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SPOTLIGHT ON PHTHALATES
Phthalates are synthetic compounds that are used as additives 
in a myriad of consumer products because their properties add 
flexibility and other desirable characteristics. 

Phthalates are commonly added to polyvinyl chloride (PVC), and 
are used in the manufacturing of packaging, textiles, flooring, and 
numerous cosmetics. Until just a few years ago, phthalates were 
used in very high concentrations to make children’s toys soft and 
squishy, to make IV bags more pliable, to make artificial nails more 
flexible and less likely to crack, and as a solvent in cosmetics. A 2015 
study of children’s products by the Danish government found that 9 
out of 41 products tested contained over 20% phthalates by weight 
[1]. Three years later, an enforcement project undertaken by the 
European Chemicals Agency (ECHA) found that every fifth second-
hand toy contained restricted phthalates [2]. 

In recent years, scientists have linked exposure to the most common 
phthalates with a range of health impacts, including reproductive 
disorders, overweight, insulin resistance, asthma, and attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder. Four of the most common phthalates 
[3] were among the first substances to be regulated at the European 
level under the authorisation process, and, with limited exceptions, 
can no longer be used in the EU. In the last few years, five more 
phthalates [4] have been regulated by the same process for their 
reproductive toxicity [5]. But even these examples only serve to 
demonstrate that we must act more quickly to regulate entire 
groups of these compounds, rather than tackling them one at a time. 
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