
Guide to 
Safer Children’s Products

Healthy people, 
a clean environment 

and a thriving economy

To leave a healthy legacy, Minnesota 
needs safe products and safe ways to make them.

Thousands of children’s toys have been recalled recently because 
of lead paint. But lead is not the only worry. Many other chemicals 
used in children’s products also pose health risks. Two of these are 
bisphenol A and phthalates. Both chemicals disrupt hormones in the 
human body.

Children are more vulnerable 

Child development is a delicate biological process, guided in 
part by the body’s own hormones acting at exquisitely low levels 
and affecting every cell, organ and function of the human body. 
Exposures to chemicals like phthalates and bisphenol A during 
critical times in development can disrupt this delicate process, 
resulting in lifelong health impacts. 

Phthalates (pronounced thal-ates) are plasticizers used to soften 
vinyl products like teething rings, toys*, raincoats and bibs. It’s 
also an ingredient in scented baby products and toiletries (soaps, 
shampoos and lotions). Children can ingest phthalates when they 
chew on vinyl products or inhale them from personal care products.

Phthalate exposure has been linked to demasculinization,1,2 low 
sperm count,3 adverse genital development in boys,4 hypospadias,5 
premature breast development in girls,6 shortened length of 
pregnancy,7 and the development of asthma and rhinitis.8 Both 
human and animal studies support adverse effects from exposure to 
phthalates.

Bisphenol A (BPA) is a chemical component of polycarbonate 
plastic used to make plastic toys, baby bottles and “sippy” cups. It 
is also used to line metal food cans, including infant formula cans. 
Children can ingest BPA that leaches out of these products. 

Animal studies link early exposure to bisphenol A to breast cancer,9 
prostate cancer,10 hyperactivity,11 obesity,12 low sperm counts,13 
miscarriage,14 immune system alterations,15 insulin resistance,16 
reproductive malformation,17 and more. 

*Note: U.S. law prohibits phthalates in new children’s toys, effective January 1, 
2009. Phthalates could still be present in used toys.

Hundreds of unwanted synthetic chemicals are 
present in the human body. They pass from 
mother to baby and are found in umbilical cord 
blood, as well as breast milk. They build up with 
the potential for long-term health impacts. BPA 
is found in the bodies of over 95% of Americans 
(children have the highest levels) and phthalates 
have been found in 100% of the population 
tested. These chemicals do not belong in our 
children’s toys and they definitely do not belong 
in our bodies.

Body Burden

Low Doses Matter
Product manufacturers often claim that exposures 
to hormone-disrupting chemicals don’t matter 
because the doses are so low. Emerging 
science shows that low doses do indeed matter. 
For example, BPA causes adverse effects on 
mammary cells at levels 2000 times lower than the 
EPA “safety” level, which is 50.0 parts per billion.18



Get to know your plastics.  

Plastics are commonplace in modern society, but some 
types of plastics are safer than others.

           	 Safer choices			          Avoid

Not all #7 plastics are polycarbonate. Since #7 is a 
catch all category for plastics that don’t fit into the 
#1-6 categories, it is used for polycarbonate, plastic 
mixtures, polyamide, co-polyester and also the new 
bio-based PLA plastic. If a #7 product is labeled 
PC, it’s polycarbonate and contains BPA. If it’s not 
labeled, you may have to contact the manufacturer to 
determine the type of plastic.
 

Bad:   
PVC/vinyl raincoats, backpacks, bibs, boots,  
toys like teethers and rubber duckies, 
polycarbonate bottles,  
“sippy” cups, baby dishes  
and utentsils.

Better:
Melamine dishes, polyethylene,  
polypropylene or polyamide
bottles.

Best:
Glass bottles, ceramic dishes, toys made of wood or 
cloth.

There are Safer Products.
Chemical manufacturers and government agencies are 
still arguing that exposures are too small to have any ill 
effects. They said that about lead 50 years ago. Now 
we know better. Taking precautions is common sense. 
Choose products without toxic ingredients to protect 
the health and development of your children. 

Safe products made safely

Forgo the fragrance. 
Phthalates are a common ingredient in cosmetics and 
personal care products. Read the label and watch for 
DMP, diethyl phthalate (DEP), DBP and fragrance. 
Companies can legally list “fragrance” as an ingredient 
without identifying what exactly is in the fragrance. 
Since phthalates are often used as a fragrance fixative, 
play it safe and go fragrance-free. Search for specific 
products at CosmeticsDatabase.com.  

Breast milk is best. 
Hands down, breast milk is the healthiest and most 
cost effective first food. Some plastic baby bottles 
and breast milk storage units contain BPA and some 
infant formula cans are lined with plastic resins that 
leach BPA. Use glass bottles or those made from safer 
plastic. If you use formula, opt for powdered, which 
is less likely to absorb BPA from the lining of the can. 
(See insert for specific products.)

Better Safe Than Sorry
We all do our best to prevent harm. We use car seats 
and child gates to protect young children. Taking steps 
to reduce exposure to synthetic chemicals is exactly 
the same. You may have unknowingly used products 
containing risky chemicals, but you can make safer 
choices to prevent future exposures by following the 
tips in this consumer guide.
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Be a conscious cook.
You can use plastics, but you don’t need to eat them. Only use glass 
or ceramic in the microwave or for serving warm foods. Store foods 
in glass, ceramic or safer plastics (1, 2, 4, or 5–be sure to let the food 
cool down). Don’t store acidic foods like tomato sauce or fatty foods 
like gravy in plastic. Discard worn plastic containers and hand wash 
plastic so it doesn’t get worn out so quickly. Purchase fresh or frozen 
foods since many cans (even some labeled “organic”) are lined with a 
resin that contains BPA.  

Shop smart.  

Why buy questionable products when safer alternatives are  
widely available? Purchase products made from safer materials like 
wooden and cloth toys or glass, stainless steel and ceramic containers. 
Use the Web sites below to find lists of specific products. 

HealthyLegacy.org: Find out more about safer products and how to make your school, your community and our 
world a safer place for children.

HealthyToys.org: This easy–to-use database of over 1,200 toys reveals levels of five contaminants of concern: 
lead, mercury, cadmium, chlorine and arsenic. 

BPA.zrecs.com: Z Recommends has published two reports on BPA-free children’s products and they are 
continually updating their information.

Safecosmetics.org: A database for finding safer personal care products.

Contact your elected officials.
Encourage them to enact policies that protect public health from toxic chemicals in consumer products, 
especially in products designed for children.

                          Pocket Guide to Safe Children’s Products
       Plastics 
	 Choose safer plastics:               Safer choices		      Avoid

			                                                          

      
     Personal Care Products
	 Read the label: Purchase products that don’t contain DMP, diethyl phthalate (DEP), DBP, or fragrance.
        

       Unlabeled Products? Make a Call
	 Text “zrecs” plus a company name and products category to 69866 to find out if a product contains BPA.
	 Text “healthytoys” and toy name, toy manufacturer or retailer to 41411 to find out if a toy contains toxins.
	 Look for the 1-800 number on the product box and call the manufacturer.

 Clip and Carry
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The Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy is one of the founding mem-
bers of Healthy Legacy, a Minnesota-based coalition dedicated to safe prod-
ucts, made safely. For more information, email us at info@healthylegacy.org.
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PVC/vinyl raincoats, backpacks, bibs, 
boots, toys like teethers and rubber 
duckies, polycarbonate bottles, “sippy” 
cups, baby dishes and utentsils.

Melamine dishes, polyethylene, 
polypropylene or polyamide bottles.

Glass bottles, ceramic dishes, 
toys made of wood or cloth.


