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Abstract Lead exposure is a serious public health concern with significant neuro-
logical and cellular effects. This chapter examines the effects of lead on brain devel-
opment, neurotransmitter function, and cellular processes from a neurological and 
cellular perspective. Lead exposure during critical periods of brain development 
can result in structural and functional changes in the brain, leading to cognitive and 
behavioral deficits. Alterations in neurotransmitter function, such as dopamine, sero-
tonin, and glutamate, can contribute to the development of neurological conditions. 
At the cellular level, lead can interfere with mitochondrial function and oxidative 
stress, leading to cell death and inflammation. In addition, lead exposure can have 
long-term effects, contributing to the development of neurological disorders such as 
Parkinson’s disease and Alzheimer’s disease. While the exact mechanisms of lead 
toxicity are still being investigated, effective strategies to prevent lead exposure are 
critical, including reducing lead in the environment, improving screening and reme-
diation efforts, and increasing public awareness of the risks associated with lead 
exposure. 
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2.1 Introduction 

Lead is a toxic heavy metal that has been used for various industrial purposes for many 
years. It has been used in various industrial applications, including paint, gasoline, 
batteries, and solder. Due to its extensive use, it has become a widespread environ-
mental pollutant, posing a significant threat to human health and the ecosystem. It 
is affecting both humans and animals due to its ability to interfere with biological 
processes, particularly those related to the nervous system, the immune system, and 
the cardiovascular system. 

In humans, its exposure can cause a range of health problems, depending on the 
level and duration of exposure. The most significant effects are seen in children, who 
are more vulnerable to lead’s toxic effects than adults (Lidsky and Schneider 2003). 
Lead exposure in children can cause developmental delays, behavioral problems, 
decreased IQ, and an increased risk of neurological disorders such as Parkinson’s 
disease, Alzheimer’s disease, and multiple sclerosis (Bellinger 2004;Wu et al.  2020). 
In adults, lead exposure can cause anemia, high blood pressure, kidney damage, and 
reproductive problems. 

In animals, its exposure has been observed in a variety of animal species, including 
birds, fish, and mammals. In birds, exposure is causing decreased reproductive 
success, impaired immune function, and neurological damage. In fish, exposure is 
a cause for developmental abnormalities, impaired growth, and reduced survival. 
In mammals, lead exposure has similar effects as those seen in humans, including 
neurological damage, reproductive problems, and decreased immune function. 

The lead exposure to multicellular organisms causes widespread systemic changes 
in the body ranging from cellular dysfunctions to molecular alterations. The various 
biochemical processes required for metabolism of carbohydrate, lipids, and proteins 
are significantly affected. In the present, the chapter cellular and neurological 
alterations caused by the exposure of lead has been discussed. 

2.2 Lead Exposure in the Environment 

Lead is present in the environment in various forms, including soil, air, water, and 
food. Human exposure to lead occurs through multiple routes, including inhalation 
of contaminated air, ingestion of contaminated soil or water, and consumption of 
lead-contaminated food. Industrial activities such as mining, smelting, and battery 
manufacturing are the primary sources of lead pollution. Additionally, lead-based 
paints used in houses and buildings can also be a significant source of lead exposure.
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2.3 Adverse Effects of Lead Exposure 

Lead toxicity affects many biological systems, including the cellular and neurolog-
ical systems. Lead toxicity can cause oxidative stress, inflammation, and damage to 
cellular components such as DNA, proteins, and lipids. The nervous system is partic-
ularly vulnerable to lead toxicity, as it can interfere with neurotransmitter signaling, 
neuronal development, and synaptic function (Atchison 1988) The long-term effects 
of lead exposure on the nervous system include decreased IQ, developmental delays, 
and an increased risk of neurological disorders such as Parkinson’s disease and 
Alzheimer’s disease (Liu et al. 2013; Raj et al. 2021). 

