
Impacts of Childhood Air Pollution Exposure 
 

One of the biggest threats to global health at the moment is air pollution. Millions of individuals 

are impacted by this complicated and widespread issue, especially youngsters. The World 

Health Organization (WHO) estimates that air pollution causes seven million preventable deaths 

annually, and that 91% of the people on Earth live in locations where air quality is beyond WHO 

guidelines. 

Basically, no one is safe from air pollution. And while the situation is dire as is, if you take into 

account the fact that predisposed kids have a lot more to suffer because of contaminated air 

compared to adults, you can see why this is one of the greatest crisis situations we are dealing 

with at a global scale. After all, the welfare of children is at stake. 

In today’s article, I want to talk to you about air pollution exposure and the extent at which it 

impacts children, their growth, and well-being, as well as some strategies that you should apply 

ASAP to keep your child from the dangers of breathing contaminated air. Let’s go! 

 

The Devastating Effects of Air Pollution on Children’s Health 

Children are considerably more vulnerable to the effects of air pollution compared to adults 

because of a series of factors which include the fact that they breathe more air per unit of body 

weight, spend a lot more time outdoors, and their bodies are still developing. Therefore, they are 

a lot more susceptible to the toxic substances commonly found in polluted air. 

Unfortunately, as I mentioned at the beginning of the article, most of us deal with polluted air 

and its consequences since clean ambient and indoor air is indeed a luxury and rarity. This 

includes children, the category that has most to suffer both short- and long-term when exposed 

to air contaminants. Even if you have air purifiers in every room of your home, your child still 

isn’t completely out of harm’s way since they come into contact with air pollutants as soon as 

they go out the door. 



I want to break down the topic in two sections and talk about the short-term and long-term 

health effects separately. Both are expansive topics that deserve your full attention, so I don’t 

want to skip over any details of interest. Here it goes! 

Results of Short-Term Exposure to Polluted Air 

Short-term exposure to air pollution can cause a range of health problems in children. One of 

the most common short-term effects of air pollution on children's health is respiratory problems. 

The tiny particles in polluted air can irritate the airways and cause inflammation, leading to 

coughing, wheezing, and shortness of breath. Children with asthma are particularly susceptible 

to the effects of air pollution and may experience more frequent and severe symptoms during 

periods of high pollution. 

Air pollution can also cause allergic reactions in children, particularly those with pre-existing 

allergies. The tiny particles in polluted air can trigger an immune response, leading to symptoms 

such as itching, hives, and swelling. In addition to respiratory and allergic symptoms, air 

pollution can also cause headaches, dizziness, and fatigue in children. 

Exposure to air pollution can also exacerbate pre-existing health conditions in children. For 

example, children with respiratory conditions such as bronchitis or pneumonia may experience 

more severe symptoms during periods of high pollution. Similarly, children with heart conditions 

may be at greater risk of experiencing heart-related symptoms during periods of high pollution. 

It is important to note that the short-term effects of air pollution on children's health can vary 

depending on the type of pollutant and the duration and intensity of exposure. For example, 

exposure to ozone can cause immediate respiratory symptoms, while exposure to particulate 

matter can have both immediate and long-term effects on health. 

In addition to the health effects mentioned above, exposure to air pollution can also impact 

children's academic performance. Studies have shown that exposure to air pollution can lead to 

lower test scores and decreased cognitive function in children. This is thought to be due to the 

impact of air pollution on the developing brain, which can result in inflammation and oxidative 

stress.  

Results of Long-Term Exposure to Polluted Air 

Long-term exposure to air pollution can have severe and lasting impacts on children's health, 

including respiratory problems, cognitive development issues, and chronic illnesses. Let’s go 

into detail so that you better comprehend how severe the issue is. 

Chronic respiratory illnesses 

Studies have found that long-term exposure to air pollution can increase the risk of chronic 

respiratory illnesses, such as asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), in 

children. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), asthma affects approximately 235 

million people worldwide, with an estimated 14% of asthma cases in children being attributed to 

exposure to air pollution. In addition, COPD is a chronic respiratory disease that affects millions 

of people worldwide and is also linked to long-term exposure to air pollution. 

