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Lead Poisoning Still An Issue for US Children
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CauseEffect

Why

NOTE:  Read the Cause Map from left to right 
with the phrase "Was Caused By" in place of 
each arrow.

Regulatory 
Goal Impacted

Safety Goal 
Impacted

2.6% of young 
US kids have 

BLL above limit

BLL limit is  5 
µg/dL for young 

children

Limit was 
lowered from 10 

µg/dL

Young children 
are at the 

highest risk from 
lead

Lead exposure 
is affecting 

children

Lead exposure
is dangerous, 
especially for 

children

Children are Children are 
being exposed 

to lead

Children have 
BBLs above 5 

µg/dL 

Lower lead 
levels can 

impact 
development

High lead levels
can cause 

immediate, severe 
issues

Children's 
bodies are 

smaller, still 
developing

Can result in 
lower IQs and 
other cognitive 

issues

Lead  harms
developing 

brains

Lower lead 
levels can harm 

other organs

Evidence:  Research has 
found that lead can 
impact the kidneys and 
other organs.

Can cause
coma, 

convulsions and 
death

Lower lead 
levels can cause 

lifelong issues

Can impact 
hearing
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Evidence:  Significant 
research has been 
performed on the impacts 
of lead exposure.  It's 
very well documented.
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Something in 
children's 

environments 
contains lead

Children are 
more likely to 

ingest lead than 
adults

More likely to 
put things in 
their mouth

Normal stage of 
child 

development

A common 
source is lead 

from paint chips

Paint contained 
lead prior to 

1978

More likely to 
inhale dust

Faces are 
usually closer to 

the ground

Lead was 
banned in 

household paint 
in 1978 

Older houses 
may have more 

loose paint 
around

May be in poor 
shape

May be 
undergoing a 

renovation

Lead in soil
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Contaminated 
by lead gasoline

Leaded gasoline 
was in use until 

late 1980s
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Lead in drinking
water

Older plumbing 
may contain 

lead

Policy shift towards 
prevention vs. 

clinical approach

Bodies are still 
developing

New limit based on
level leads in the 
highest 2.5% of 

children
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No amount of 
lead has been 
deemed "safe"
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The CDC lowered the blood level limit for young children in 
2012 to 5 µg/dL from 10 µg/dL.  The limit was lowered because 
no amount of lead has been determined to be safe for young 
children and less lead is always better.  The new limit of 5 
µg/dL was based on lead levels in the 2.5% of children with 
the highest levels.  It was a way to target the children most at 
risk and it marked a shift towards a more prevention based 
approach.  

In this example, it becomes clear that there are 
really two different, but related goals that need 
to be considered.  The most basic goal is the 
safety goal.  The safety goal is being impacted 
because children are still being negatively 
impacted by exposure to lead in the United 
States, despite decades of work to dramatically 
reduce lead in the environment.  The second 
issue is that 2.6% of children in the US have 
blood lead levels (BLL) higher than the levels 
set by the Center for Disease and Control, an 
impact to the regulatory goal.

The alarming headlines may not tell the whole story.  Here are some 
other facts that help put the issue of lead exposure in historical 
context - an estimated 88% of children aged 1 to 5 had blood lead 
levels at or above 10 mcg/dL from 1976 to 1980, from 1991-1994 it 
was 4.4% , from 1999-2002 it was 1.6% and it dropped to 0.8% in 
2007-2010.    Lead exposure is a still an issue, but it’s an issue that 
has been drastically improved.
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