2.4 Mechanisms of Cellular and Neurological Effects 

The mechanism by which lead exerts its toxic effects is complex and involves multiple 
mechanisms, including interference with enzymatic activity, oxidative stress, inflam-
mation, and disruption of ion channels and membrane transporters. The exact mech-
anisms by which lead causes its toxic effects can vary depending on the specific 
biological system or process that is affected. Lead also bind to and inhibit enzymes 
such as delta-aminolevulinic acid dehydratase (ALAD), which plays a critical role 
in heme synthesis. It generates reactive oxygen species (ROS), which may leads to 
oxidative stress and damage to cellular components. In the nervous system, lead (Pb) 
interfere with synaptic transmission and disrupt the balance of calcium ions, lead to 
excitotoxicity and neuronal death (Mason et al. 2014). 

2.4.1 Lead Effect: Cellular Perspective 

2.4.1.1 Cellular Effects 

The cellular perspective of lead effects involves understanding how lead interferes 
with cellular functions and signaling pathways, leading to cellular dysfunction and 
damage. Lead can enter cells through various mechanisms, including ion channels, 
transporters, and receptors. Once inside the cell, lead can bind to and disrupt many 
cellular components, including enzymes, proteins, and DNA. One of the primary 
mechanisms by which lead exerts its toxic effects is through the generation of reac-
tive oxygen species (ROS), which can cause oxidative stress and damage to cellular 
structures (Jomova and Valko 2011). Lead can also interfere with calcium signaling, 
which plays a crucial role in many cellular processes, including cell growth, differ-
entiation, and apoptosis. Lead can bind to and inhibit calcium channels, leading to 
altered calcium homeostasis and impaired cellular signaling. This can affect many 
cellular processes, including the activation of signaling pathways, gene expression,
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and apoptosis. Another mechanism by which lead exerts its toxic effects is through 
the disruption of the cytoskeleton, which provides structural support and maintains 
cellular shape. Lead can interfere with the assembly and stability of microtubules and 
actin filaments, leading to altered cellular morphology, impaired cellular migration, 
and altered cellular function. Furthermore, lead can alter cellular signaling pathways, 
leading to aberrant cellular proliferation, differentiation, and apoptosis. Lead expo-
sure has been associated with the activation of many signaling pathways, including 
MAPK/ERK, PI3K/Akt, and JAK/STAT pathways, which can contribute to cellular 
dysfunction and damage. 

2.4.1.2 Cellular Proteins Affected by Lead 

Proteins are large, complex molecules that perform various functions within cells, 
such as catalyzing chemical reactions, transporting molecules, and providing struc-
tural support. Lead exposure can affect many different cellular proteins, leading to 
a range of adverse health effects (Chasapis 2018; GoERING 1993). Here are some 
cellular proteins that can be affected by lead: 

Metallothioneins 

Metallothioneins are small, cysteine-rich proteins that are found in a variety of organ-
isms, including humans. They are particularly abundant in the liver and kidneys, 
where they play an important role in detoxifying heavy metals. Metallothioneins 
bind to metals like lead and cadmium, sequestering them and preventing them from 
causing damage to cells and tissues (Bruno et al. 2016). 

In humans, there are four different metallothionein isoforms: MT-1, MT-2, MT-3, 
and MT-4. MT-1 and MT-2 are the most abundant isoforms and are found in most 
tissues, while MT-3 is primarily expressed in the brain and MT-4 is found in stratified 
squamous epithelia. Lead exposure can increase the expression of metallothioneins 
in the body, as a protective mechanism against the toxic effects of lead. However, 
chronic exposure to lead can deplete the levels of metallothioneins, making the body 
more susceptible to lead toxicity. Metallothioneins are also used as biomarkers of 
heavy metal exposure and toxicity, as their levels can be measured in blood and urine 
samples. 

Enzymes: Lead can bind to enzymes and alter their structure and function, 
inhibiting their ability to catalyze chemical reactions. This can disrupt various cellular 
processes, such as energy metabolism and DNA synthesis. 

Ion channels: Lead can interact with ion channels, which are specialized 
membrane proteins that allow ions to flow in and out of cells. This can interfere 
with the normal flow of ions across the cell membrane, disrupting various cellular 
processes such as signaling and muscle contraction. 

