
A new study shows that micro plastics are mak ing their way into human brains – with poten -
tially dan ger ous effects on people’s health and men tal acu ity.
A paper pub lished yes ter day in Nature Medi cine found that the tiny frag ments of plastic are
passing the blood-brain bar rier and into human brains, and the amount of micro plastics in the
brain appears to be increas ing over time. There were 50% more frag ments in brains ana lysed in
2024 than in 2016.
The sci ent ists also examined the brains of 12 deceased patients dia gnosed with demen tia, and
found that they had three to five times more micro plastics than nor mal brains.
“Every time we scratch the sur face, it uncov ers a whole host of, ‘Oh, is this worse than we
thought?’” one of the paper’s lead authors, Uni versity of New Mex ico tox ic o logy pro fessor
Mat thew Campen, said in an inter view about an earlier ver sion of the paper.
Micro plastics are tiny pieces of plastic – less than 5 mil li metres in size, that are either man u -
fac tured or slough off of plastic objects. Nano plastics are even smal ler, and can be a frac tion of
the width of a human hair. Most of the micro plastics found in brains in the study were on the
nano scale.
In recent years, sci ent ists have real ised that many plastic items (plastic bags, water bottles,
tires, poly es ter or syn thetic cloth ing) can shed small frag ments or fibres that make their way
into air, food and water. Many of those particles are bur row ing deep into the human body.
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Micro plastics have been iden ti fied in the liver, pla centa, blood, testicles, even cer tain arter ies
that lead to the heart.
For the new study, sci ent ists ana lysed 52 brain spe ci mens, 28 that were autop sied in 2016 and
24 autop sied in 2024. They found micro plastics in every sample, but there were sig ni fic antly
higher num bers of micro plastics in those from 2024.
Research ers then obtained addi tional brain samples going back to 1997 and found that they fol -
lowed the same trend: more recent samples had much higher num bers of micro plastics. They
found no cor rel a tion with how old the per son was when they died.
Campen said that with just a single study, there was reason to be cau tious when inter pret ing
the res ults. But he added the amount of plastics pro duced glob ally doubled every 10 to 15 years,
which sug ges ted that humans’ level of expos ure had skyrock eted. “To see it go up 50% in eight
years in human organs … I think that’s per fectly in line with what we’re see ing in the envir on -
ment.”
The research ers estim ated that the aver age brain stud ied had around 7 grams of micro plastics
in it, or a little more than the weight of a plastic spoon. But they cau tioned that could be an
over es tim ate, as some other particles in the brain can resemble micro plastics.
Jaime Ross, a pro fessor of neur os cience at the Uni versity of Rhode Island who has stud ied
micro plastics’ effect on mouse brains, praised the new research and said the increased “plastic
bur den” of micro plastics in the body was con cern ing because it could exacer bate inflam ma tion.
Phoebe Stapleton, a pro fessor of phar ma co logy and tox ic o logy at the Uni versity of Rut gers who
was not involved in the study, said in an email that sci ent ists have long wondered whether
micro plastics could pass the blood-brain bar rier – the thick mem brane that pro tects the brain
from tox ins and vir uses.
While it’s not the first time research ers have found micro plastics in the brain, the new study
shows that the pieces of plastic are reach ing deeper into the frontal cor tex.
Last year, a group of research ers found micro plastics in the olfact ory bulb, or the part of the
brain that pro cesses smells. The particles were present in eight of the 15 brains stud ied.
“This paper provides clear evid ence that micro and nano plastics are indeed in the human
brain,” she said.
The paper also showed the brain appears to be more sus cept ible to micro plastics than other
organs – brain samples had seven to 30 times more micro plastics in them than sim ilar tests of
the liver and kid neys.
Morn ings are busy enough without star ing des per ately into the fridge try ing to fig ure out
what’s going to go in the lunch box that will not end up still lan guish ing there at the end of the
day. Life style coach Renee Rig den and well ness advoc ate Sarah Tan ner have writ ten the ebook
Healthy Start – Lunch box Edi tion with sug ges tions for tasty and nutri tious school lunches in
time for the back-to-school rush. ½
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