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Preface 

 
Over the last decade, advances in tools and technologies—sensor systems, 

analytic methods, molecular technologies, computational tools, and bioinformat-
ics—have provided opportunities for improving the collection of exposure-
science information leading to the potential for better human health and ecosys-
tem protection. Recognizing the need for a prospective examination of exposure 
science, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences asked the National Research Council to perform 
an independent study to develop a long-range vision and a strategy for imple-
menting the vision over the next 20 years. 

In this report, the Committee on Human and Environmental Exposure Sci-
ence in the 21st Century presents a conceptual framework for exposure science 
and a vision for advancing exposure science in the 21st century. The committee 
describes scientific and technologic advances needed to support the vision and 
concludes with a discussion of the elements needed to realize it, including re-
search and tool development, transagency coordination, education, and engage-
ment of a broader stakeholder community. 

This report has been reviewed in draft form by persons chosen for their 
diverse perspectives and technical expertise in accordance with procedures ap-
proved by the National Research Council Report Review Committee. The pur-
pose of the independent review is to provide candid and critical comments that 
will assist the institution in making its published report as sound as possible and 
to ensure that the report meets institutional standards of objectivity, evidence, 
and responsiveness to the study charge. The review comments and draft manu-
script remain confidential to protect the integrity of the deliberative process. We 
thank the following for their review of this report: Philip Landrigan, Mount Si-
nai School of Medicine; Jonathan Levy, Boston University School of Public 
Health; Rachel Morello-Frosch, University of California, Berkeley; Michael 
Newman, College of William & Mary; John Nuckols, JRN & Associates Envi-
ronmental Health Sciences;  Sean Philpott, Union Graduate College; Stephen 
Rappaport, University of California, Berkeley; Lawrence Reiter, U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency (retired); Joyce Tsuji, Exponent; Mark Utell, Univer-
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sity of Rochester School of Medicine and Dentistry; Craig Williamson, Miam 
University; Edward Zellers, University of Michigan. 
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comments and suggestions, they were not asked to endorse the conclusions or 
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Rodricks, ENVIRON, and the review monitor, Michael F. Goodchild, Univer-
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they were responsible for making certain that an independent examination of the 
report was carried out in accordance with institutional procedures and that all 
review comments were carefully considered. Responsibility for the final content 
of the report rests entirely with the committee and the institution. 

The committee gratefully acknowledges the following for making presen-
tations to the committee: Steven Bradbury, Helen Dawson, Sumit Gangwal, 
Elaine Cohen Hubal, Bryan Hubbell, Edward Ohanian, Lawrence Reiter (re-
tired), Rita Schoeny, and Linda Sheldon, U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency; Harry Cullings, Radiation Effects Research Foundation; Michael Del-
larco, National Institute of Child Health and Human Development; Otto Hän-
ninen and Matti Jantunen, Finland National Institute of Health and Welfare; 
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tier, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; and Craig Postlewaite, U.S. 
Department of Defense. 

The committee is also grateful for the assistance of National Research 
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Summary 

 
We are exposed every day to agents that have the potential to affect our 

health—through the personal products we use, the water we drink, the food we 
eat, the soil and surfaces we touch, and the air we breathe. Exposure science 
addresses the intensity and duration of contact of humans or other organisms 
with those agents (defined as chemical, physical, or biologic stressors)1 and their 
fate in living systems. Exposure assessment, an application of this field of sci-
ence, has been instrumental in helping to forecast, prevent, and mitigate expo-
sures that lead to adverse human health or ecologic outcomes; to identify popu-
lations that have high exposures; to assess and manage human health and 
ecosystem risks; and to protect vulnerable and susceptible populations. 

Exposure science has applications in public health and ecosystem protec-
tion, and in commercial, military, and policy contexts. It is central to tracking 
chemicals and other stressors that are introduced into global commerce and the 
environment at increasing rates, often with little information on their hazard 
potential. Exposure science is increasingly used in homeland security and in the 
protection of deployed soldiers. Rapid detection of potentially harmful radiation 
or hazardous chemicals is essential for protecting troops and the general public. 
The ability to detect chemical contaminants in drinking water at low but 
biologically relevant concentrations quickly can help to identify emerging health 
threats, and monitoring of harmful algal blooms and airborne pollen can help to 
identify health-relevant effects of a changing climate. With regard to policy and 
regulatory decisions, exposure information is critical in budget-constrained 
times for assessing the value of proposed public-health actions. 