Transporters: Lead can interact with transporters, which are membrane proteins 
that move molecules in and out of cells. This can interfere with the normal transport 
of essential molecules such as nutrients and neurotransmitters, leading to cellular 
dysfunction.
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Receptors: Lead can interact with receptors, which are proteins on the cell surface 
that bind to specific molecules and trigger signaling pathways. This can interfere 
with normal cell signaling and contribute to the development of various diseases. 

Structural proteins: Structural proteins provide support and shape to cells, and 
they also play important roles in cell division, movement, and signaling. Lead can 
interact with structural proteins, such as microtubules and intermediate filaments, 
which provide support and shape to cells. This can disrupt the normal structure 
and function of cells, leading to cellular dysfunction. It can affect various structural 
proteins in cells, which can lead to cellular dysfunction and adverse health effects. 
Here are some examples of structural proteins that can be affected by lead: 

Microtubules: Microtubules are long, hollow tubes made of protein subunits called 
tubulin. They play a critical role in maintaining cell shape and supporting cell divi-
sion, as well as in intracellular transport and signaling. Lead exposure can disrupt 
microtubule structure and function, leading to impaired cell division and transport. 

Intermediate filaments: Intermediate filaments are a diverse group of fibrous 
proteins that provide mechanical strength to cells and tissues. They are particu-
larly important in cells that are subjected to mechanical stress, such as skin cells and 
muscle cells. Lead exposure can disrupt intermediate filament structure and function, 
leading to cellular dysfunction and tissue damage. 

Extracellular matrix proteins: The extracellular matrix (ECM) is a complex 
network of proteins and carbohydrates that surrounds cells and provides structural 
support. ECM proteins, such as collagen and fibronectin, are important in cell adhe-
sion, migration, and signaling. Lead exposure can disrupt ECM protein synthesis 
and organization, leading to impaired cell function and tissue integrity. 

Cytoskeletal proteins: The cytoskeleton is a dynamic network of protein fibers that 
provides mechanical support to cells and helps maintain their shape and organization. 
Cytoskeletal proteins, such as actin and myosin, are particularly important in muscle 
cells and other cells that require movement. Lead exposure can disrupt cytoskeletal 
organization and function, leading to impaired cell movement and function. 

2.4.1.3 Interfering with Enzymes 

Lead can bind to enzymes and disrupt their normal function. This can lead to 
metabolic disruptions and affect cellular processes. Lead can bind to the active site 
of enzymes and inhibit their function, e.g., lead inhibits in vitro creatine kinase and 
pyruvate kinase activity in brain cortex of rats (Lepper et al. 2010). This can disrupt 
normal cellular processes that depend on enzymatic activity, such as metabolism 
and protein synthesis. It can cause changes in the structure of enzymes, which can 
affect their function. This can lead to the formation of misfolded or dysfunctional 
enzymes that can be harmful to the cell. Some enzymes require cofactors, such as 
metal ions or vitamins, to function properly. Lead can interfere with the binding of 
these cofactors to enzymes, leading to decreased enzymatic activity. It can cause
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irreversible damage to enzymes, leading to their inactivation. This can result in a 
loss of enzymatic activity that can have severe consequences for cellular processes 
(Nemsadze et al. 2009). 

2.4.1.4 Disrupting Ion Channels 

Lead can interfere with the function of ion channels, which play a key role in the 
regulation of cellular processes such as signaling and ion transport. It can disrupt ion 
channels in several ways, leading to cellular dysfunction. Ion channels are specialized 
membrane proteins that allow ions to move in and out of cells, playing a critical role 
in various cellular processes such as signaling and ion homeostasis. Ion channels 
can be opened or closed by different mechanisms, and lead can interfere with these 
mechanisms. For example, lead can disrupt the voltage-gating mechanism of ion 
channels, preventing them from opening or closing properly in response to changes 
in membrane potential. It can bind to ion channel proteins, altering their structure 
and function. This can cause the ion channels to become less selective or to conduct 
ions more slowly, leading to cellular dysfunction. The expression of ion channels 
could be altered either by increasing or decreasing their expression levels. This can 
disrupt ion homeostasis and signaling pathways, leading to cellular dysfunction. 

