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 Abstract: Water fluoridation, a long-debated public health strategy for preventing dental caries, 

faces renewed scrutiny due to concerns about fluoride's potential neurotoxicity, particularly in 

children and pregnant women. Studies have raised concerns about safety, particularly in 

locations with high fluoride levels, by suggesting that too much fluoride exposure during early 

childhood may damage neurodevelopment.  

        Notably, research suggests that fluoride may have an effect on young children's brain 

development. Studies on animals show that high fluoride exposure causes brain alterations, 

raising pertinent questions about human health. Epidemiological research produces mixed 

findings, with some studies suggesting a connection between water fluoridation and 

neurodevelopmental problems.  
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      Critics argue current safety standards may not protect susceptible populations from 

neurotoxic effects. Ethical concerns arise as mass medication through water fluoridation occurs 

without individual consent. 

 In contrast, proponents highlight water fluoridation's success in preventing dental caries, 

especially in underserved communities. They assert that dental health benefits outweigh potential 

neurotoxicity risks. 

 In conclusion, the water fluoridation-neurotoxicity association remains a subject of 

ongoing research and debate. While some studies suggest a link, conclusive evidence is lacking, 

necessitating further research. Balancing potential benefits and risks of water fluoridation while 

ensuring public health protection is paramount. 

 Water fluoridation, a widely practiced public health intervention, has been both praised 

and contested for decades. This literature review delves into water fluoridation's complex 

landscape, examining its history, ongoing controversies, and potential neurotoxicity from 

fluoride exposure. The research's primary aim is to provide a comprehensive, balanced 

evaluation of current knowledge on the subject. 
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Introduction: Water fluoridation was first 

introduced in the year 1945 in the city of 

grand rapids, Michigan. It is the deliberate 

adjustment of fluoride levels in public water 

supplies to improve dental health by 

reducing the prevalence of dental cavities, 

particularly among children.[1] While it has 

traditionally been considered an effective 

and safe means of preventing dental caries, 

recent research has ignited concerns about 

the potential neurotoxicity of fluoride, 

especially in vulnerable groups such as 

children and pregnant women.[2] 

The Controversy Unveiled: The 

controversy surrounding water fluoridation 

is not new but has gained renewed attention 

in recent years. Some studies have suggested 

that excessive fluoride exposure, particularly 

during early childhood, may have adverse 

effects on neurodevelopment, potentially 

leading to cognitive impairments and 

behavioral issues.[2] These findings have 

sparked debates about the safety of water 

fluoridation, especially in regions with 

naturally high fluoride levels in their water 

supply. 

Neurotoxic Effects: One of the key areas of 

concern is the impact of fluoride on the 

developing brains of children [3]. Animal 

studies have demonstrated that high fluoride 

exposure can lead to changes in neural 

structure and function, raising questions 

about its relevance to human health. 

Epidemiological studies have provided 

mixed results, with some indicating a 

potential association between water 
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fluoridation and neurodevelopmental 

outcomes, while others find no significant 

link.[4] 

Current Safety Standards and Ethical 

Implications: Critics claim that, particularly 

in populations with increased vulnerability, 

the present safety criteria for water 

fluoridation may not effectively protect 

against potential neurotoxic effects. 

Furthermore, the ethical implications of 

mass medication through water fluoridation 

without individual consent have been raised, 

calling into question the ethics of such a 

widespread public health measure.[5] 

Proponents vs. Skeptics: On the other 

hand, proponents of water fluoridation 

emphasize its role in preventing dental 

caries, particularly among underserved 

communities. They argue that the overall 

benefits in dental health outweigh the 

potential risks of neurotoxicity, citing 

decades of successful implementation.[6] 

Objectives and Structure: This literature 

review paper is structured to 

comprehensively analyze the existing body 

of research on water fluoridation and its 

potential neurotoxic effects. The primary 

objectives include: 

● Synthesizing the historical context 

and evolution of water fluoridation 

as a public health intervention. 

