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% PROFESSIONAL CLEANING & RESTORATION SERVICES




QuikFACTS




Optical Brighteners – Whites are Yellower!

Optical brighteners are used to lighten fabrics. Whites are whiter, colours are brighter so what could go wrong? Plenty. Optical brighteners can create mysterious disappearing spots and permanent slow appearing yellow spots. 

What Are Optical Brighteners

Optical brighteners are fluorescent dyes that are sometimes included in cleaning chemicals to enhance the visual appearance of the carpet or upholstery once it has been cleaned. These dyes, or brighteners, most commonly found in laundry cleaning solutions are included in some textile cleaning solutions. When any light containing ultraviolet rays (such as sunlight) hits the carpet or fabric the brighteners become visible, making the carpet or fabric seem brighter and cleaner. Keep in mind that this is an optical effect and the article is not really cleaner at all.

How do Optical Brighteners Work

Optical brighteners are composed of electron rich molecules. The electron rich parts of the molecule absorb high-energy ultraviolet (UV) light just outside the visible spectrum. Absorbing the light raises the energy state of the electrons. 

The extra energy cannot be held long as the “excited” electrons make the molecule unstable. The electron soon falls back to its more stable lower energy state and the absorbed energy is released as visible light, thus brightening the textile to which it is attached. 

The process of moving to a higher energy state uses energy. Every time an electron moves to a less stable state it re-emits less energy than it absorbs. Over time it will not absorb light energy at all and the optical brightener becomes exhausted. At this point, the actual dull yellow colour of the optical brightener becomes visible. This accounts for some of the yellowing that occurs in carpets that are cleaned using chemicals containing optical brighteners.

Diagnosing Optical Brightener Problems

Black (UV) lights emit high-energy light at the edge of the visible spectrum. Under a black light the electrons get really excited and emit a fluorescent bright purple/pink colour. Nothing else reflects any colour as the proper parts of visible light are not available and so the fluorescing compound is highly visible. 

Unfortunately, once a cleaning chemical that contains an optical brightener has been used to clean a carpet it is nearly impossible to remove, so the yellow colour stays. This is why brighteners should not be added to professional textile cleaning chemicals. 

Section 3 Paragraph 3.2.1 of the Cleaning & Maintenance Standard for Residential and Commercial textile floor coverings (AS/NZS 3733:1995) prohibits the use of chemicals containing optical brighteners. Check with your chemical manufacturer to ensure that none of the chemicals you are using contain optical brighteners. Carpet Cleaners Warehouse does not market any hot water extraction textile cleaning solutions that contain optical brighteners.
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YOUR PARTNERS IN CLEANING SUCCESS!
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