daily life and its 
increasingly significant accumulation in the environment, 
particularly in the aquatic ecosystem, raise several questions about 
its impact on our health over the long term. 

HEPATIC ATTACK 

A team of Californian scientists recently published the results of a 
study on the impact of prolonged exposure to triclosan on hepatic 
function(1). They first observed that repeated administration of this 
molecule over a period of 8 months (which is the equivalent of 
about 20 years for humans) was associated with a marked increase 
in the proliferation of liver cells, the appearance of fibrosis as well 
as a strong oxidative stress. These results are disturbing, because 
they suggest that the presence of triclosan can promote the creation 
of an inflammatory microenvironment that favours the progression 
of cancerous cells. In fact, animals treated with triclosan became 
much more susceptible to developing liver cancer in response to a 
carcinogenic molecule (80% incidence vs 25% for the carcinogenic 
molecule alone) and these tumours were both much more 
numerous and larger. Thus, without being a carcinogenic agent  

 

 

 

 

 

itself, triclosan can create conditions favourable to the 
development of microscopic hepatic tumours, for example those 
which are induced by substances in the environment or in our diet 
(benzopyrene and heterocyclic amines). It is always difficult to 
extrapolate the results of toxicology conducted on animals to 
humans but these observations suggest, however, that it would be 
appropriate to re-evaluate the widespread use of products 
containing triclosan. 

NO ADVANTAGES 

A cautious approach to antibacterial products is all the more 
justified when these products are not necessarily superior to 
conventional products. For example, studies performed to date 
indicate that washing hands with an “antibacterial” soap does not 
eliminate more bacteria than does ordinary soap: it is not the soap 
which matters but more the way of scrubbing! For perfect hygiene, 
the hands should be washed with soap for at least 20 seconds, 
ensuring that all parts are washed which have been in contact with 
the surfaces in our environment, including between the digits and 
under the nails. When water is not available, one should use an 
alcoholic solution containing at least 60% alcohol, whether it is in 
the form of a liquid, a gel or a mousse. These solutions are quite 
practical when travelling, but one must always remember that they 
are not effective if the hands are quite dirty (with food or dirt). 
Nothing is better than washing with a good old bar of soap! 

 

(1) Yueh MF et al. The commonly used antimicrobial 
additive triclosan is a liver tumor promoter. Proc. Natl. 
Acad. Sci. USA 2014;111:17200-17205. 
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