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Cosmetics Chemical Linked to Birth Defects
Phthalates are back 
under the spotlight 
after a team of US 
scientists recently 
found that the 
chemicals can harm 
the reproductive 
development of 
unborn baby boys. The 
news could lead to a 
further tightening of 
regulations, already 
in place in Europe 

and for a reconsideration of legislation in 
the US, where the chemical is currently 
unregulated for cosmetics use. 

The Phthalates chemical family is commonly 
used in a variety of personal care products 
including shampoos, nail varnish, hair 
spray and perfumes. In Europe regulation 
has dictated that two of the most toxic 
phthalates - DEHP and DBP have both been 
banned, but in the US there is no specific 
regulation in place. 

The study, conducted by a team at the 
University of Rochester in New York, found 
that exposure to a range of the phthalates was 
linked to a higher risk of baby boys having 
undescended testes and smaller penises. This 
is the first study of its kind that indicates a 
proven link to defects in human beings. 

A report by environmental and health groups, 
entitled Not Too Pretty, said that independent 
lab tests on rats had found phthalates  in 72 

per cent of beauty products. Since phthalates 
are not listed as ingredients on product 
labels, they can only be detected through 
laboratory analysis. 

Although international cosmetics 
manufacturers claim that phthalate levels are 
at a safe level in their products, lobby groups 
say the abundance of the chemical in a variety 
of cosmetics products  as well as household 
products such as inks, paint and Clingfilm, can 
mean a build up of the chemical in the body 
which leads to dangerous levels. 

The University of Rochester team examined 
134 baby boys, between the ages of 2 and 
36 months. The study found that women with 
higher levels of phthalates in their body were 
more likely to give birth to baby boys with 
irregular genitals. 

Furthermore, the scientists explain that it did 
not take particularly high levels of phthalates 
to produce the abnormalities. Exposure to the 
chemical led to a ‘demasculinization’ of the 
male reproductive tract that was significantly 
related to phthalate exposure, the study said. 

The boys’ measurements were calculated 
according to an anogenital index (AGI), which 
accounted for the size of the boys genitals 
in proportion to their body weight. According 
to the study, babies with a high exposure to 
phthalates were 90 times more likely to have a 
short AGI measurement - a result the scientists 
termed ‘an extraordinarily large ratio.’ 

Of the nine phthalates metabolites considered 
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in the study, four were said to show significant 
inverse correlations to the AGI index. DBP 
- found in perfume oils and nail varnish was 
a risk, as well as DEP - also found in nail 
varnish as well as perfumes, cosmetics oils, 
eye shadows and dental treatments - were 
both earmarked as particularly high risk. 

Shanna Swan, the lead scientist for the 
University of Rochester study said: “We were 
able to show, even with our relatively small 
sample, that exposed boys were more likely to 
display a cluster of genital changes.” 

Swan further highlighted the gravity of the 
findings by pointing out that the abnormalities 
discovered in the group of baby boys 
appeared in women exposed to levels below 
those commonly found in a quarter of all US 
females tested for the chemical. 

The results of the study could prove valuable 
ammunition to lobby groups and politicians in 
California who are currently trying to ban the 
use of certain phthalates for use in cosmetics. 
Bill 908 aims to stamp out the DEHP and 
DBP phthalate compounds, often used in 
fragrances, hair sprays and nail varnish - 
focusing on the fact that they caused health-
related concerns, particularly among women 
of child bearing age.

Healthy Pregnancy: Healthy Outcomes

It appears that it is the cumulative exposures and 
effects of hormone-disrupting chemicals that are 
critical and the multiple exposures to chemicals 
that humans are exposed to is considerable.

Recent research provides the strongest 
possible incentive to minimize human 
exposure to hormone disruptors, especially 
women planning pregnancy. Why risk it.

Reading Ingredients to Lower Risk 

Phthalates 

Also listed as DBP (dibutyl phthalate) in 
products.. and often , not  listed.

Phthalates can be found in skin care products 
with “fragrance” listed on the label. It can be 
found in any number of skin care or cosmetic 
products including nail polish, deodorant, hair 
spray or perfumes.

More studies need to be done but why risk it 
when effective products are available that do 
not contain Phthalates. 

Look for the many companies that offer 
phthalate free products, avoid products with 
“fragrance” on the label and find one of the 
new phthalate free nail polishes.

Lead in Lipstick

Who would have thought that lead could 
be in any personal care products? A study 
recently completed by the Campaign for 
Safe Cosmetics found lead in some brands 
of popular lipsticks. The amounts found are 
enough to be concerned about if  a woman is 
pregnant or planning to be. The Campaign for 
Safe Cosmetics says that “pregnant women 
and young children are particularly vulnerable 
to lead exposure because lead easily crosses 
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the placenta and may enter the fetal brain 
where it interferes with fetal development.”

Hair Treatments 

Hair coloring, hair curling (permanents), 
hair bleaching, and hair straightening 
(relaxers) agents have many chemicals that 
are suspect for both women’s health and 
during pregnancy. Chemicals of concern 
include temporary dyes, semi-permanent 
dyes, and permanent dyes. Permanent 
dyes have received the most attention, and 
they include a variety of chemicals. Hair 
curling or permanent waves are produced 
by placing two solutions in the hair. The 
amount of an exposure, the timing during 
the pregnancy, and frequency of use, may 
be important factors when thinking about 
hair treatments in pregnancy. 

For more information and for researching all 
chemicals in personal care products,

Check out:  www.safecosmetics.org
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