Cognitive development issues 

In addition to respiratory problems, exposure to air pollution has also been linked to cognitive 

development issues in children. Studies have found that children exposed to high levels of air 



pollution have lower IQ scores and experience learning difficulties. The reason behind this is 

that air pollution can cause inflammation in the brain, leading to oxidative stress and damage to 

brain cells. The damage to brain cells can lead to a range of cognitive and behavioral issues, 

including reduced memory, impaired judgment, and reduced attention span. 

Cardiovascular disease 

Long-term exposure to air pollution can also increase the risk of cardiovascular disease in 

children. Air pollution has been linked to the development of atherosclerosis, a condition where 

the walls of the arteries become thick and stiff due to the buildup of fatty plaques. This can lead 

to a range of cardiovascular problems, including heart attacks and strokes. 

Low birth weight and developmental delays 

Exposure to air pollution during pregnancy can also have lasting impacts on children's health. 

Studies have found that exposure to air pollution during pregnancy can lead to low birth weight 

and developmental delays in children. This is because air pollution can pass through the 

placenta and affect the developing fetus. Low birth weight and developmental delays can lead to 

a range of health problems, including learning difficulties and developmental disabilities. 

What Action You Can Take to Protect Children from Polluted Air 

“Polluted air is poisoning millions of children and ruining their lives. This is inexcusable. Every 

child should be able to breathe clean air so they can grow and fulfill their full potential.” – Dr. 

Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, WHO Director-General 

Luckily, there are quite a few steps that parents, communities, and governments can take to 

protect children from the health repercussions that I previously shed light on. And I urge that you 

pay close attention to this segment of the article and apply as many of the changes as you can 

to keep your child safe from the aforementioned health effects. Here it goes: 

1. Promoting Clean Energy Initiatives 

One of the most effective ways to protect children from air pollution is to promote clean energy 

initiatives. Governments can support the transition to clean energy sources such as wind, solar, 

and hydro power. This will reduce the reliance on fossil fuels, which are a significant source of 

air pollution. By supporting clean energy initiatives, we can reduce the amount of pollution in the 

air and protect the health of our children. 

2. Encouraging Active Transportation 

Encouraging children to walk or bike to school, instead of driving, can also reduce their 

exposure to air pollution. Walking or biking to school can not only reduce exposure to air 

pollution but also promote physical activity, which is essential for the health and well-being of 

children. 

3. Reducing Exposure to Indoor Air Pollution 

Indoor air pollution is another significant source of air pollution that can have harmful effects on 

children's health. Parents can take steps to reduce exposure to indoor air pollution by avoiding 

the use of tobacco products, using natural cleaning products, and ensuring proper ventilation in 

the home. Installing air purifiers can also help to reduce the levels of pollutants indoors. 



4. Advocating for Policy Change 

Parents can advocate for policy change by contacting their elected officials and urging them to 

implement regulations that limit emissions from industrial facilities and power plants. 

Governments can also provide incentives for companies to reduce their emissions and invest in 

clean energy. 

5. Limiting Outdoor Activities During Peak Pollution Times 

During periods of high air pollution, such as rush hour, it is essential to limit outdoor activities. 

Parents can check the air quality index in their area and plan outdoor activities accordingly. On 

days with poor air quality, it is best to stay indoors or participate in activities that are less 

strenuous. 

Bottom Line 

Air pollution is a crucial matter of public health that has an impact on everyone, but it poses a 

more significant threat to children, making them more vulnerable to its devastating effects. 

Exposure to air pollution can have both short-term and long-term implications for children, 

leading to respiratory issues, cognitive development problems, and chronic illnesses. The 

problem of air pollution arises from both indoor and outdoor sources, necessitating action to 

safeguard children from polluted air. 

The promotion of clean energy initiatives, advocating for policy change, and implementing 

measures to minimize exposure to air pollution can help to create a healthier future for our 

children. To ensure a brighter and healthier future for children, it is necessary to recognize the 

severity of this issue and take effective action to mitigate its effects. 

 


