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Chemicals that are harmful to kids are put in thousands of children’s  products. Kids are exposed when the 
chemicals escape the product during normal use and are ingested or inhaled. The chemicals also pose a health 
risk to wildlife, like orcas and their prey, when the chemicals escape the products and travel to waterways through 
laundry, wastewater, and other routes. 

For over a decade, Washington state has required companies that make children’s products to report to the state if 
their products contain any of 85 chemicals considered a high concern for kids’ health. January 31, 2019 was the 
most recent deadline for companies to file reports—and includes the first reports of 17 harmful chemicals newly 
added to the reporting list.
 
A total of 182 companies submitted over 8,700 reports of harmful chemicals in kids’ products sold or offered for 
sale between September 1, 2017 and January 31, 2019. 

One report of a single toxic chemical in a product can mean there are hundreds or even thousands of products 
containing the chemical for sale in Washington.

THE PROBLEM
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EMERGING CHEMICALS OF CONCERN

Several classes of chemicals reported to be in kids’ products have emerged as a particular concern for kids’ health: 
phthalates, flame retardants, alkylphenols, bisphenols, and per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS). 

These chemicals can cause cancer, disrupt hormones, and suppress the immune system. They are showing up in 
food, house dust, and bodies, and get passed on in the womb to fetuses and through breastfeeding to newborns. 
These chemicals have also been found in fish and wildlife, wastewater treatment plant discharges, storm water 
runoff, surface water, and sediments.

The most recent reports of chemicals in kids’ products shows these classes of chemicals continue to be put in kids’ 
products. 

PHTHALATES                               

998 reports of phthalates in children’s products.

Reported in toys, shoes, pajamas, 
fragrances, and lip cosmetics

Health Concerns: 
•	 A recent analysis found that sperm counts in 

Western countries declined nearly 60% between 
1973 and 2011, and phthalates are among the 
hormone-disrupting chemicals that may be causing 
the decline.[1] 

•	 Exposure to phthalates has been shown to reduce 
sperm counts in laboratory studies, and men with 
greater exposure have fewer and less-motile sperm. 
[2-4]

Notable Reports: 
•	 Claire’s, the tween and teen retailer found at malls 

across Washington, reported the phthalate DEHP in 
“Lip Cosmetics.” 

•	 The Gap reported the presence of  the phthalate 
DEP in the highest concentration range in 
“Sleepwear” and “Sleep Trousers.”

FLAME RETARDANTS                            

206 reports of flame retardants in children’s 
products.

Reported in plastics, toys, arts and crafts 
supplies, and baby care items.

 

Health Concerns: 
Obesity in the U.S. has increased significantly 
over the last 20 years, and now affects nearly 
40% of adults and 18% of  children.[5]  Exposure 
to commonly-used flame retardants has been 
associated with obesity in laboratory studies, 
and studies show young children have greater 
exposure to flame retardants than adults.[6-
8]  Manufacturers also reported use the flame 
retardant TDCPP, which is considered cancer-
causing.

Notable Reports: 
•	 Target reported the flame retardant TPP, found 

at high levels in house dust, in the highest 
concentration range in “Prams/Pushchairs/
Strollers.” 

•	 Major toy company Hasbro reported IPTPP, 
which will be regulated nationally as a 
persistent toxic chemical,  in “Board Games” in 
the highest concentration range.



ALKYLPHENOLS                                 

224 reports of alkylphenols in children’s 
products.

Reported in toys, oral hygiene products, 
shoes, and clothing.

Health Concerns: 
In the U.S., eight percent of children have 
diagnosed learning disabilities, and among 
children living below the poverty level, twelve 
percent have learning disabilities.[9]  
Chemicals in this class have been shown to cause 
effects on learning and memory in laboratory 
studies.[10, 11] 

Notable Reports: 
•	 Nonylphenol was reported in the highest 

concentration range in “Fancy Dress Costumes” 
from Jakks Pacific. 

•	 Greenbrier, the corporation behind Dollar Tree 
stores, reported the presence of nonylphenol 
at 500-1,000 ppm in a “Dental Cleansing” 
product, most likely a toothbrush.

BISPHENOLS                                
104 reports of bisphenols in children’s products.

Reported in toys, jewelry, sun protection 
products, and clothing.

Health Concerns: 
More than six million U.S. children—nearly ten 
percent—have been diagnosed with ADHD.[12]  A 
2018 review concluded that early-life exposure to 
BPA was associated with hyperactivity in boys and 
girls.[13] 

Notable Reports: 
•	 Bisphenol A (BPA) was reported in “Sun 

Protection Products” (sunglasses) from 
Wenzhou Outlook Optical Co.

•	 The chemical BPS, used by manufacturers 
as a replacement for BPA, was reported  in 
“Underwear Variety Packs” by private-label 
manufacturer Delta Galil USA.

EMERGING CHEMICALS OF CONCERN

PFAS (PER- AND POLYFLUOROALKYL SUBSTANCES)
The Washington reporting list does not include most current-use PFAS chemicals, and includes only compounds 
phased out by major U.S. manufacturers.

This  entire class of chemicals raises concerns because of their extreme persistence and mobility and their toxic effects.
 

PFAS are used in water-resistant clothing, and footwear, as well as car seats, and, personal care 
products.