● Critically evaluating the arguments 

and evidence surrounding the 

potential neurotoxicity of fluoride 

exposure. 

● Examining the ethical considerations 

and implications associated with 

water fluoridation, focusing on the 

concept of mass medication. 

 In conclusion, the association 

between water fluoridation and 

neurotoxicity remains a topic of ongoing 

research and debate. While some studies 

suggest a link, the evidence is not yet 

conclusive, and further research is needed to 

establish a definitive causal relationship. 

The complexities surrounding this issue 

underscore the importance of a balanced 

approach, considering both the potential 

benefits and risks of water fluoridation, 

while ensuring the protection of public 

health. This literature review aims to 

contribute to the ongoing discourse by 

providing a comprehensive overview of the 

current state of knowledge in this domain. 

Fluoride Exposure and Health Effects: 

Fluoride exposure is a topic of significant 

public health importance, given its 

association with dental health benefits and 

concerns about potential adverse effects, 

particularly on the nervous system [7]. In 

this section, we'll examine the sources of 

fluoride exposure, go over the proven 

advantages of water fluoridation for dental 

health, and highlight researches worries 

about potential negative health effects, 

particularly on the nervous system. 

Sources of Fluoride Exposure: 

● Water Fluoridation: One of the 

primary sources of fluoride exposure 

is water fluoridation[6]. This public 

health practice involves adding 

fluoride to public water supplies at 

controlled levels to prevent tooth 

decay. Fluoridated water is 

consumed by individuals through 

drinking, cooking, and food 

preparation [8]. 



Water Fluoridation: Examining the Controversy and Potential Neurotoxicity: A Literature Review 

Vol 30 No.18 (2023):JPTCP(142-150)                                                                                   Page | 144 
 

● Dental Products: Dental products 

such as toothpaste, mouthwash, and 

dental treatments contain fluoride. 

These products are used for oral 

hygiene and can contribute to 

fluoride exposure, especially when 

ingested or absorbed through the 

mucous membranes in the mouth.[8] 

● Dietary Intake: Fluoride is naturally 

present in various foods and 

beverages, including tea, fish, and 

some vegetables. Dietary intake 

varies depending on local fluoride 

levels in water and dietary habits [8] 

Established Benefits of Water 

Fluoridation: Water fluoridation has been 

recognized as a highly effective public 

health measure to improve dental health, 

with several established benefits: 

● Reduced Dental Caries: The primary 

benefit of water fluoridation is the 

reduction of dental caries (cavities), 

particularly in children and 

adolescents. Fluoride strengthens 

tooth enamel, making it more 

resistant to acid attacks from bacteria 

and sugars in the mouth.[6] 

● Equity in Dental Health: Water 

fluoridation helps reduce disparities 

in dental health, as it benefits entire 

communities, including those with 

limited access to dental care and 

resources.[6] 

● Cost-Effective: Water fluoridation is 

a cost-effective strategy for 

preventing dental caries when 

compared to individual dental 

treatments. It saves both individuals 

and healthcare systems money in the 

long run.[1] 

Concerns Raised by Researchers: While 

water fluoridation has demonstrated 

significant dental health benefits, concerns 

have been raised by researchers about 

potential adverse health effects, especially 

on the nervous system: 

● Neurotoxicity: Some studies have 

suggested a potential link between 

fluoride exposure and neurotoxic 

effects. Research, such as the study 

by Grandjean et al. in 2019, has 

raised questions about the impact of 

fluoride on cognitive development, 

particularly in children [2]. However, 

it is important to note that the 

scientific consensus on this issue is 

not yet definitive. 

● Optimal Levels: Researchers have 

debated the optimal level of fluoride 

in drinking water to balance dental 

health benefits with potential risks. 

Finding the right balance is crucial to 

maximize dental health benefits 

while minimizing potential adverse 

effects [1] 

● Individual Sensitivity: Concerns 

exist regarding individual sensitivity 

to fluoride [8]. Some individuals 

may be more susceptible to adverse 

effects, emphasizing the importance 

of personalized dental care and 

monitoring. 

