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What Your Patient Reads  
Does prenatal exposure to magnetic-fields cause asthma? 

The Globe and Mail recently reported on a new study in the Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent 

Medicine linking asthma in children to the magnetic-field exposure of their mothers during pregnancy. 

Researchers led by Dr. De-Kun Li at the Kaiser Permanente Division of Research in Oakland, CA 

followed pregnant women and their children for up to 13 years. These pregnant women wore meters to 

measure their daily exposure to magnetic fields (such as those from microwaves, computers, and power 

lines). The monitors did not measure electric-field exposure. Of the 626 children born to these women, 

130 (20%) were diagnosed with asthma. Women with the highest levels of magnetic-field exposure had 

a 3.5-fold increased risk of having a child later diagnosed with asthma than women with lower levels of 

exposure. The study also found that women with asthma or pregnant with their first child (both risk 

factors for asthma in children) were more likely to have children with asthma if they were also exposed 

to high levels of magnetic-field exposure. Dr. Li advises to avoid electromagnetic fields as much as 

possible, especially during pregnancy. 

 

The Globe and Mail article points out that many health experts, including Health Canada and the World 

Health Organization’s International Agency for Research on Cancer, do not agree with the suggested 

risks of electromagnetic field exposure. Dr. Warren Foster, a professor in the Department of Obstetrics 

and Gynecology at McMaster University, downplays the significance of Dr. Li’s findings and suggests 

other factors may have influenced the results.  

 

 

View full story at: 

Study links asthma to magnetic-field exposure of pregnant moms. The Globe and Mail. August 1, 2011. 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health/new-health/conditions/asthma/study-links-asthma-to-

magnetic-field-exposure-of-pregnant-moms/article2116238/ 
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Li’s  Key Points  
  

Asthma is the most common 

chronic condition among 

children. 

 

Approximately 13% of children 

in the US (9.4 million) have 

asthma. 

 

The objective of the study was to 

determine whether maternal 

exposure to high levels of 

magnetic fields (MFs) during 

pregnancy is associated with the 

risk of asthma is offspring. 

 

130 children (20.8%) of the 

study participants developed 

asthma during 13 years of follow

-up., with most cases (>80%) 

diagnosed by 5 years of age.  

 

Every 1-mG increase of maternal 

MF level during pregnancy was 

associated with a 15% increased 

rate of asthma in offspring.  

 

Children whose mothers had a 

high MF level (>2mG) had more 

than a 3.5-fold increased rate of 

asthma. 

 

Children whose mothers had a 

medium MF level (>0.3-2.0 mG) 

had a 74% increased rate of 

asthma. 

 

The presence of 2 risk factors 

(maternal history of asthma, and 

being a firstborn child) 

significantly exacerbated the 

adverse effect of maternal MF 

exposure in pregnancy on the 

risk of asthma in offspring. 
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Links For Your Patients 

 
MedlinePlus: Fetal Exposure to Magnetic Fields From Appliances, Power Lines May Up Kids' Asthma Risk 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/news/fullstory_114885.html 

 

Health Canada: Radiation Safety of Microwave Ovens 
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hl-vs/iyh-vsv/prod/micro-eng.php 

 

Health Canada: Safety of Cell Phones and Cell Phone Towers 

http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hl-vs/iyh-vsv/prod/cell-eng.php 