Exposure science has a long history, having evolved from such disciplines 
as industrial hygiene, radiation protection, and environmental toxicology into a 
theoretical and practical science that includes development of mathematical 
models and other tools for examining how individuals and populations come 
into contact with environmental stressors. Exposure science has played a 
fundamental role in the development and application of many fields related to 

                                                 
1Examples include chemical (toluene), biologic (Mycobacterium tuberculosis), and 

physical (noise) stressors. 
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environmental health, including toxicology, epidemiology, and risk assessment. 
For example, exposure information is critical in the design and interpretation of 
toxicology studies and is needed in epidemiology studies to compare outcomes 
in populations that have different exposure levels. Collection of better exposure 
data can provide more precise information regarding risk estimates and lead to 
improved public-health and ecosystem protection. For example, exposure 
science can improve characterization of populationwide exposure distributions, 
aggregate and cumulative exposures, and high-risk populations. Advancing and 
promoting exposure science will allow it to have a more effective role in toxi-
cology, epidemiology, and risk assessment and to meet growing needs in 
environmental regulation, urban and ecosystem planning, and disaster manage-
ment. 

The committee identified emerging needs for exposure information. A 
central example is the knowledge gap resulting from the introduction of thou-
sands of new chemicals into the market each year. Another example is the in-
creasing need to address health effects of low-level exposures to chemical, bio-
logic, and physical stressors over years or decades. Market demands also require 
the identification and control of exposures resulting from the manufacture, dis-
tribution, and sale of products. Societal demands for exposure data arise from 
the aspirations of individuals and communities—relying on an array of health, 
safety, and sustainability information—for example, to maintain local environ-
ments, personal health, the health of workers, and the global environment. 

Recently, a number of activities have highlighted new opportunities for 
exposure science. For example, increasing collection and evaluation of bio-
marker data through the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention National 
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey and other government efforts offer a 
potential for improving the evaluation of source–exposure and exposure–disease 
relationships. The development of the “exposome”, which conceptualizes that 
the totality of environmental exposures (including such factors as diet, stress, 
drug use, and infection) throughout a person’s life can be identified, offers an 
intriguing direction for exposure science. And the publication of two recent Na-
tional Research Council reports—Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century: A Vision 
and a Strategy (2007) and Science and Decisions: Advancing Risk Assessment 
(2009)—have substantially advanced conceptual and experimental approaches 
in companion fields of toxicology and risk assessment while presenting tremen-
dous opportunities for the growth and development of exposure science.  

The above activities have been made possible largely by advances in tools 
and technologies—sensor systems, analytic methods, molecular technologies, 
computational tools, and bioinformatics—over the last decade, which are pro-
viding the potential for exposure data to be more accurate and more comprehen-
sive than was possible in the past. The scientific and technologic advances also 
provide the potential for the development of an integrated systems approach to 
exposure science that is more fully coordinated with other fields of environ-
mental health; can address scientific, regulatory, and societal challenges better; 
can provide exposure information to a larger swath of the population; and can 
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embrace both human health and ecosystem protection. The availability of the 
massive quantities of individualized exposure data that will be generated might 
create ethical challenges and raise issues of privacy protection.  

Recognizing the challenges and the need for a prospective examination of 
exposure science, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the 
National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) asked the Na-
tional Research Council to develop a long-range vision and a strategy for im-
plementing the vision over the next 20 years, including development of a unify-
ing conceptual framework for the advancement of exposure science.2 In 
response to the request, the National Research Council convened the Committee 
on Human and Environmental Exposure Science in the 21st Century, which pre-
pared this report.  