 

Key Studies on Neurotoxicity: In recent 

years, several key studies have contributed 

to our understanding of the potential 

neurotoxicity of fluoride exposure, 

particularly in relation to childhood 

neurodevelopment. In this section, we will 

summarize and discuss four notable studies 
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that have played a significant role in shaping 

the debate surrounding fluoride's impact on 

neurotoxicity. 

Grandjean et al. (2019) - Developmental 

Fluoride Neurotoxicity: An Updated 

Review: The study conducted by Grandjean 

and colleagues in 2019 is a comprehensive 

review of existing research on 

developmental fluoride neurotoxicity. This 

study has been pivotal in raising concerns 

about the impact of fluoride exposure during 

early development.[2] 

Findings: Grandjean's review highlighted 

several key findings: 

● Elevated fluoride intake during early 

development can result in IQ deficits 

in children.[2] 

● The study synthesized 

epidemiological evidence supporting 

the notion that increased fluoride 

intake, particularly from drinking 

water, can lead to cognitive 

impairments in children.[2] 

Adkins et al. (2021) - Experimental and 

Observational Data on Fluoride Exposure 

and Childhood Neurotoxicity: Adkins and 

colleagues' study in 2021 focused on both 

experimental and observational data to 

examine the relationship between fluoride 

exposure and childhood neurotoxicity. This 

study aimed to provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the 

topic.[3] 

Findings: 

● In vitro studies documented fluoride 

toxicity to brain cells, especially at 

higher fluoride concentrations.[3] 

● Observational data suggested a 

potential link between fluoride 

exposure and neurological disorders 

in children and adolescents.[3]] 

● Adkins et al. emphasized the need 

for further research to establish 

causal relationships and clarify the 

mechanisms of fluoride's neurotoxic 

effects.[3] 

Miranda et al. (2021) - Systematic Review 

and Meta-Analysis: Miranda and colleagues 

conducted a systematic review and meta-

analysis in 2021 to investigate the effects of 

increased fluoride exposure on 

neurodevelopment. This study aimed to 

provide a quantitative analysis of the 

existing evidence.[9] 

Findings: 

● The systematic review supported the 

possibility of adverse effects of high 

fluoride exposure on children's 

neurodevelopment.[9] 

● While the meta-analysis showed 

mixed results, with some studies 

indicating a significant association 

between fluoride exposure and 

neurodevelopmental outcomes, 

others did not find a significant 

link.[9] 

● Miranda et al. concluded that more 

rigorous research is needed to 

establish a definitive causal 

relationship and determine the 

optimal level of fluoride in drinking 

water.[9] 

Bellinger (2019) - Ongoing Research and 

Controversies: Bellinger's article in 2019 

highlighted the ongoing research and 
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controversies surrounding fluoride's impact 

on neurotoxicity. This article provided 

valuable insights into the complexities of the 

field.[10] 

Discussion: 

● Bellinger emphasized the need for 

long-term, prospective studies to 

address the limitations of existing 

research.[10] 

● He pointed out that the debate over 

water fluoridation and neurotoxicity 

remains unresolved due to mixed 

findings and methodological 

challenges.[10] 

● The article underscored the 

importance of considering individual 

susceptibility and the ethical 

implications of mass medication 

through water fluoridation.[10] 

Methodological Challenges and 

Criticisms in Studying Fluoride 

Neurotoxicity: The investigation of fluoride 

neurotoxicity is a complex and contentious 

area of scientific research. While numerous 

studies have explored the potential link 

between fluoride exposure and neurotoxic 

outcomes, several methodological 

challenges and criticisms have arisen.[10] In 

this section, we will delve into these issues 

to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of the difficulties and debates surrounding 

this topic. 

 

Methodological Limitations and 

Challenges: 

● Fluoride Exposure Assessment: 

Measuring fluoride exposure 

accurately is challenging. Exposure 

can come from various sources, 

including drinking water, dental 

products, and dietary intake [8]. 

