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Summary 
 
 
Unmasking Misconceptions: Exploring Policy, Institutional, and Social Barriers Faced by 
Individuals with Multiple Chemical Sensitivity 
 

Elaine Pietrantonio and Susan Yousafzai presented research conducted through ASEQ-EHAQ’s 
Empowering Community and Removal of Barriers (ECRoB) initiative. The presentation explored 
the complex policy, institutional, and social barriers encountered by individuals with Multiple 
Chemical Sensitivity (MCS). Drawing from current literature and primary research, the presenters 
described MCS as a chronic, multidimensional condition triggered by everyday chemical 
exposures, which often affects multiple body systems. Despite the growing scientific recognition 
of MCS, the condition remains poorly understood and frequently dismissed as psychological, 
creating profound obstacles in accessing healthcare, housing, employment, and social support. 

Using the social-ecological model as a framework, the study analyzed data from focus groups 
composed of Canadians living with MCS. The findings revealed that misconceptions about MCS 
are reinforced at multiple levels, including personal attitudes, institutional practices, commercial 
marketing, and government policy. Participants reported experiencing widespread invalidation 
from healthcare professionals, a lack of scent-free spaces, and resistance to accommodation 
efforts in public settings. Many also discussed the psychological and financial toll of managing 
the condition, including identity loss, social isolation, and the need to avoid most indoor 
environments. 

The research highlighted how misinformation and a lack of institutional recognition contribute to 
the stigmatization of people with MCS. Participants described being told their condition was “all 
in their head” or facing disbelief from doctors unwilling to provide necessary documentation for 
accommodations. Compounding this problem are consumer norms and advertising strategies that 
promote the use of fragranced products while downplaying their health impacts. Such 
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normalization of chemical exposure makes it more difficult to advocate for inclusive spaces and 
fosters resistance to change at the policy level. 

In response, the presentation emphasized the need for comprehensive public education 
campaigns, transparent labelling of chemical ingredients, and stronger enforcement of scent-free 
policies. Participants also recommended collaborative efforts across healthcare, legal, and 
disability sectors to reduce stigma and improve recognition of MCS as a legitimate health 
condition. The presentation concluded by calling for a reorientation of institutional policies and 
social norms to support meaningful inclusion and accessibility. With targeted policy reform and 
broader awareness, the barriers faced by individuals with MCS can be significantly reduced. 
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