
 

 

SAFETY TALK  
SDS TERMINOLOGY 

 As of May 2012, OSHA requires 16 sections be included in an SDS that will provide the bare minimum of information 
about a hazardous substance.  This allows the titles of the section and their sequence to be uniform from one chemical to 
another and from one manufacturer to another.  Consistency in form and information is the key to making an SDS easy to 
use and in keeping you safe. 
 
There are many terms in an SDS that can be challenging for anyone who isn’t a professional chemist.  This is especially 
true for Section 9: Physical and Chemical Properties and to a lesser degree Section 5: Firefighting Measures. 
 

 Boiling Point- we all know that this is the temperature that a liquid is changed to a gas.  This can be important to 
know because some liquids are not explosive but will readily explode when it turns to a gas or boils.  If a chemical 
unknowingly reaches its boiling point, it could cause a catastrophic explosion. 
 

 Extinguishing Media- this is the safest type of extinguisher to use on a hazardous chemical that has caught fire.  
You’re first instinct may be to throw water on a fire but in many instances this can make the fire worse.    The 
most straight-forward example is a kitchen fire involving grease.  Using water to put it out will only make the fire 
larger by spreading the fire to surrounding areas. 
 

 Flash Point is the lowest temperature that a liquid will burn in air.  This can be a problem if you’re using a 
chemical with a higher flash point around a heat source or open flame.  Extra care need to be used so that it 
won’t ignite.  A good example is WD 40® with a flash point of 122°F.  It won’t catch fire on its own, but could if it 
were used too close to a water heater. 
 

 Specific Gravity is the comparison of the density of a chemical to the density of water.  The specific gravity of 
water is 1, so if a chemical has a specific gravity of higher than 1 it will sink when mixed with water (lead has a 
specific gravity of 11).  If a chemical has a specific gravity of less than 1, like ethanol (0.78), it will float on water.  
This can help you understand why water isn’t always the best extinguishing medium for certain chemicals. 
 

 Vapor Density is a comparison of the weight of a gaseous chemical with air.  A chemical with a vapor density of 
less than 1 will rise above the air, like helium, and a vapor density higher than 1 will sink to the ground, like 
propane.  In an emergency situation, knowing if a chemical will rise or fall can help you find a better air source 
that will allow you to escape safely. 
 

 Vapor Pressure is a measure of how likely a chemical is to evaporate or change from a solid or liquid to a gas.  A 
chemical with a higher vapor pressure will have a lower boiling point which can lead to an accidental fire or 
explosion. 

 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

Why may it be dangerous to use WD 40 around a portable space heater? 

How could Specific Gravity affect your choice of Extinguishing Media? 
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