Precisely quantifying an individual's 

exposure over time is difficult, as it 

may vary significantly depending on 

geographic location, diet, and 

personal habits.[3] 

● Neurotoxicity Assessment: Defining 

and assessing neurotoxic outcomes 

pose significant methodological 

challenges[9]. Neurodevelopmental 

effects, particularly in children, may 

manifest over extended periods, 

making it challenging to attribute 

them directly to fluoride exposure 

[4]. Moreover, the neurotoxic effects 

of fluoride may be subtle and 

challenging to detect without 

sensitive and specific measures.[2] 

● Study Design: Conducting 

controlled, long-term studies on the 

effects of fluoride exposure in 

humans is ethically and practically 

challenging. Most evidence comes 

from observational studies, which 

are susceptible to confounding 

factors and cannot establish 

causation. Controlled experiments in 

humans are rare due to ethical 

constraints.[4] 

● Confounding Factors: Many studies 

on fluoride neurotoxicity struggle to 

control for confounding variables 

such as socioeconomic status, other 

environmental exposures, and 

genetic factors that can impact 

neurodevelopment.[3], [7] 
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Criticisms and Validity of Studies: 

● Validity of Epidemiological Studies: 

Critics argue that some 

epidemiological studies suggesting a 

link between fluoride exposure and 

neurotoxicity may be flawed [10]. 

They emphasize the need for 

rigorous study designs, large sample 

sizes, and better control of 

confounding variables. 

● Heterogeneity of Findings: The 

heterogeneity of research findings 

has led to skepticism. Some studies 

report significant associations 

between fluoride exposure and 

neurodevelopmental outcomes, while 

others find no significant effects. 

This inconsistency has raised 

questions about the reliability of the 

evidence. 

● Publication Bias: Critics have raised 

concerns about potential publication 

bias, where studies reporting 

significant associations may be more 

likely to be published, while those 

with null results might remain 

unpublished. This bias can distort the 

overall perception of the evidence. 

● Animal Studies: While animal 

studies have suggested fluoride's 

neurotoxic potential, translating 

these findings to humans is 

challenging due to interspecies 

differences. Critics argue that animal 

studies may not fully represent the 

human experience.[4] 

 

Complexities in Measuring Fluoride 

Exposure and Assessing Neurotoxic 

Outcomes: 

● Bioavailability: Fluoride's 

bioavailability varies depending on 

its chemical form and the presence of 

other ions. Understanding how 

different sources of fluoride affect its 

absorption, distribution, and 

excretion in the body is a complex 

task.[8] 

● Neurodevelopmental Assessment: 

Assessing neurotoxicity in humans 

often involves cognitive and 

behavioral testing. However, these 

measures can be influenced by a 

multitude of factors, making it 

difficult to isolate the specific effects 

of fluoride exposure.[3] 

● Dose-Response Relationship: 

Establishing a clear dose-response 

relationship between fluoride 

exposure and neurotoxic outcomes is 

challenging. The threshold at which 

fluoride exposure becomes 

detrimental and whether there is a 

safe level remain areas of debate. 

Emerging Research and Future 

Directions in Fluoride Neurotoxicity: 

Fluoride neurotoxicity research has seen 

significant developments in recent years, 

shedding light on potential risks associated 

with fluoride exposure, especially in 

vulnerable populations such as children and 

pregnant women [2]. This section will 

highlight these recent developments, suggest 

potential future research directions, and 

emphasize the need for rigorous studies to 

establish a clear link between water 

fluoridation and neurotoxicity. 
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Recent Developments: 

● Epidemiological Studies: Recent 

epidemiological studies have 

continued to explore the relationship 

between fluoride exposure and 

neurodevelopmental outcomes. 

Some of these studies have reported 

significant associations between 

elevated fluoride exposure during 

early life and adverse cognitive and 

behavioral effects, supporting the 

plausibility of fluoride-induced 

neurotoxicity [2]. 