In this summary, the committee presents a roadmap of how technologic 
innovations and strategic collaborations can move exposure science into the 
future. It begins with a discussion of a new conceptual framework for exposure 
science that is broadly applicable and relevant to all exposure media and routes, 
reflecting the current and expected needs of the field. It then describes scientific 
and technologic advances in exposure science. The committee next presents its 
vision for advancing exposure science in the 21st century. Finally, it discusses 
more broadly the elements needed to realize the vision, including research and 
tool development, transagency coordination, education, and engagement of a 
broad stakeholder community that includes government, industry, nongovern-
ment organizations, and communities. 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

Exposure science can be thought of most simply as the study of stressors, 
receptors, and their contacts in the context of space and time. For example, eco-
systems are receptors for such stressors as mercury, which may cascade from the 
ecosystem to populations to individuals in the ecosystem because of concentra-
tion and accumulation in the food web, which lead to exposure of humans and 
other species. As the stressor (mercury in this case) is absorbed into the bodies 
of organisms, it comes into contact with tissues and organs. It is important to 
recognize that exposure science applies to any level of biologic organization—
ecologic, community, or individual—and, at the individual level, encompasses 
external exposure (outside the person or organism), internal exposure (inside the 
person or organism), and dose.  

To illustrate the scope of exposure science and to embrace a broader view 
of the role that it plays in human health and ecosystem protection, the committee 
developed the conceptual framework shown in Figure S-1.  

                                                 
2Given the committee’s statement of task, it addressed primarily exposure-science 

issues related to the U.S. and other developed countries.  
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FIGURE S-1 Conceptual framework showing the core elements of exposure science as 
related to humans and ecosystems.  
 
 

Figure S-1 identifies and links the core elements of exposure science: 
sources of stressors, environmental intensity3 (such as pollutant concentrations), 
time–activity and behavior, contact of stressors and receptors, and outcomes of 
the contact. The figure shows the role of upstream human and natural factors in 
determining which stressors are mobilized and transported to key receptors. 
(Examples of those factors are choosing whether to use natural gas or diesel 
buses and choosing whether to pay more for gasoline and drive a car or to take a 
bus—the choices influence the sources and can influence behavior.) The figure 
indicates the role of the behavior of receptors and time in modifying contact, 
depending on environmental intensities that influence exposure. Figure S-1 en-
capsulates both external and internal environments within the “exposure” box, 
but indicates that exposure is measured at some boundary between source and 
receptor. Dose is the amount of material that passes or otherwise has influence 
across the boundary; comes into contact with the target system, organ, or cell; 
and produces an outcome. For example, a dose in one tissue, such as the blood, 
can serve as the exposure of another tissue that the blood perfuses.  

 

SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNOLOGIC ADVANCES  
 

Innovations in science and technology enable advances to be made in ex-
posure science. Numerous state-of-the-art methods and technologies measure 
exposures, from external concentrations to personal exposures to internal expo-
sures. (Selected technologies considered in relation to the conceptual framework 

                                                 
3Intensity is the preferred term because some stressors, such as temperature excesses, 

cannot be easily measured as concentrations. 
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are included in Figure S-2.) For example, developments in geographic informa-
tion science and technologies are leading to rapid adoption of new information 
from satellites via remote sensing and providing immediate access to data on 
potential environmental threats. Improved information on physical activity and 
locations of humans and other species obtained with global positioning systems 
and related geolocation technologies is increasingly combined with cellular-
telephone technologies. Biologic monitoring and sensing increasingly offer the 
potential to assess internal exposures. In addition, models and information-
management tools are needed to manage the massive quantities of data that will 
be generated and to interpret the complex interactions among receptors and en-
vironmental stressors. The convergence of those scientific methods and tech-
nologies raises the possibility that in the near future integrated sensing systems 
will facilitate individual-level exposure assessments in large populations of hu-
mans or other species. The various technologies are discussed below.  

 
Tracking Sources, Concentrations, and Receptors with  

Geographic Information Technologies 
 

Geographic information technologies—remote sensing, global positioning 
and related locational technologies, and geographic information systems 
(GIS)—are motivating an emphasis on spatial information in exposure science. 
They can be used to characterize sources and concentrations and can improve 
understanding of stressors and receptors when used in concert with other meth-
ods and data.  
 

 Remote sensing involves the capture, retrieval, analysis, and display of 
information on subsurface, surface, and atmospheric conditions that is collected 
by using satellite, aircraft, or other technologies. Remote sensing is an important 
method for improving our capacity to assess human and ecologic exposures as it 
provides global information on the earth’s surface, water, and atmosphere, and it 
can provide exposure estimates in regions where available ground observation 
systems are sparse. For example, data collected with remote sensing over 
“Ground Zero” was used initially to assess the potential asbestos hazards related 
to the dust that settled over lower Manhattan after the collapse of the World 
Trade Center towers. Remote sensing of vegetation combined with GIS has been 
used to assess potential exposure of wildlife to pesticides and metals. 

