
 

Prenatal exposure to substances found in
plastics associated with language
development delays
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Pregnant mothers' exposure to phthalates –
substances often used in personal care products,
children's toys and more – may be linked to delays
in language development during early childhood,
according to a study published today in JAMA
Pediatrics. 

A team of scientists from the United States and
Sweden conducted the study, one of the first to
examine this correlation.

Phthalates are added to plastics to increase
flexibility, transparency, durability and longevity.
They are often used in a myriad of everyday
products – but can seep into the environment and
are easily ingested, inhaled or absorbed through
the skin.

They have often been identified in urine, blood and
breast milk, but have also been found in amniotic
fluid, which suggests that they can transfer to the
fetus through the placenta, says Emily Barrett, an

associate professor at Rutgers School of Public
Health and researcher at Rutgers Environmental
and Occupational Health Sciences Institute, who
was a co-investigator on the U.S. portion of the
study.

"Virtually 100 percent of people studied have
measurable levels of these chemicals in their
bodies," Barrett said.

The study included 370 children whose mothers
had provided urine samples during pregnancy and
completed language questionnaires when their
children turned two. A vocabulary of 50 words or
less was classified as language delay.

Barrett said concentrations of two specific
phthalates, which are often found in PVC and floor
tiles, were significantly associated with language
delays in children at two and a half to three years of
age.

"Delays in language development are important
because they may be early signals of academic
issues and a need for special services later in
childhood," said Barrett. "This adds to the growing
body of work suggesting that phthalates may be
harmful to the developing fetus and suggests that
we may need tighter regulation of these chemicals
in the everyday products we use." 

  More information: Association of Prenatal
Phthalate Exposure With Language Development
in Early Childhood JAMA Pediatr. Published online
October 29, 2018. DOI:
10.1001/jamapediatrics.2018.3115
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