Lead can enter cells through a variety of mechanisms, including passive diffusion 
and active transport. Once inside cells, lead can bind to proteins and interfere with 
cellular processes. For example, lead can bind to calcium-binding proteins and disrupt 
intracellular calcium signaling, which can affect cell growth and differentiation (Wani 
et al. 2015). Lead can also interfere with the transport of other essential metals, such 
as iron and zinc, leading to further cellular dysfunction. 

2.4.1.5 Disruption of Calcium Signaling 

Calcium ions play a critical role in many cellular processes, and lead can interfere 
with calcium signaling by disrupting the function of calcium channels. This can lead 
to a range of cellular dysfunctions, including impaired cell signaling and mitochon-
drial dysfunction (Yang et al. 2020). Calcium ions are involved in the regulation 
of gene expression, and disruption of calcium channels can alter the expression of 
genes within cells. This can lead to abnormal cellular function and contribute to the 
development of various diseases. They play a key role in regulating mitochondrial 
function, and disruption of calcium channels can lead to impaired mitochondrial 
function. This can lead to cellular dysfunction and contribute to the development of 
various diseases. Disruption of calcium channels can lead to excessive accumulation 
of calcium ions within cells, which can trigger cell death. This can contribute to 
the development of various diseases, including neurodegenerative diseases (Lee and 
Freeman 2014) and cardiovascular disease.
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2.4.1.6 Altering Gene Expression 

Gene expression refers to the process by which genes are transcribed into RNA 
and translated into proteins, which play a critical role in various cellular processes 
(Yang et al. 2018). Lead can alter gene expression within cells, which can affect 
the synthesis of proteins and other cellular components, leading to a range of health 
effects. Lead exposure can alter gene expression in various ways, leading to a range 
of adverse health effects. For example, perinatal exposure to lead (Pb) promotes 
Tau phosphorylation in the rat brain in a GSK-3β and CDK5 dependent manner 
(Gąssowska et al. 2016). Here are some ways in which lead can alter gene expression: 

Epigenetic modifications: Lead exposure can cause epigenetic modifications, 
which refer to changes in gene expression that are not caused by changes in 
the DNA sequence itself. These modifications can include DNA methylation and 
histone modifications and can lead to changes in gene expression that can persist 
over time. For example, combined exposure of lead and cadmium leads to the 
aggravated neurotoxicity through regulating the expression of histone deacetylase 
(Zhou et al. 2020). 

Alteration of transcription factors: Lead exposure can alter the activity of tran-
scription factors, which are proteins that regulate gene expression by binding to 
specific DNA sequences. This can lead to changes in gene expression that can 
contribute to the development of various diseases. 

DNA damage: Lead exposure can cause DNA damage, which can lead to changes 
in gene expression. This can occur through direct interaction with DNA or indirectly 
through the generation of reactive oxygen species (ROS), which can cause oxidative 
damage to DNA. 

2.4.1.7 Disruption of Signaling Pathways 

Cell signaling refers to the process by which cells communicate with each other to 
regulate various cellular processes, such as growth, differentiation, and apoptosis. 
Here are some ways in which lead can disrupt cell signaling: Lead exposure can 
disrupt signaling pathways within cells, which can lead to changes in gene expression. 
For example, lead can interfere with calcium signaling, which plays a critical role 
in regulating gene expression. Lead exposure can disrupt cell signaling in various 
ways, leading to a range of adverse health effects. 

Disruption of receptor-ligand interactions: Lead exposure can disrupt the interac-
tion between receptors on the cell surface and their ligands, which are molecules that 
bind to the receptors and trigger signaling pathways. This can interfere with normal 
cell signaling and contribute to the development of various diseases. 

