
  

   

   

  

   

   

    

 

 
 

 

  
 

 
 

Basic Lead 
Poisoning 
Information 
Lead poisoning occurs when lead 
enters the bloodstream and builds 
up to toxic levels. Many different 
factors such as the source of 
exposure, length of exposure, 
and underlying susceptibility 
(e.g., child’s age, nutritional status, 
and genetics) affect how the body 
handles foreign substances. 

No safe blood lead level in children has been identifed. Here are important facts to know 
about lead exposure and its potentially harmful effects. 

• Lead is a toxic element, especially in young children. When absorbed into the body,
it can result in damage to the brain and nervous system, learning and behavior
problems, slow growth and development, and hearing and speech problems.

• Lead poisoning is preventable! The key is preventing children from coming into
contact with lead.

• Lead can be found inside and outside the home. The most common source of
exposure is from lead-based paint, which was used in many homes built before 1978.
Children can be exposed by swallowing or breathing in lead dust created by old paint
that has cracked and chipped, eating paint chips, or chewing on surfaces coated with
lead-based paint, such as window sills.

o There are simple steps that can be taken to protect family members from lead- based
paint hazards in the home, such as regularly cleaning the home, washing children’s
hands and toys often, and wiping shoes before entering the home.

o If you live in a home built before 1978, a certifed inspector or risk assessor can be
hired to check your home for lead-based paint or lead hazards. If renting, ask your
landlord to have your home or apartment tested.

o Lead can also be found in drinking water. The most common sources of lead
in drinking water are lead pipes, faucets, and fxtures.

   



  

 
 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

   

   

  
 

 

 
 

 
 

  

• Other examples of possible sources of lead include some metal toys or toys painted
with lead-based paint, furniture painted with lead-based paint, some metal-containing
jewelry, some imported items (i.e., health remedies, foods and candies, cosmetics,
powders or make-up used in religious ceremonies), and lead-glazed pottery
or porcelain.

• Children can become exposed to lead by:

o Putting their hands or other lead-contaminated objects in their mouths,

o Breathing or swallowing lead-contaminated dust,

o Eating paint chips found in homes from peeling or faking lead-based paint,

o Drinking water that comes from lead pipes, faucets, and fxtures,

o Playing in lead-contaminated soil,

o Eating food, spices, or candies made with or contaminated by lead, and

o Using ceremonial make-up or powders that contain lead.

• Some children are at greater risk for lead exposure than others, including
those who are:

o From low-income families,

o Living with adults whose jobs or hobbies involve working with lead,

o Members of racial-ethnic minority groups,

o Recent immigrants, and

o Living in poorly maintained rental homes or apartments built before 1978.

• Adults may also unknowingly bring lead dust into their home from their jobs
or hobbies.

• During pregnancy, women may crave nonfood items (pica) that may contain lead,
such as soil, clay, or crushed pottery.

By the 
Numbers  

About 3.3 MILLION American households, including 
2.1 MILLION low-income households, have children under 
6 YEARS of age who live in homes with lead exposure hazards. 
Even relatively low levels of lead exposure can impair a child’s 
cognitive development. Children with blood lead levels can 
experience delayed growth and development, damage to the 
brain and nervous system, learning and behavior problems, 
and a host of other health-related problems. Public health 
actions are needed for these children. There is no safe blood 
lead level in children. 

   




