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What Are Microplastics?
How to Avoid Them

Microplastics in Food

Health Effects

Bottom Line

Most people use plastic every day.
However, this material generally isn’t biodegradable. Over time, it breaks
down into tiny pieces called microplastics, which can be harmful to the
environment.
What’s more, recent studies have shown that microplastics are found
commonly in food, particularly seafood.
Nevertheless, it is unclear whether these microplastics affect human
health. This article will take an in-depth look at microplastics and whether
they are a threat to your health.
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What Are Microplastics?
Microplastics are small pieces of plastic that are found in the environment.
They are defined as plastic particles less than 0.2 inches (5 mm) in
diameter.
They are either produced as small plastics, such as microbeads added to
toothpaste and exfoliants, or are created when larger plastics are broken
down in the environment.
Microplastics are common in oceans, rivers and soil and are often
consumed by animals.
A number of studies in the 1970s began investigating the levels of
microplastics in the oceans and found high levels in the Atlantic Ocean off
the US coast (1, 2).
These days, due to the world’s increasing use of plastic, there is much
more plastic in rivers and oceans. An estimated 8.8 million tons (8 million
metric tonnes) of plastic waste enter the ocean every year (3).
A whopping 276,000 tons (250,000 metric tonnes) of this plastic is
currently floating at sea, while the rest has likely sunk or washed ashore
(4).

SUMMARY
https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/microplastics#microplastics-in-food
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Microplastics are small pieces of plastic less than 0.2 inches (5
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mm) in diameter. They are found all over the world in rivers,
oceans, soil and other environments.

Microplastics in Food
Microplastics are increasingly found in many different environments, and
food is no exception (5, 6).
One recent study examined 15 different brands of sea salt and found up
to 273 microplastic particles per pound (600 particles per kilogram) of salt
(7).
Other studies have found up to 300 microplastic fibers per pound (660
fibers per kilogram) of honey and up to about 109 microplastic fragments
per quart (109 fragments per liter) of beer (8, 9).
However, the most common source of microplastics in food is seafood
(10).
Because microplastics are particularly common in seawater, they are
commonly consumed by fish and other marine organisms (11, 12).
Recent studies have shown that certain fish mistake plastic for food, which
can lead to toxic chemicals accumulating inside fish liver (13).
A recent study found that microplastics were even present in deep-sea
organisms, suggesting that microplastics are affecting even the most
remote species (14).
What’s more, mussels and oysters are at a much higher risk of
microplastic contamination than most other species (15, 16).
A recent study found that mussels and oysters harvested for human
consumption had 0.36–0.47 particles of microplastic per gram, meaning
that shellfish consumers could ingest up to 11,000 particles of microplastic
per year (17).

https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/microplastics#microplastics-in-food
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SUMMARY

Microplastics are commonly found in food sources, particularly
seafood. This may result in humans consuming high levels.
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Are Microplastics Affecting Your Health?
Although a number of studies have shown there are microplastics present
in food, it is still unclear what effect they may have on your health.
Thus far, very few studies have examined how microplastics affect human
health and disease.
Phthalates, a type of chemical used to make plastic flexible, have been
shown to increase the growth of breast cancer cells. However, this
research was carried out in a petri dish, so the results can’t be
generalized to humans (18).
A recent study examined the effects of microplastics in laboratory mice.
When fed to mice, the microplastics accumulated in the liver, kidneys and
intestines, and increased levels of oxidative stress molecules in the liver.
They also increased the level of a molecule that may be toxic to the brain
(19).
Microparticles including microplastics have been shown to pass from the
intestines into the blood and potentially into other organs (20, 21).
https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/microplastics#microplastics-in-food
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Plastics have also been found in humans. One study found that plastic
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fibers were present in 87% of the human lungs studied. The researchers
proposed this may be due to microplastics present in the air (22).
Some studies have shown that microplastics in the air may cause lung
cells to produce inflammatory chemicals. However, this has only been
shown in test-tube studies (23).
Bisphenol A (BPA) is one of the best studied chemicals found in plastic. It
is usually found in plastic packaging or food storage containers and can
leak out into food.
Some evidence has shown that BPA can interfere with reproductive
hormones, especially in women (24).