Interference with intracellular signaling pathways : Lead exposure can interfere 
with intracellular signaling pathways, which are triggered by receptor-ligand interac-
tions and relay information within the cell. This can disrupt normal cellular function 
and lead to cellular dysfunctions.
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Alteration of second messenger signaling: Second messengers are molecules that 
relay signals from the cell surface to the interior of the cell, where they trigger 
signaling pathways. Lead exposure can interfere with the production or function of 
second messengers, which can disrupt normal cell signaling. 

Disruption of calcium signaling: Calcium ions play a critical role in many 
signaling pathways within cells, and lead exposure can disrupt calcium signaling. 
This can interfere with normal cellular function and contribute to the development 
of various diseases. 

2.5 Lead Toxicity and Blood Cells 

Lead exposure may cause vascular dysfunction in the brain (Olung et al. 2021). Lead 
toxicity can affect various types of blood cells, including red blood cells, white blood 
cells, and platelets, which can contribute to a range of adverse health effects. Lead 
exposure can inhibit the synthesis of heme, a component of hemoglobin, which can 
lead to decreased production of red blood cells and anemia. Lead can also cause the 
formation of abnormal hemoglobin molecules, which are less efficient at carrying 
oxygen than normal hemoglobin. This can further contribute to decreased oxygen 
delivery to the body’s tissues and the development of anemia. Lead exposure can 
suppress the production and function of white blood cells, which play a critical role 
in the immune system’s defense against infections and diseases. This can lead to an 
increased risk of infections and impaired immune function. It can reduce the number 
and function of platelets, which are responsible for blood clotting, which can lead to 
an increased risk of bleeding and bruising. In addition to these effects on blood cells, 
lead toxicity can also lead to other adverse health effects, including neurological 
and developmental effects, reproductive and fertility problems, and cardiovascular 
disease. 

2.6 Lead Toxicity and Hemoglobin 

Lead toxicity can affect hemoglobin, the protein in red blood cells that carries oxygen 
from the lungs to the body’s tissues. Lead exposure can lead to anemia, a condi-
tion characterized by a decrease in the number of red blood cells or a decrease 
in the amount of hemoglobin in the blood. One way that lead exposure can affect 
hemoglobin is by inhibiting the activity of the enzyme delta-aminolevulinic acid 
dehydratase (ALAD), which is required for the synthesis of heme, a component of 
hemoglobin. Without heme, the production of hemoglobin is impaired, leading to 
decreased oxygen-carrying capacity in the blood and anemia. Lead exposure can also 
lead to the formation of abnormal hemoglobin molecules, which are less efficient at 
carrying oxygen than normal hemoglobin. This can further contribute to decreased 
oxygen delivery to the body’s tissues and the development of anemia.
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2.7 Oxidative Stress 

One of the primary cellular effects of lead exposure is oxidative stress. Lead exposure 
can increase the production of reactive oxygen species (ROS), which can damage 
cellular components such as lipids, proteins, and DNA. Studies have shown that 
lead exposure can reduce the activity of antioxidant enzymes, such as superoxide 
dismutase (SOD) and catalase, which help protect cells against oxidative damage 
(Flora 2009). In addition, lead exposure can lead to the depletion of glutathione, an 
important cellular antioxidant (Patrick 2006a, b, c; Gasmi et al. 2022; Paithankar 
et al. 2021). 

2.8 Inflammation 

Lead exposure has also been shown to cause inflammation at the cellular level. Studies 
have shown that lead exposure can increase the production of pro-inflammatory 
cytokines, such as tumor necrosis factor-alpha (TNF-α) and interleukin-6 (IL-6) (3). 
This can lead to the activation of immune cells and the recruitment of inflamma-
tory cells to affected tissues. Chronic inflammation can contribute to a variety of 
diseases, including cardiovascular disease and cancer (Navas-Acien et al. 2007; 
Taiwo et al. 2018). 

