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Note: The share of children able to read is the World Bank estimate for minimum reading proficiency at the end of primary school. The share of children lead poisoned is calculated from the 
numerator in the IHME/UNICEF “Toxic Truth” report and the denominator in UN population estimates.

• Extensive literature links 
childhood lead exposure 
to cognitive and learning 
deficits

• Is lead exposure a 
substantial driver of 
observed lower education 
attainment in LMICs?

• If so, to what extent can it 
explain observed learning 
gaps?



1. Systematic review and meta-analysis of observational studies on the relationship 
between lead exposure and learning outcomes 

2. Adjustments for likely magnitude of unobserved confounding and publication bias

3. Simulation: What is predicted learning gain if blood lead levels (BLLs) in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) are reduced to US levels?



Results







Note: This figure shows the simulated effect on Harmonized Learning Outcomes 
for each country of reducing average blood lead levels to US levels (0.5 mcg/dl).



Note: Where we have more than one study for an intervention category, this figure shows the 
median of effect sizes for those studies.
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