● Animal Studies: Animal studies have 

provided valuable insights into the 

potential mechanisms underlying 

fluoride neurotoxicity. These studies 

suggest that fluoride exposure may 

impact behavioral outcomes, 

including anxiety and depression, 

through alterations in 

neurotransmitter systems such as 

serotonin [4]. 

● Mitochondrial Dysfunction: 

Emerging research has explored the 

role of mitochondrial dysfunction in 

fluoride neurotoxicity. Some studies 

suggest that fluoride exposure may 

lead to mitochondrial impairments in 

the brain, contributing to 

neurodevelopmental deficits [3]. 

Future Research Directions: 

● Mechanistic Studies: Future research 

should focus mainly on elucidating 

the precise mechanisms through 

which fluoride may exert neurotoxic 

effects. This includes investigating 

the impact of fluoride on 

neurotransmitter systems, 

mitochondrial function, and neuronal 

development. 

● Longitudinal Studies: Long-term, 

longitudinal studies that follow 

individuals from early life through 

adulthood are essential to capture the 

full spectrum of potential 

neurodevelopmental outcomes 

associated with fluoride exposure. 

These studies should consider 

various sources of fluoride exposure, 

including water, diet, and dental 

products. 

● Genetic and Vulnerability Factors: 

Research should explore whether 

genetic factors influence an 

individual's susceptibility to fluoride 

neurotoxicity. Additionally, 

understanding the role of vulnerable 

populations, such as pregnant 

women and infants, is crucial. 

● Dose-Response Relationships: 

Establishing clear dose-response 

relationships is essential to determine 

safe fluoride exposure levels. Future 

studies should investigate whether 

there is a threshold beyond which 

fluoride becomes neurotoxic and 

whether there are critical periods of 

vulnerability. 

The Need for Rigorous Studies: To 

establish a clear link between water 

fluoridation and neurotoxicity, rigorous, 

high-quality studies are imperative. This 

includes: 

● Large-Scale Prospective Studies: 

Well-designed prospective studies 

with large sample sizes are essential 

to provide robust evidence. These 
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studies should consider various 

fluoride exposure levels and sources. 

● Controlled Experiments: While 

conducting controlled experiments 

on humans may be challenging, they 

can offer valuable insights. Ethical 

considerations should be balanced 

with the need for controlled research 

settings. 

● Multidisciplinary Collaboration: 

Collaboration between experts in 

toxicology, neurology, dentistry, and 

epidemiology is crucial for 

comprehensive research that 

considers all aspects of fluoride 

exposure and neurotoxicity. 

● Peer Review and Reproducibility: 

Research findings should undergo 

rigorous peer review and 

reproducibility testing to ensure their 

validity and reliability. 

Conclusion: The controversy surrounding 

water fluoridation and neurotoxicity remains 

a complex and debated issue. Recent 

research has generated both findings 

supporting the benefits of water fluoridation 

in reducing dental caries and concerns about 

potential neurotoxic effects, particularly in 

vulnerable populations. While systematic 

reviews have indicated the dental benefits of 

fluoridation, studies also suggest potential 

risks to neurodevelopment, calling for 

further investigation. 

 The importance of ongoing research 

in this area cannot be overstated. It is 

imperative to conduct rigorous studies, 

including longitudinal research, mechanistic 

investigations, and assessments of genetic 

susceptibility, to comprehensively assess the 

impact of fluoride exposure on 

neurodevelopment. These studies should 

consider various sources of exposure, dose-

response relationships, and critical periods 

of vulnerability. 

 In the current state of knowledge, it 

is recommended that public health policies 

and practices continue to support water 

fluoridation for its established dental health 

benefits. However, a cautious approach is 

essential, especially for sensitive 

populations. Regular monitoring of fluoride 

levels in drinking water and research into 

safer alternatives for dental health should be 

pursued. Public health authorities should 

remain open to adapting policies as new 

evidence emerges, ensuring the protection of 

public health while addressing potential 

concerns surrounding neurotoxicity. 

Balancing the dental health advantages of 

water fluoridation with emerging 

neurotoxicity concerns requires a careful 

and evidence-based approach to policy 

making. 
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