2.9 DNA Damage 

Lead exposure has also been linked to DNA damage at the cellular level. Studies 
have shown that lead exposure can cause single-strand breaks and oxidative damage 
to DNA (Taiwo et al. 2018). In addition, lead exposure can interfere with DNA 
repair mechanisms, leading to the accumulation of DNA damage over time. This can 
increase the risk of mutations and cancer. 

2.10 Suppression of Immune Function 

Lead exposure has been shown to have significant effects on immune cells, including 
both innate and adaptive immune responses. Studies have shown that lead exposure 
can reduce the number and function of immune cells, such as neutrophils, natural 
killer cells, and T cells (Dietert et al. 2004; Wang et al. 2015). Lead exposure has also 
been shown to decrease the production of cytokines, such as interleukin-2 (IL-2), 
interferon-gamma (IFN-γ), and tumor necrosis factor-alpha (TNF-α), which are 
important for immune function (Koller and Exon 2001; McElvania Tekippe et al. 
2018).
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Here are some of the specific effects: 

(a) Decreased number and function of immune cells: Lead exposure has been 
shown to decrease the number and function of various immune cells, such as 
neutrophils, natural killer cells, and T cells (Dietert et al. 2004; Wang et al. 
2015). 

(b) Suppressed cytokine production: Lead exposure has also been shown to reduce 
the production of cytokines, such as interleukin-2 (IL-2), interferon-gamma 
(IFN-γ), and tumor necrosis factor-alpha (TNF-α), which are important for 
immune function (Koller and Exon 2001; McElvania Tekippe et al. 2018). 

(c) Altered immune cell signaling: Lead exposure can interfere with the signaling 
pathways involved in the activation and differentiation of immune cells (Ahamed 
and Siddiqui 2007; Patrick 2006a, b, c). For example, lead exposure can inhibit 
the activity of the transcription factor nuclear factor-kappa B (NF-κB), which 
is involved in the regulation of cytokine production and immune cell activation 
(Luster et al. 1998; Almutairi et al. 2022). 

(d) Disrupted immune cell communication: Lead exposure can affect the expres-
sion and function of cell surface receptors and signaling molecules, such as toll-
like receptors (TLRs), which are involved in the recognition of pathogens and 
the activation of immune cells (Heo et al. 1996; Rosati et al. 2021). Lead expo-
sure can also affect the production and secretion of signaling molecules, such 
as chemokines and cytokines, which can disrupt the communication between 
immune cells. 

2.11 Lead Effect: Neurological Perspective 

The nervous system is particularly vulnerable to lead toxicity, as it can cross the 
blood–brain barrier and accumulate in the brain, where it interferes with neuro-
transmitter signaling, neuronal development, and synaptic function. Neurological 
perspective of lead effects include its impact on cognitive and behavioral functions 
also. 

2.11.1 Neurodevelopmental Effects in Children 

Public health officials are concerned about lead exposure, particularly in young chil-
dren who are more at risk due to greater hand-to-mouth activity and who only absorb 
about half of an oral dosage of water-soluble lead. The adverse effects of organic 
lead are far greater than that of inorganic lead since it is lipid soluble and impacts 
the cell rapidly. According to meta-analyses, children’s IQ scores drop by 2–3 points 
for every 10 μg/dl increase in blood lead levels, and there is no threshold for lead’s 
negative effects on IQ. A recent study that focuses on the negative impact of lead
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on the executive and attention domains of neurobehavioral function has found find-
ings that are similar to these. Complex mechanisms underlie lead’s ability to cause 
neurotoxicity (Rocha and Trujillo 2019). 

2.11.2 Behavioral and Cognitive Effects in Children 
and Adults 

Lead exposure in early life has long been associated with aggressive, disruptive, and 
erratic conduct that can lead to scholastic failure and expulsion from school (Byers 
and Lord 1943).Children who are exposed to lead may experience cognitive and 
behavioral problems, including hyperactivity, as well as problems with fine motor 
function, hand–eye coordination, and reaction speed. They may also perform less 
well on IQ tests. 