 Global positioning system (GPS) and geolocation technologies—which 
are now embedded into many cellular telephones, vehicle navigation systems, 
and other instruments—provide a means of tracking the geographic position of a 
person or other species. Geolocation technologies have been used extensively in 
exposure-assessment studies, are important for providing accurate information 
on the location of an individual or species in space and time, and offer precise  
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FIGURE S-2 Selected scientific and technologic advances for measuring and monitoring 
considered in relation to the conceptual framework shown in Figure S-1.  
 
 
exposure estimates. When geolocation data (with information on air or water 
quality) are used with activity measurements readily available through portable 
accelerometers, additional information can be inferred about potential uptake of 
stressors.  

 GIS allows storage and integration of data from different sources (for 
example, exposure information and health characteristics of populations) by 
geographic location. It also provides quantitative information on the topologic 
relationship between an exposure source and a receptor, which allows research-
ers to characterize proximity to roadways, factories, water bodies, and other land 
uses. For example, GIS used with modeling data has provided information on 
exposure exceedances of threatened and endangered species associated with 
environmental contaminants. Web-based GIS increasingly serves as a tool for 
educating and empowering communities to understand and manage environ-
mental exposures. 

The increasing use of geographic information technologies (for example, 
through cellular telephones, GPS, or Web-based systems), many of which are 
operated by the private sector, raises important issues about privacy protection 
and the use of the resulting data by exposure-science researchers for improving 
public health.  
 

Ubiquitous Sensing 
 

Over the last 20 years, there have been substantial advances in personal 
environmental-monitoring technologies. The advances have been made possible 
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in part by cellular telephones, which are carried routinely by billions of people 
throughout the world and may be equipped with motion, audio, visual, and loca-
tion sensors that can be manipulated with cellular or wireless networks. Pollu-
tion-monitoring devices can be integrated into the telephones (for example, for 
measuring particulate matter and volatile organic chemicals). In this context, 
cellular telephones, supporting software, and expanding networks (cellular and 
WiFi) can be used to form “ubiquitous” sensing networks to collect personal 
exposure information on millions of people and large ecosystems. People can 
then act as “citizen–scientists”, collecting their own exposure data to inform 
themselves about what they might be exposed to, and this can lead to more 
comprehensive application of exposure-science tools for health and environ-
mental protection. However, validation of ubiquitous sensing networks to ensure 
the accuracy and precision of the data collected is an important consideration. 

Developing ubiquitous monitoring for personal exposure assessment will 
depend on rapid advances in sensor technologies. Despite recent advances, per-
sonal sensors still have only modest capacity to obtain highly selective, multis-
tressor measurements. There is a need for a wearable sensor that is capable of 
monitoring multiple analytes in real time. Such a device would allow more rapid 
identification of “highly exposed” people to help to identify sources and means 
of reducing exposures. Recent advances in nanoscience and in nanotechnology 
offer an unprecedented opportunity to develop very small, integrated sensors 
that can overcome current limitations. 

With regard specifically to environmental exposure, advances in electronic 
miniaturization of sensors and data management are motivating the development 
of environmental sensor networks that can provide long-term real-time expo-
sure-monitoring data on our ecosystem. Much of the interest in network sensors 
has been motivated by national-security concerns, including concerns about 
monitoring drinking-water or air quality.  

 
Biomonitoring for Assessing Internal Exposures 

 
With advances in genomic techniques and informatics, exposure science is 

moving from collection of external exposure information on a small number of 
stressors, locations, times, and individuals to a more systematic assemblage of 
internal exposures to multiple stressors in individuals in human populations and 
multiple species in our environment. 

The committee considered three broad topics in biomonitoring: measures 
of internal exposure, biosignatures of exposure, and measurement of biochemi-
cal modifiers of internal exposure. 
 

