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Frequently Asked Questions About PBDEs 

What are PBDEs? 

• Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) are a group of human-made chemicals that 
are used as flame retardants in consumer goods to make them slower to catch fire. 

• PBDEs are present in the environment from industrial activity. This includes 
production of PBDEs and products that contain them, including clothing, draperies, 
upholstery and some plastics. 

• These chemicals take a long time to break down in the environment and to exit the 
human body. This means you may still be exposed to PBDEs, or they might still be in 
your body from past exposures. 

• In the United States, the use of PBDEs in products declined in the 2000s when some 
types of PBDEs were banned. 

How are people exposed to PBDEs? 

• Breathing dust or eating dirt containing PBDEs. Indoor dust especially may contain 
PBDEs. 

• Eating food containing PBDEs, especially foods with higher fat content such as dairy 
products and meat. 

• Breathing PBDEs during work. Work that commonly involves PBDEs includes the 
repairing or recycling of products containing PBDEs. 

How can PBDEs harm people’s health? 

• Not much is known about the human health effects of exposure to PBDEs at low 
amounts. 

• Some human and animal studies have found health effects associated with exposure 
to high amounts of PBDEs including: 

o Harm to the thyroid and liver. 
o Harm to fetus and infant brain development. 
o Harm to the reproductive system. 

How can people reduce their exposure to PBDEs? 

• PBDE exposure may be decreased by reducing indoor dust. This can be done by 
regularly cleaning air ducts, replacing furnace filters, and vacuuming. 

• When working at a job with the potential for PBDE exposure: 
o Practice good personal hygiene by washing hands often, especially before 

eating or drinking, and by showering after working. 
o Use personal protective equipment (PPE) as directed. 
o Do not eat, drink, smoke or vape in the workplace. 

Questions? 
Call 1-800-648-6942 or visit Michigan.gov/DEHBio and click on “MiChEM” to view additional resources. 
The Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) does not discriminate against any individual or group on the basis of race, national 
origin, color, sex, disability, religion, age, height, weight, familial status, partisan considerations, or genetic information. Sex-based discrimination includes, 
but is not limited to, discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, sex characteristics, and pregnancy. 
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