Lead levels in children’s dentin have been linked to unhelpful classroom behavior 
(Needleman et al. 1979). Boys aged 7–11 exhibit self-reported correlations between 
aggression, attentiveness, and delinquency and K-shell X-ray fluorescence (KXRF) 
measurements of lead in the tibia in addition to teacher and parent reports. A cross-
sectional study of 15–24 year olds found that those with blood lead levels between 
1.5 and 10 μg/dL were over 8 times more likely to meet the DSM-IV criteria for 
conduct disorder than those with levels in the lowest detectable range of less than 
0.7 μg/dL. (Braun et al. 2008). Children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) and those exposed to lead have behavioral similarities that are noteworthy 
(Nigg et al. 2008;Rice  2000). In discrimination reversal measures such the Wisconsin 
Card Sorting Test, spatial delayed alternation, go-no-go task, distractibility task, and 
serial reaction tasks, children with ADHD and those exposed to lead show severe 
impairments (Winneke 2011). Low scores on a variety of achievement tests, impul-
sivity, deficits in verbal processing, non-verbal thinking, reading, and arithmetic were 
found to be positively correlated with blood lead levels below 5 μg/dL found in chil-
dren (Canfield et al. 2003). While comparable low amounts of other hazardous heavy 
metals, such as mercury and aluminum, are not associated with ADHD-like effects, 
these effects are visible when blood lead levels are below 10 μg/dL (Ha et al. 2009). 
Blood lead levels below 5 μg/dL are linked to mixed hyperactive-inattentive ADHD 
symptoms, according to the DSM-IV. When compared to kids whose lead levels are 
undetectable, children with lead levels below 5 μg/dL have a more than two times 
higher chance of being diagnosed with ADHD (Froehlich et al. 2009). 

The cumulative nature of lead poisoning in adults showed detrimental effects later 
in life owing to the leaching of lead from bones overtime. Cognitive diseases such as 
Alzheimer’s were found to be positively correlated with lead exposure early in life. 
Research support the idea that early lead exposure has latent cognitive effects that 
manifest later in life as Alzheimer’s disease (Shih et al. 2007). It has been reported 
that older persons with blood lead levels of 3.46 μg/dL had tibia lead levels averaging 
18.7 μg/g, which was a substantially higher cumulative lead level.
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It is important that declines in a variety of cognitive abilities, including as 
language, processing speed, eye-hand coordination, executive functioning, verbal 
memory and learning, visual memory, and visuoconstruction, were strongly 
connected with tibia lead levels but not blood lead levels. Despite the fact that blood 
lead levels were low, steady state and peak blood lead levels were likely high in order 
to induce the elevated amounts of lead in bone yet were not recorded. 

Adults exposed to increased environmental levels of lead were found to possess 
lower cognitive test performances like verbal and visual memory, visuospatial ability, 
attention, and executive functioning (Shih et al. 2007). 

2.11.3 Neuropsychiatric Disorders Associated with Lead 
Exposure 

Various studies have associated lead exposure with multiple psychiatric illnesses 
like schizophrenia, major depressive disorder, mood, anxiety, and general distress 
and cognitive development, which is adversely correlated with BLLs (Bouchard et al. 
2009).People with blood lead levels > 2.1 g/dL had a 2.3-fold increased chance of 
meeting DSM-IV criteria for major depressive disorder and a 4.9-fold increased risk 
of panic disorder compared to people with blood lead levels < 0.7 g/dL. BLLs may 
be low or zero if assessed over the course of 30–40 days after exposure or absorption 
because of dispersion to multiple organs, even though bone lead levels may be higher. 

2.11.3.1 Cognitive Effects 

Lead exposure can cause cognitive deficits, particularly in children, who are more 
susceptible than adults. The cognitive effects of lead exposure include decreased IQ 
scores, impaired attention, memory, and learning abilities. Children with high lead 
levels may also exhibit behavior problems, including hyperactivity and aggression. 
These cognitive deficits are thought to result from lead-induced alterations in the 
developing brain, particularly in the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for exec-
utive functions, attention, and decision-making (Lanphear et al. 2005; Finkelstein 
et al. 1998). 