 Measures of internal exposure to stressors are closer to the target site of 
action for biologic effects than are external measures of exposure and so im-
prove the correlation of exposure with effects. Analytic methods enable the de-
tection of low concentrations of multiple stressors. The measurement of thou-
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sands of small organic molecules in biologic samples with metabolomics is now 
being applied to biomonitoring of chemicals in humans and in wildlife. Such 
approaches are not limited to a chemical or class of chemicals selected in ad-
vance but rather provide broader, agnostic assessment that can identify expo-
sures and potentially improve surveillance and elucidate emerging stressors. 
Proteomics and adductomics expand the types of internal measures of exposure 
that can be analyzed, including the analysis of compounds in the blood that have 
short half-lives, such as oxidants in cigarette smoke and acrylamide. Rapidly 
evolving sensor platforms linked to physiologically based pharmacokinetic 
(PBPK)4 models are expected to enable field measurements of chemical samples 
in blood, urine, or saliva from human and nonhuman populations and rapid in-
terpretation of the concentrations in the samples. However, inferring the sources 
and routes of these internal exposures remains a research challenge. 

 Biosignatures of exposure reflect the net biologic effect of internal ex-
posure to stressors that act on specific biologic pathways. For example, oxida-
tive modifications of DNA or protein can be used to represent the net internal 
exposure to oxidants and antioxidants. Biosignatures provide better assessment 
of exposure–disease correlations, but they are still limited in their ability to tar-
get reduction in any specific compound or source. 

 Measurement of biochemical modifiers of internal exposure can be 
used qualitatively to identify populations that are expected to have greater inter-
nal exposures to a given stressor (for example, because of differences in metabo-
lism or higher absorption) or quantitatively by inclusion in PBPK–
pharmacodynamic models used for exposure assessment and prediction of doses. 
Transcriptomics, proteomics, and to a smaller extent metabolomics offer the 
ability to measure the status of key biologic processes that affect the pharma-
cokinetics (that is the absorption, distribution, metabolism, or elimination) of 
chemical stressors.  
 

With regard to ecologic exposure assessment, the use of molecular tech-
niques as biomarkers to assess ecologic exposure to stressors is limited in that 
most of these techniques cannot be linked quantitatively to the level of exposure 
and are not highly selective. There is a need to develop rapid-response, quantita-
tive exposure-assessment tools that can provide useful information for exposure 
assessment in ecologic risk assessments.  

 
Models and Information-Management Tools 

 
Models and information-management tools are critical for interpreting and 

managing the quantities of data being generated with the expanding technolo-
gies. For example, satellite imaging and personal monitoring techniques are 

                                                 
4A mathematical modeling technique for predicting the absorption, distribution, 

metabolism, and excretion of a compound in humans or other animal species. 
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generating enormous quantities of spatiotemporal data and information on peo-
ple’s movements and activities, and biologic assays are capable of monitoring 
millions of genetic variants, metabolites, or gene-expression or epigenetic 
changes in thousands of subjects. The ability of models to provide a repository 
for exposure information, to help in interpreting data and observations, and to 
provide tools for predicting trends will continue to be a cornerstone of exposure 
science.  

Many types of models will continue to be important in exposure science—
for example, activity-based models for tracking the history of individuals or 
populations and process-based models for tracking the movement of stressors 
from source to receptor—but there is a growing need for structure–activity mod-
els that can classify chemicals with regard to exposure and potential health ef-
fects.  

The key to the future of exposure models is how they incorporate the in-
creasing number of observations that are being collected. Although observations 
alone are important, it is their analysis, through application of models, that elu-
cidates the value of the measurements. It is also important to quantify the uncer-
tainty in the exposure estimates provided by models. However, to fully address 
environmental health concerns, exposure models need to be systematically inte-
grated into source to dose modeling systems. 

Informatics encompasses tools for managing, exploring, and integrating 
massive amounts of information from diverse sources and in widely different 
formats. Informatics relies on model algorithms, databases and information sys-
tems, and Web technologies. Although it is highly developed in biology and 
medicine, its application in exposure science is in its infancy; informatics offers 
great promise for improving the linkages of exposure science to related envi-
ronmental-health fields. 

