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Asbestos health risks and exposure 
questions
Understand the hazard and prepare useful questions for a clinician.
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Why disturbance matters
ATSDR describes asbestos as mineral fibers that can enter the air when material is disturbed. 
Breathing fibers can damage the lungs. Its ToxFAQs identifies asbestosis, lung cancer and 
mesothelioma among the health effects linked to exposure. These are reasons to control 
exposure. They do not establish that a particular symptom came from a particular building. 
[ATSDR]

EPA advises leaving undamaged suspect material alone and using a trained professional to 
inspect or sample it. Do not sand, drill or collect a sample to settle an exposure question 
yourself. [EPA home guidance]

Risk is not visible in a photograph
ATSDR explains that the amount and duration of exposure, other chemicals and individual 
factors affect health risk. You cannot estimate a person's dose from a photograph or a building's 
age. A photograph also cannot identify asbestos reliably. Ask a qualified professional about the 
material and a clinician about health concerns. [ATSDR; EPA home guidance]

If disturbance has happened
Stop the activity. Keep people away from the suspect area while you seek qualified advice. Tell 
the professional what was disturbed and what work took place. EPA advises against dusting, 
sweeping or vacuuming debris that may contain asbestos. Do not use ordinary household 
cleanup as a substitute for assessment. [EPA home guidance]

Write down the material location, dates of work, tasks, duration and any available survey or 
laboratory report. Keep copies for the people assessing the building and for your clinician. Do 
not reopen the area to gather evidence.

Ask a clinician about health concerns
ATSDR notes that a chest X-ray cannot detect asbestos fibers themselves. Medical tests are 
not a simple certificate that a past event was safe. Discuss the exposure history and symptoms 
with a qualified clinician. Ask what follow-up is appropriate for your circumstances. [ATSDR]

Keep health and building decisions separate
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A building survey addresses material and work planning. A clinical assessment addresses a 
person's health. Neither replaces the other. If a contractor makes a health claim, ask for its 
source and take clinical questions to a health professional. This directory does not diagnose 
illness, assess personal exposure or certify a site as safe.

Sources
All sources below were fetched and checked on 2026-11-10. This is the check date, not a claim 
about publication date.

•  ATSDR, accessed 2026-11-10.
•  EPA home guidance, accessed 2026-11-10.

Frequently asked questions
Does this guide replace a project assessment?
No. Confirm the scope and current requirements with the responsible authority and a qualified 
professional.
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https://wwwn.cdc.gov/TSP/ToxFAQs/ToxFAQsDetails.aspx?faqid=29&toxid=4
https://wwwn.cdc.gov/TSP/ToxFAQs/ToxFAQsDetails.aspx?faqid=29&toxid=4
https://www.epa.gov/asbestos/protect-your-family-exposures-asbestos
https://www.epa.gov/asbestos/protect-your-family-exposures-asbestos