2.11.3.2 Behavioral Effects 

Lead exposure has also been associated with behavioral abnormalities, including 
aggression, delinquency, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). The 
behavioral effects of lead exposure are thought to result from the disruption of the 
dopaminergic system, which plays a critical role in reward, motivation, and mood 
regulation. Lead-induced alterations in the dopaminergic system may contribute to
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the development of behavioral problems by altering the balance between reward 
and punishment signals, leading to impulsive and aggressive behavior (Needleman 
2004). 

2.11.4 Neurological Mechanisms 

Lead exerts its neurotoxic effects by interfering with multiple mechanisms in the 
nervous system, including neurotransmitter signaling, neuronal development, and 
synaptic function (Green and Planchart 2018). Lead can bind to and inhibit calcium 
channels, which are critical for synaptic transmission, leading to impaired neurotrans-
mitter release and altered synaptic plasticity (Maeda et al. 2022). Lead can also disrupt 
the development of neurons, leading to abnormal neuronal migration and dendritic 
growth, which can affect the formation of synapses and neuronal circuits. Addition-
ally, lead can generate reactive oxygen species (ROS), which can lead to oxidative 
stress and damage to cellular components. Oxidative stress can also contribute to 
the disruption of the blood–brain barrier, leading to the infiltration of immune cells 
and the production of pro-inflammatory cytokines, which can further exacerbate the 
neurotoxic effects of lead. 

2.11.4.1 Neurotoxic Effects 

The primary mechanisms by which lead causes neurological damage is through its 
ability to disrupt the function of neurotransmitters, including dopamine, serotonin, 
and norepinephrine (Savolainen et al. 1998). Lead can interfere with the release, 
uptake, and metabolism of these neurotransmitters, leading to dysregulation of the 
nervous system (Guilarte and Miceli 1992; Guilarte et al. 2003). 

Another mechanism by which lead causes neurological damage is through its 
ability to disrupt the development of the nervous system. During critical periods of 
brain development, lead exposure can interfere with the formation and differentiation 
of neurons, resulting in permanent structural and functional changes in the brain 
(Cory-Slechta et al. 1997). Lead can also cause oxidative stress and inflammation in 
the brain, which can lead to damage to neurons and glial cells. Oxidative stress occurs 
when there is an imbalance between the production of reactive oxygen species (ROS) 
and the ability of the body’s antioxidant defense mechanisms to neutralize them. 
Lead exposure has been shown to increase ROS production and decrease antioxidant 
capacity in the brain, leading to oxidative damage (Flora 2009). In addition to these 
mechanisms, lead can also disrupt the blood–brain barrier, which is a protective 
barrier that prevents harmful substances from entering the brain. Lead exposure can 
weaken the blood–brain barrier, allowing lead and other toxins to enter the brain and 
cause damage (Guilarte and McGlothan 1998).
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2.12 Interventions to Mitigate Lead Toxicity 

Several interventions can be implemented to mitigate the adverse effects of lead 
toxicity. Primary prevention strategies include reducing or eliminating exposure to 
lead by reducing the use of lead-containing products, implementing environmental 
regulations, and providing education and awareness programs. Secondary preven-
tion strategies involve identifying and treating individuals with elevated blood lead 
levels through chelation therapy or other medical interventions. Additionally, various 
antioxidants and neuroprotective agents have been investigated for their potential to 
mitigate the effects of lead toxicity on the cellular and neurological systems. 

2.13 Conclusion 

Lead toxicity can cause a range of neurological disorders that can have lifelong 
consequences. These disorders can affect cognitive and behavioral functioning, as 
well as cause more serious conditions such as seizures and encephalopathy. It is 
crucial that steps are taken to reduce exposure to lead, particularly in young children 
who are most vulnerable to its effects. This can include measures such as reducing 
lead in water and soil, removing lead-based paint from homes, and increasing public 
awareness of the dangers of lead exposure. By taking these steps, we can work to 
prevent the neurological disorders caused by lead toxicity and promote healthier 
outcomes for individuals and communities. 
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