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The GHS
The GHS is an acronym for The Globally Harmonized System of 
Classification and Labeling of Chemicals, an international standard 
that replaces the various classification and labeling standards used 
in different countries. 

The GHS provides a logical and comprehensive approach to: 

• define the health, physical and environmental hazards of 
chemicals, 

• create classification processes that use available data on 
chemicals for comparison with the defined hazard criteria,

• communicate hazard information, as well as protective 
measures,  on labels and Safety Data Sheets (SDS)

OSHA’s  Hazard Communication Standard for hazardous labeling 
now includes the standardized approach defined by GHS. OSHA 
has modified the Hazard Communication Standard (HCS) to adopt 
the GHS to improve safety and health of workers through more 
effective communications on chemical hazards.  For full details 
about on HCS, visit the OSHA Hazard Communication page. 

What Has Changed?
The three major areas of change are in Hazard Classification, 
Labels, and Safety Data Sheets. 

Hazard classification - The definitions of hazard have been 
changed to provide specific criteria for classification of health and 
physical hazards, as well as classification of mixtures.

These specific criteria will help to ensure that evaluations of 
hazardous effects are consistent across manufacturers, and 
that labels and safety data sheets are more accurate as a result. 
https://www.osha.gov/dsg/hazcom/hazcom-faq.html#23 

Labels - Chemical manufacturers and importers will be required to 
provide a label that includes a harmonized signal word, pictogram, 
and hazard statement for each.

Safety Data Sheets - Previously known as Material Safety Data 
Sheets, the SDS now have a standardized 16-section format. For 
more specifics on SDS content and formatting, read OSHA’s SDS 
Brief. 

History  
The Globally Harmonized System of Classification and Labeling of Chemicals (GHS) began with 
the premise that existing systems should be harmonized in order to develop a single, globally 
harmonized system to address classification of chemicals, labels, and safety data sheets. 

Harmonization of classification and labeling was already largely in place for physical hazards 
and acute toxicity in the transport sector, based on the work of the United Nations Economic 
and Social Council’s Committee of Experts on the Transport of Dangerous Goods (UNCEDTG). 

UNSCEGHS (United Nations Sub-Committee of Experts on the Globally Harmonized System) 
was to make the GHS available for worldwide use and application.
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Elements of the GHS Label
The GHS specifies for each hazard, and for each class within the 
hazard, what signal word, pictogram, and hazard statement should 
be used on the label. The GHS hazard pictograms, signal words and 
hazard statements should be located together on the label. 

The actual label format or layout is not specified in the GHS; the 
label design is left to you. However, labels will require the following 
elements:

1. Pictogram: The GHS symbols have been incorporated into 
pictograms for use on the GHS label. The pictogram includes the 
harmonized hazard symbol plus other graphic elements, such as 
a border, background pattern, or color that is intended to convey 
specific information about the hazards of a chemical. Each 
pictogram consists of a different symbol on a white background 
within a red square frame set on a point (i.e. a red diamond). 
There are nine pictograms under the GHS. However, only eight 
pictograms are required under the HCS - the environmental 
pictogram, as environmental hazards are not within OSHA’s 
jurisdiction.  
 
For transport, pictograms will have the background, symbol 
and colors currently used in the UN Recommendations on 
the Transport of Dangerous Goods, Model Regulations. For 
other sectors, pictograms will have a black symbol on a white 
background with a red diamond frame. A black frame may be 
used for shipments within one country. Where a transport 
pictogram appears, the GHS pictogram for the same hazard 
should not appear.

2. Signal words - A single word used to indicate the relative level 
of severity of hazard and alert the reader to a potential hazard 
on the label. The signal words used are “danger” and “warning.” 
“Danger” is used for the more severe hazards, while “warning” is 
used for less severe hazards.

3. Hazard Statement - A statement assigned to a hazard class 
and category that describes the nature of the hazard(s) of 
a chemical, including, where appropriate, the degree of 
hazard.

4. Precautionary Statement - A phrase that describes 
recommended measures to be taken to minimize or prevent 
adverse effects resulting from exposure to a hazardous 
chemical, or improper storage or handling of a hazardous 
chemical.

5. Product Identifier - Names or numbers used on a hazardous 
product label or in a safety data sheet.  They provide a 
unique way for the user to identify the chemical substance 
or mixture.  Under the GHS, labels for substances should 
include the chemical identity of the substance.  Labels for 
mixtures should include the identities of the ingredients that 
are responsible for certain hazards on the label. Current EPA 
requirements for product.

6. Supplier Identification - The name, address and telephone 
number of the manufacturer or supplier of the product 
should be provided on the label.

Standardized Label Elements Included In The GHS
Symbols (hazard pictograms): Convey health, physical and 
environmental hazard information, assigned to a GHS hazard 
class and category.

Signal Words: “Danger” or “Warning” are used to emphasize 
hazards and indicate the relative level of severity of the hazard, 
assigned to a GHS hazard class and category.

Hazard Statements: Standard phrases assigned to a hazard class 
and category that describe the nature of the hazard.
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Additional Elements for the GSH Label
Supplemental label information is non-harmonized information 
on the container of a hazardous product that is not required or 
specified under the GHS. In some cases this information may 
be required by a Competent Authority or it may be additional 
information provided at the discretion of the manufacturer/
distributor. 

The GHS provides guidance to ensure that supplemental 
information does not lead to wide variation in information or 
undermine the GHS information. Supplemental information may 
be used to provide further detail that does not contradict or cast 
doubt on the validity of the standardized hazard information. 

EXAMPLE OF A GHS LABEL

Some examples of additional elements for the GSH label can 
include: 

First Aid Statement - A statement that describes steps to follow in 
case of exposure to the chemical. 

