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FOCUS ON PHTHALATES: MYTH VS. FACT
For 50 years, phthalate plasticizers have been commonly used as an ingredient to make vinyl flexible in everything
from decorative products to medical devices. For coated fabrics, phthalates’ uniquely useful properties contribute to
their ease of manufacturing, cleaning, and leather-like feel and appearance, as well as to their durability, versatility and
affordability.

■

Phthalates are a class of chemical compounds that are colorless liquids with little or no odor and low

volatility. People outside of our industry often refer to them as a single substance when, in fact, there are about 14 different types of phthalates currently used in commerce. ■ The industry that produces phthalates, represented in the United
States by the American Chemistry Council (ACC), is dedicated to promoting safe use of this valuable class of chemical
compounds. And the truth is, over the past 50 years, phthalates have established a strong safety profile. But myths
about them persist. The document below is intended to help customers distinguish truth from myth in product claims.
MYTH: PHTHALATES ARE NOT TESTED.
Fact: Phthalates are among the most thoroughly studied families
of compounds in the world and have been reviewed by multiple
regulatory bodies in the United States and Europe.
Phthalate plasticizers have established a strong safety profile over
the 50 years in which they have been in general use. Even after
years of testing, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
does not list phthalates as persistent, bioaccumulative, toxic (PBT )
substances. Since the 1970s, the phthalates industry has also
sponsored health, safety and environmental research. Phthalates
have never been shown to cause harm to humans from their
normal, intended use.

MYTH: PHTHALATES INTERFERE WITH HUMAN MALE
REPRODUCTIVE DEVELOPMENT.
Fact: This is highly disputed by the scientific community; multiple
studies fail to establish any connection between phthalates and
male sexual development in humans.
Only one study, in 2005, has ever suggested that pregnant
mothers’ exposure to phthalates caused developmental effects in
male infants, but it had no control group; it has been disputed by
the scientific community and largely ignored by authoritative
bodies in the U.S. and Europe. Even the conductor of the study,
Dr. Shanna Swan, at the time the Director of the Center for
Reproductive Epidemiology at the University of Rochester Medical
Center, has stated, “(this study and its follow up) need to be
replicated at a larger scale in a different population.” Other studies
have been conducted, but none able to duplicate the results
and establish any correlation between phthalates and male
development in humans.
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Q: DO PHTHALATES LEACH OUT OF PRODUCTS
AND CAUSE HARM?
A: PHTHALATES ARE NOT READILY EXTRACTED FROM
FLEXIBLE VINYL PRODUCTS AND DO NOT ACCUMULATE
IN THE HUMAN BODY.
Their potential for human exposure or environmental release
is limited by the physical nature of the vinyl polymer, which
holds them tightly in the matrix of the fabricated product.
For more information about phthalates, visit the resource
center from the American Chemistry Council:
http://phthalates.americanchemistry.com and the European
Chemical Industry Council: http://www.plasticizers.org

MYTH: PHTHALATES ARE THE CAUSE OF AN EPIDEMIC
OF CHILDHOOD CANCERS SINCE THE 1980S.
Fact: The National Cancer Institute has rejected the claim that
there has been any increase in major pediatric cancers.

MYTH: PHTHALATES ARE MAKING US FAT.
Fact: No studies connect phthalate exposure to obesity in humans;
the key causes are increased calorie consumption and less
exercise.

The National Cancer Institute says there has been “no substantial
change in incidence for the major pediatric cancers, and (the) rate
remained relatively stable since the mid-1980s.” Further, thorough
scientific reviews in the U.S., including by the U.S. Consumer
Product Safety Commission (CPSC), and in the European Union,
have found toys containing phthalates safe for children. Former
Surgeon General Dr. Everett Koop led an international panel of
scientists and doctors in reviewing the current science on
phthalates and confirmed they do not pose a health hazard in
normal consumer use.

While studies have shown that the weight profile of Americans
has increased throughout the years, chemical compounds,
including phthalates, are not to blame. In 2010, the World Health
Organization stated, “The key causes are increased consumption
of energy-dense foods high in saturated fats and sugars, and
reduced physical activity.” Moreover, there is no scientific evidence
from decades of animal studies that links any phthalate to an
increase in weight.

MYTH: PHTHALATES ARE THE CAUSE OF A RECENT
INCREASE IN INFERTILITY.

Fact: Human exposure to phthalates is found below recommended
levels set by government agencies.

Fact: Data from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) shows stable birth rates from the 1970s through today.
Most recently, in 2010, the Danish National Board of Health
released sperm count data, revealing that sperm counts are not, in
fact, decreasing. Looking at data from 1996-2010, the organization
found that sperm count has remained stable the past 15 years.
Only one study conducted in 1992 concluded that men’s sperm
counts decreased 50% since the 1940s. All subsequent studies
have produced conflicting results, primarily based on geographic
location.

MYTH: PHTHALATES CAN BE FOUND AT TOXIC LEVELS
IN HUMANS.

Government biomonitoring studies have indicated the presence
of hundreds of natural and manmade chemicals in the human
body. The mere presence of something in the body does not
equate with harm. The inherent toxicity of the chemical and the
dose and length of exposure are important factors. Furthermore,
phthalates begin to break down within minutes and are eliminated
from the body within hours. The CDC has found average phthalate
exposures to be a hundred to a thousand times below concentrations (or at 1/100 to 1/1,000 of the no observed effect levels)
set by U.S. federal agencies to be protective of human health.
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