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Below are excerpts from the World Health Organization’s fact sheet, “Lead poisoning and health.”1 
 

 

Key facts 
• There is no known level of lead exposure that is considered safe. 
• Lead is a cumulative toxicant that affects multiple body systems and is particularly harmful to young children. 
• Lead in the body is distributed to the brain, liver, kidney and bones. It is stored in the teeth and bones, where 

it accumulates over time. Human exposure is usually assessed through the measurement of lead in blood. 
• Lead in bone is released into blood during pregnancy and becomes a source of exposure to a developing fetus. 
• Lead exposure is preventable. 
 

 

Young children are particularly vulnerable to the toxic effects of lead and can suffer profound and permanent 
adverse health effects, particularly affecting the development of the brain and nervous system.  Lead also causes 
long-term harm in adults, including increased risk of high blood pressure and kidney damage. Exposure of 
pregnant women to high levels of lead can cause miscarriage, stillbirth, premature birth and low birth weight, as 
well as minor malformations.… 
 

Young children are particularly vulnerable because they absorb 4–5 times as much ingested lead as adults from a 
given source.  Moreover, children’s innate curiosity and their age-appropriate hand-to-mouth behaviour result in 
their mouthing and swallowing lead-containing or lead-coated objects, such as contaminated soil or dust and 
flakes from decaying lead-containing paint.  
 

Once lead enters the body, it is distributed to organs such as the brain, kidneys, liver and bones. The body stores 
lead in the teeth and bones where it accumulates over time.  Lead stored in bone may be remobilized into the 
blood during pregnancy, thus exposing the fetus.  Undernourished children are more susceptible to lead because 
their bodies absorb more lead if other nutrients, such as calcium, are lacking.  Children at highest risk are the 
very young (including the developing fetus) and the impoverished. 
 

Health effects of lead poisoning on children 
 

Lead can have serious consequences for the health of children. At high levels of exposure, lead attacks the brain 
and central nervous system to cause coma, convulsions and even death.  Children who survive severe lead 
poisoning may be left with mental retardation and behavioural disorders.  At lower levels of exposure that cause 
no obvious symptoms, and that previously were considered safe, lead is now known to produce a spectrum of 
injury across multiple body systems.  In particular lead can affect children’s brain development resulting in 
reduced intelligence quotient (IQ), behavioural changes such as reduced attention span and increased antisocial 
behaviour, and reduced educational attainment.  Lead exposure also causes anaemia, hypertension, renal 
impairment, immunotoxicity and toxicity to the reproductive organs.  The neurological and behavioural effects 
of lead are believed to be irreversible. 
 

There is no known safe blood lead concentration.  But it is known that, as lead exposure increases, the range and 
severity of symptoms and effects also increases.  Even blood lead concentrations as low as 5 µg/dL, once 
thought to be a “safe level”, may be associated with decreased intelligence in children, behavioural difficulties, 
and learning problems. 
                                                 
1  Updated August 2017 and available online at: http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs379/en/. 
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