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Summary 
Our own research demonstrate that lead exposure is particularly harmful for child development and that the 
adverse effects start kicking in at blood lead levels of around 5 µg/dL. The proposed legislation of H.B. 
5045 to tighten the blood lead level thresholds from 20 µg /dl to 5 µg /dl would more closely correspond to 
the current CDC recommendations and more importantly likely improve child outcomes in the segment of 
the population most heavily exposed to high levels of lead.  
 

Background 
Exposure to lead is a major public health concern. It is well documented that high levels of exposure cause 
adverse and often irreversible health effects, which can even be fatal. Today, exposure leading to clinical 
symptoms is relatively rare but the general population is still exposed to lower doses of lead from a variety 
of sources including food, air, toys, contaminated soils, lead-based paint, and water. Recently, in Flint, 
Michigan, exposure to lead due to deteriorating lead water pipes was made salient when an estimated 6,000 
to 12,000 children experienced an increased lead exposure, and the share of children aged below 6 testing 
positive for elevated blood lead (BPb) levels (>5 µg/dL) more than doubled (Hannah-Attisha et al., 2016).  

Lead exposure is particularly harmful to infants and toddlers due to their rapidly developing central 
nervous systems, to an increased exposure due to hand-to-mouth activities and, conditional on exposure, to 
a higher absorption rate (Etzel, 2003). However, credibly estimating the effect of childhood lead exposure 
is typically hindered by a lack of large sample data that both links relevant outcomes to exposure and that 
at the same time is detailed enough to include information on all relevant confounders. The age of the 
housing stock and neighborhood poverty status constitute key predictors of elevated BPb levels in children 
in the US (Roberts and English, 2016). Hence, any unobserved individual and neighborhood attributes 
correlated with poverty status and child outcomes will likely conflate the correlation between lead exposure 
and child development. These methodological problems has plagued past studies on this topic and prevented 
a causal interpretation of the link between lead exposure and child development.  

Fortunately, a recent literature has made substantial progress in addressing these problems using 
rich data in combination with various “quasi-experiments” where different policy changes has generated 
natural control groups. This literature documents clear negative causal effects on child outcomes (e.g. 
Billings and Schnepel, 2015; Aizer et al., 2016; Gazze, 2016). An alarming finding in these studies is that 
they often document negative effects at blood lead levels much lower than what previously has been 
believed been hazardous. In our own work we follow 800,000 children and show that early lead exposure 
reduced the likelihood of graduating from high school diploma and increases the risk of criminal 
involvement among children with BPb at levels from 5 µg/dL and above (Grönqvist, Nilsson and Robling, 
2020). Much of this effect can be explained by lead exposure hurting various measures of non-cognitive 
skills. The magnitude of the effect is of clear economic significance. Our back of the envelope calculation 
suggests that going from 10 to 5 µg/dL, solely via the effects on high school graduation, increases the 
lifetime earnings by around 4%. 
 
For these reasons, we strongly recommend that H.B. 5045 should be passed. 
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