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Karen Daw, “The OSHA Lady”

Amelia knew it the instant it happened. “It was so sudden. Of all the places for it go flying, that piece of calculus made a 
beeline for my eye,” she explains. Amelia knew to immediately use the eyewash. However, the initial pressure of the 
water on her eyes stung and her left eye bothered her for weeks after. In addition, her depth perception was off and she 
worried about managing sharp instruments and giving injections. After the saliva-covered calculus had contacted her 
eyes, she had to be tested per OSHA’s bloodborne pathogens standard.

Spatter, spray, flying debris – oh my! 

One of the questions asked on the incident form was whether appropriate 
personal protective equipment (PPE) was in use. In Amelia’s case, she 
admitted it was not. “I had on my own prescription glasses. I hate the way 
some glasses look and fit, they’re so bulky. Plus they fog up all the time. 
But to be honest, I just never thought this could happen to me.”

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), over 
2,000 eye injuries occur every day in the United States. With numbers like 
that, one would think compliance would be standard. And yet, Amelia 
described some obstacles common in the industry. It is difficult to adopt a 
habit if the person does not understand the importance of doing so, the 
product doesn’t perform well, and if it just doesn’t feel right. 

It could never happen to me…

Now, we must consider a new threat to our precious peepers: blue light exposure. Ever-emitted from our computer 
monitors, smart phones, tablets, flat-screen televisions and light fixtures, constant exposure has eye health professionals 
worried about long-term effects like macular degeneration, a condition once only associated with our great-
grandparents. In dentistry, the strongest occupational exposure to blue light occurs during a very common procedure: 
curing and bonding.

Dr. James Mace lectures regularly on the importance of eye protection with curing lights, having studied its effects for 
over a decade (look for his upcoming article in the Journal of the American Dental Association on this subject). “The 
intensity of light emitted by the high-output LED curing lights is exponentially higher than the light curing units (LCUs) 
from decades ago in order to shorten cure times.  Most contemporary LED curing lights deliver irradiance values 2 to 3 
times [the previous] amount, with the most intense lights on the market today reaching values around 5000 mW/cm².

This means that using and enforcing the use of eye protection/filtration when curing is essential.  This is about more than 
compliance with workplace standards, it is about protecting the vision for yourself and your team for later in life because 
it is the right thing to do.  Many of the adverse effects from intense blue light may not be apparent for many years, but 
research has shown that the hazard is real.  There are many effective forms of eye protection on the market and 
choosing to protect the vision for everyone in the operatory is simple once it is expected and enforced.”



• The right eyewear for the job: Are you trying to protect against spatter, spray, 
flying particles or blue light? The employer must identify what hazards exist and 
then match the eyewear to the hazard.

• Design and performance: Can you wear it and still wear prescriptive lenses? Can 
you easily flip lenses to go from rinsing to curing procedures? How does it look 
and feel? Like a high-end sportscar, design and performance can determine 
whether the user is likely to opt for safety eyewear. Plus, the CDC recommends 
eyewear with clarity properties like anti-fog lenses.

• Fit: Does the eyewear wrap around the face and provide coverage on the sides as 
well as the front? Does it stay put when leaning over? What about a customized 
fit? A one-size-fits-all approach just doesn’t cut it anymore when it comes to 
protecting our vision.

• Disposable versus reusable: Disposable eyewear prevents the need to clean and 
disinfect between patients. Durable reusable eyewear with the right cleaning 
products will prevent scratching and film buildup and provide years of protection.

• ANSI rating: OSHA has adopted ANSI standards for protective eyewear. Want to 
know if your eyewear meets the standard for impact resistance? Look for the 
“Z87” imprinted on the frame or the lens. This is the same type of eyewear used 
in firing ranges because of its protective factor. A practice not providing 
appropriate eyewear can face high fines for failing to safeguard the employee. 

After Amelia’s exposure incident, the practice conducted a PPE training session and reviewed when the orange lenses 
would be used versus when clear ones were appropriate. They even purchased tinted glasses and made it an office policy 
to provide a pair for every patient. “I learned we take in 80% of the information around us through our eyes,” says Amelia. 
“I’m only 29 and plan on being able to see for a long time.” 
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