Health Concerns: 
Nearly every U.S. resident has PFAS in his or her body, with biomonitoring studies finding PFAS in blood, breast milk, 
umbilical cord blood, amniotic fluid, placenta, and other tissues. Research has identified the immune system as sensitive 
to PFAS, and children with higher exposure had poorer protection from communicable diseases. [14]



The most recent data highlights the widespread use of chemicals of concern. After nearly a decade of information, 
it’s now time to act to reduce the sources of harmful chemicals. 

The Pollution Prevention for Our Future Act (HB 1194/ SB 5135) is currently being considered in the 2019 
Washington State Legislature. It’s the bold action we need to direct the Departments of Ecology and Health to 
identify and take action on chemicals in products that pose a risk to sensitive populations, like pregnant women and 
children, orcas, and the environment.  

The bill would prioritize the classes of chemicals currently widely used in consumer products, including kids’ 
products: PFAS, flame retardants, phthalates, alkylphenols, and bisphenols.

The good news is that as consumers increasingly demand less toxic products,,companies are stopping their use of 
harmful chemicals in consumer products, including kids’ products. While companies’ voluntary actions are a good 
step, policymakers must act to pass chemical phaseout laws that apply to ALL product makers and retailers. It’s the 
only way to ensure ALL people are protected – regardless of their ability to pay or where they shop.

THE SOLUTION



REFERENCES

1.  Levine, H.; Mindlis, I.; Swan, S. H.; Martino-Andrade, A.; Jørgensen, N.; Mendiola, J.; Weksler-Derri, D.; Pinotti, 
R., Temporal trends in sperm count: a systematic review and meta-regression analysis. Human Reproduction Update 
2017, 23 (6), 646-659.

2.  Jönsson, B. A. G.; Richthoff, J.; Rylander, L.; Giwercman, A.; Hagmar, L., Urinary Phthalate Metabolites and 
Biomarkers of Reproductive Function in Young Men. Epidemiology 2005, 16 (4), 487-493.

3.  Howdeshell, K. L.; Rider, C. V.; Wilson, V. S.; Gray, L. E., Mechanisms of action of phthalate esters, individually 
and in combination, to induce abnormal reproductive development in male laboratory rats. Environmental Re-
search 2008, 108 (2), 168-176.

4.  Lamb, J., Reel, J., and D. Lawton, Diethylphthalate. Environmental Health Perspectives 1997, 105 (Suppl 1), 
245-6.

5.  Hales, C.; Carroll, M.; Fryar, C.; Ogden, C., Prevalence of Obesity Among Adults and Youth: United States, 
2015-2016. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Ed. National Center for Health Statistics. https://www.
cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db288.pdf

6.  Patisaul, H.; Roberts, S.; Mabrey, N.; McCaffrey, K.; Gear, R.; Braun, J.; Belcher, S.; Stapleton, H., Accumulation 
and endocrine disrupting effects of the flame retardant mixture Firemaster®550 in rats: an exploratory assessment. 
J Biochem Molecular Toxicology 2013, 27 (2), 124-136.

7.  Pillai, H.; Fang, M.; Beglov, D.; Kozakov, D.; Vajda, S.; Stapleton, H.; Webster, T.; Schlezinger, J., Ligand bind-
ing and activation of PPARγ by Firemaster® 550: effects on adipogenesis and osteogenesis in vitro. Environ Health 
Perspect 2014, 122 (11), 1225-1232.

8.  Butt, C.; Congleton, J.; Hoffman, K.; Fang, M.; Stapleton, H., Metabolites of organophosphate flame retardants 
and 2-ethylhexyl tetrabromobenzoate in urine from paired mothers and toddlers. Environ Sci Technol 2014, 48 
(17), 10432-8.

9.  Committee to Evaluate the Supplemental Security Income Disability Program for Children with Mental Disorders. 
Mental Disorders and Disabilities Among Low-income Children; National Academies of Science, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2015.  

10.  Kazemi, S.; Khalili-Fomeshi, M.; Akbari, A.; Kani, S. N. M.; Ahmadian, S. R.; Ghasemi-Kasman, M., The cor-
relation between nonylphenol concentration in brain regions and resulting behavioral impairments. Brain Research 
Bulletin 2018, 139, 190-196.

11.  Tabassum, H.; Ashafaq, M.; Parvez, S.; Raisuddin, S., Role of melatonin in mitigating nonylphenol-induced 
toxicity in frontal cortex and hippocampus of rat brain. Neurochemistry International 2017, 104, 11-26.

12.  Danielson, M. L.; Bitsko, R. H.; Ghandour, R. M.; Holbrook, J. R.; Kogan, M. D.; Blumberg, S. J., Prevalence of 
Parent-Reported ADHD Diagnosis and Associated Treatment Among U.S. Children and Adolescents, 2016. Journal 
of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology 2018, 47 (2), 199-212.

13.  Rochester, J. R.; Bolden, A. L.; Kwiatkowski, C. F., Prenatal exposure to bisphenol A and hyperactivity in chil-
dren: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Environment International 2018, 114, 343-356.

14.  Grandjean, P.; Andersen, E. W.; Budtz-Jørgensen, E.; Nielsen, F.; Mølbak, K.; Weihe, P.; Heilmann, C., Serum 
Vaccine Antibody Concentrations in Children Exposed to Perfluorinated Compounds. JAMA 2012, 307 (4), 391-
397.