Chemical Name - The name that clearly identifies the chemical to 
the user. 

It also may be used to provide information about hazards not yet 
incorporated into the GHS. The labeler should have the option of 
providing supplementary information related to the hazard, such as 
physical state or route of exposure, with the hazard statement. 
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Pictograms 

The GHS Pictograms are intended to quickly convey specific information about the hazards of a 
product. When chemicals meet classification criteria under any of the hazard classes identified by 
the GHS, the corresponding pictogram must be printed on the chemical label. The pictograms for 
product packaging are shown below:Symbol or Pictogram?  

It is important to note 
the distinction between a 
pictogram and a symbol. 
Certain circumstances require a 
pictogram, while others require 
only the symbol or pictogram 
name. 

Under the GHS, a pictogram 
is a graphical composition 
representation that includes 
a symbol plus other graphic 
elements, such as a border, 
background pattern or color 
intended to convey specific 
information. 

A symbol is a graphical element 
intended to succinctly convey 
information – it is the picture or 
graphic without the border or 
background color. 
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GHS Implementation by Other US Agencies
In the U.S., EPA and three other key Federal agencies of 
government have regulations that would be affected 
by adoption of GHS. The other agencies are in various 
stages of planning for and implementing GHS.

The Department of Labor’s Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration (OSHA): OSHA has principal 
responsibility for regulating classification, labeling, 
and material safety data sheets required for chemicals 
in the workplace. On September 30, 2009, OSHA 
published a proposed rulemaking to align their Hazard 
Communication Standard (HCS) with the GHS. The 
public comment period ended on December 29, 2009 
and informal public hearings were conducted in March 
and April 2010. More information can be found on the 
web site.

The Department of Transportation (DOT):  DOT 
regulates chemicals in the transport sector. DOT has 
modified its regulations to incorporate most elements 
of the GHS that affect its programs, including physical 
hazards and the most severe categories of acute 
toxicity.  DOT plans to implement changes related 
to environmentally hazardous substances (aquatic 
toxicity) in line with the adoption of such changes by 
the International Maritime Organization.  

The Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC): 
CPSC has jurisdiction over more than 15,000 kinds of 
consumer products used in and around the home, in 
sports, recreation, and schools, including non-pesticide 
household chemicals. CPSC staff is completing a 
comparison of agency regulations and guidelines under 
the Federal Hazardous Substances Act to the GHS.  This 
review will determine which sections of the GHS might 
be considered for implementation, as well as whether 
statutory or regulatory changes would be necessary for 
eventual implementation

The most important benefit of GHS is enhanced health and 
environmental protection through greater clarity and consistency in 
information provided to people who may be exposed to chemicals. 
GHS is designed to provide clear, consistent label messages to 
chemical handlers and users, emergency first responders, and the 
public. 

Interagency Coordination

In the United States, each of the four key agencies that regulate 
chemical hazard classification and communication currently has its 
own system, with classification criteria and use of symbols, signal 
words, and hazard statements differing between the agencies.  

For example, the signal word “caution” has a different meaning on 
non-pesticide consumer product labels than it has on pesticide 
labels, and products with the same hazards may bear different signal 
words. This can cause confusion and result in increased risk. 

The four core agencies (EPA, OSHA, DOT and CPSC) formed an 
Interagency Working Group on Harmonization to coordinate U.S. 
government participation in GHS activities and negotiations. The 
State Department also participates in the working group whenever 
international issues are under consideration, and a larger group 
involving other U.S. agencies may also become involved when issues 
potentially relevant to their programs are addressed. In addition 
to developing common positions for international meetings, the 
interagency group also provides a forum for the agencies to share 
drafts of documents for comment, exchange information, and 
discuss areas of mutual interest and concern.

The standardization of these elements under GHS will promote 
better understanding, thereby increasing protection. Consistency of 
hazard communication on chemical labels will also help emergency 
first responders more easily and accurately identify what hazards are 
present in emergency situations. 
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Get Ready for GHS
Distributors will not be permitted to ship containers labeled by the chemical manufacturer or 
importer unless the container is labeled properly with a GHS label. 

Do you have a GHS labeling plan? 

Pre-Printed Color Labels - Start with color labels that comply with GHS and the BS5609 Chemical 
Drum labeling standard. Then add your own variable data using a thermal transfer printer. Another 
way to reduce inventory and label printing costs, is to have blank labels printed with the fixed 
graphics, such as logos and pictograms. You then add product specific information or variable 
information when you need to use the label.

Label Printing Service - If you don’t have the label volume to justify a printer purchase, using a 
Label Printing Service can get you to compliance without an investment in equipment. You can get 
low volume, high quality label runs that are 100% compliant with GHS and BS5609.
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Nationwide Service & Support
We pride ourselves in providing responsive nationwide 
customer service and support from any of our 17 regional 
sales, service and stocking facilities.

ID Technology technicians are PMMI Certified Trainers to 
ensure the highest standards of quality training are being met 
and unparalleled value is being given to the customer.

Our field service personnel are factory trained to service 
and support our full range of labeling, coding and marking 
equipment. 

In addition to the field service team, ID Technology employs 
factory trained bench service technicians to accommodate 
timely depot service.

ID Technology boasts six label converting plants across the US 
and Canada that produce top quality labels and tags with local 
support. 

For customers using ID Technology 
labels with our labeling systems, we 
provide a lifetime limited equipment 
warranty free of charge.  Just ask us 
for details!

Complimentary  Limited 
Lifetime Equipment Warranty

5051 North Sylvania Avenue, Suite 405
Fort Worth, TX 76137
P: 888-438-3242


