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Childhood lead exposure tied to worse
cognitive function in late life

November 11 2022

Exposure to lead in childhood is associated with worse cognitive
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functioning in late life, according to a study published in the Nov. 11
issue of Science Advances.

Haena Lee, Ph.D., from Sungkyunkwan University in Seoul, South
Korea, and colleagues used a nationally representative sample of U.S.
older adults linked to historical administrative data from the 1940s to
examine the long-term consequences of lead in drinking water on late-
life cognition.

The researchers found that older adults who lived as children in cities
with lead pipes and acidic or alkaline water, which are conditions needed
for leaching of lead into drinking water, had worse cognitive
functioning, but did not have steeper cognitive decline. Educational
attainment accounted for about one-quarter of the association between
lead and late-life cognition.

"Our findings point to the need for stronger actions in water
management, corrosion control, and regulation at the state and local
levels to avert future lead exposure and its enduring health
consequences," the authors write. "Our findings are also germane to
public health concerns about American children born during the 1960s,
1970s, and 1980s who were exposed to historically unprecedented levels
of lead via leaded gasoline and other sources."

More information: Haena Lee et al, Childhood lead exposure is
associated with lower cognitive functioning at older ages, Science

Advances (2022). DOI: 10.1126/sciadv.abn5164
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