SUMMARY
Evidence from test-tube and animal studies suggests that
microplastics may be bad for health. However, very few studies
examining the effects of microplastics in humans currently exist.

How to Avoid Microplastics in Food
Microplastics are found in many different human food sources. However,
it is still unclear how they affect human health.
The highest concentrations of microplastics in the food chain appear to
be in fish, particularly shellfish.
Because little is known about how microplastics affect health, it is not
necessary to avoid shellfish entirely. However, it may be beneficial to eat
high-quality shellfish from known sources.
In addition, some plastics can leak into food from packaging.
Limiting your use of plastic food packaging may curb your microplastic
intake, and benefit the environment in the process.
https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/microplastics#microplastics-in-food
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SUMMARY

Shellfish appear to be the greatest source of microplastics in the
food chain, so make sure to choose high-quality shellfish from
known sources. Limiting plastic food packaging may also reduce
your microplastic intake.
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The Bottom Line
Microplastics are either purposely produced to be small, like microbeads
in cosmetics, or formed from the breakdown of larger plastics.
Unfortunately, microplastics are present throughout the environment,
including in the air, water and food.
Seafood, particularly shellfish, contains high concentrations of
microplastics that may accumulate in your body after you eat these foods.
How microplastics affect human health is currently unclear. However,
results from animal and test-tube studies suggest they may have negative
effects.
Reducing your use of plastic food packaging is one of most effective ways
you can reduce plastic in the environment and in the food chain.

https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/microplastics#microplastics-in-food
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It’s a step that will benefit the environment and probably your health, as
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well.
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READ THIS NEXT

5 Obesogens: Artiﬁcial Chemicals That Make You
Fat
There are many chemicals in the environment that can make your body
put on fat. Here are 5 of these chemicals, that are probably present in
your home.
READ MORE

You’re Likely Ingesting Plastic from Your Water,
Food, Toys, and Cosmetics
Researchers release a warning on plastics found in water bottles. Other
experts are encouraging more study on the chemicals from plastics in
household…
READ MORE
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Your Shellﬁsh Dinner May Include a Dash
of
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Plastic
Researchers are concerned that microparticles of plastics that are
showing up in oysters and shellfish could pose health problems for
humans in the…
READ MORE

What is BPA and Why is it Bad for You?
BPA is an industrial chemical added to many products, including plastic
food containers. This is a detailed review of BPA and its effects on your…
READ MORE

Natural, Renewable Alternative to BPA in the
Works
A new discovery points to a potentially safe alternative to bisphenol-A.
READ MORE

Will Edible Food Packaging Replace Plastic?
Researchers unveil a food packaging material that is made entirely of milk
protein. They say it can reduce waste.
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20 Easy Ways to Reduce Your Food Waste
Food waste is a bigger problem than many people realize. This article
presents 20 easy ways you can reduce your food waste.
READ MORE

The Best Green Living Blogs of the Year
Want to live in a more eco-friendly way? These bloggers are full of tips on
green living, zero waste, and DIY!
READ MORE

The Best Green Living Apps of the Year
These top apps for green living make it easy to track your carbon
footprint and make the best pro-health and pro-environment choices.
READ MORE

Our Favorite Healthy Finds: Green Living
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Katelin Leblond shares her favorite healthy finds for green living and
having a zero-waste lifestyle and home.

NEWSLETTER

READ MORE

Get our wellness newsletter
Fitness and nutrition tips, health news, and
more.
Enter your email
SUBSCRIBE
Your privacy is important to us

m

c g e d

About Us

Health Topics

Health News

FDA

Contact Us

Advertise With Us

Advertising Policy

Newsletters

Careers

Privacy Policy

Terms of Use

Find an Online Doctor

Copyright © 2005 - 2018 Healthline Media. All rights reserved. Our content does not
constitute a medical consultation. See a certified medical professional for diagnosis.
Privacy Policy.

https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/microplastics#microplastics-in-food

10/10