A number of informatics efforts are under way. For example, ExpoCast 
Database, developed as part of EPA’s Expocast program to advance the charac-
terization of exposure to address the new toxicity-testing paradigm, is designed 
to house measurements from human exposure studies and to support standard-
ized reporting of observational exposure information. Recently, a pilot Envi-
ronment-Wide Association Study was conducted in which exposure–biomarker 
and disease-status data were systematically interpreted in a manner analogous to 
that in a Genome-Wide Association Study.5 In addition, the exposure field has 
developed and designed an exposure ontology6 to facilitate centralization and 
integration of exposure data with data in other fields of environmental health, 
including toxicology, epidemiology, and disease surveillance. 

                                                 
5Genome-Wide Association Studies are epidemiologic studies that examine the 

associations between particular genetic variants and specific disease outcomes. 
6Ontologies, specifications of the terms and their logical relationships used in a 

particular field, are used to improve search capabilities and allow mapping of 
relationships among different databases and informatics systems. 
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A VISION FOR EXPOSURE SCIENCE IN THE 21st CENTURY  
 

New challenges and new scientific advances impel us to an expanded vi-
sion of exposure science. The vision is intended to move the field from its his-
torical origins—where it has typically addressed discrete exposures with a focus 
on either external or internal environments and a focus on either effects of 
sources or effects on biologic systems, one stressor at a time—to an integrated 
approach that considers exposures from source to dose, on multiple levels of 
integration (including time, space, and biologic scale), to multiple stressors, and 
scaled from molecular systems to individuals, populations, and ecosystems.  

The vision, the “eco-exposome”, is defined as the extension of exposure 
science from the point of contact between stressor and receptor inward into the 
organism and outward to the general environment, including the ecosphere. 
Adoption and validation of the eco-exposome concept should lead to the devel-
opment of a universal exposure-tracking framework that allows the creation of 
an exposure narrative, the prediction of biologically relevant human and ecolo-
gic exposures, and the generation of improved exposure information for making 
informed decisions on human and ecosystem health protection. The vision is 
premised on the scientific developments of the last decade. 

To advance this broader vision, exposure science needs to deliver knowl-
edge that is effective, timely, and relevant to current and future environmental-
health challenges. To do so, exposure science needs to continue to build capacity 
to 
 

 Assess and mitigate exposures quickly in the face of emerging environ-
mental-health threats and natural and human-caused disasters. For example, 
this requires expanding techniques for rapid measurement of single and multiple 
stressors on diverse geographic, temporal, and biologic scales. That includes 
developing more portable instruments and new techniques in biologic and envi-
ronmental monitoring to enable faster identification of chemical, biologic, and 
physical stressors that are affecting humans or ecosystems.  

 Predict and anticipate human and ecologic exposures related to exist-
ing and emerging threats. Development of models or modeling systems will 
enable us to anticipate exposures and characterize exposures that had not been 
previously considered. For example, predictive tools will enable development of 
exposure information on thousands of chemicals that are now in widespread use 
and enable informed safety assessments of existing and new applications for 
them. In addition, strategic use of such diverse information as structural proper-
ties of chemicals, nontargeted environmental surveillance, biomonitoring, and 
modeling tools are needed for identification and quantification of relevant expo-
sures that may pose a threat to ecosystems or human health. 

 Customize solutions that are scaled to identified problems. As stated in 
Science and Decisions: Advancing Risk Assessment (2009), the first step in a 
risk assessment should involve defining the scope of the assessment in the con-
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text of the decision that needs to be made. Adaptive exposure assessments could 
facilitate that approach by tailoring the level of detail to the problem that needs 
to be addressed. Such an assessment may take various forms, including very 
narrowly focused studies, assessments that evaluate exposures to multiple 
stressors to facilitate cumulative risk assessment, or assessments that focus on 
vulnerable or susceptible populations.  

 Engage stakeholders associated with the development, review, and use 
of exposure-science information, including regulatory and health agencies and 
groups that might be disproportionately affected by exposures—that is, engage 
broader audiences in ways that contribute to problem formulation, monitoring 
and data collection, access to data, and development of decision-making tools. 
Ultimately, the scientific results derived from the research will empower indi-
viduals, communities, and agencies to prevent and reduce exposures and to ad-
dress environmental disparities.  
 

For the committee’s vision to be realized in light of resource constraints, 
priorities need to be set among research and resource needs that focus on the 
problems or issues that are critically important for addressing human and ecolo-
gic health. For example, screening-level exposure information may be adequate 
to address some questions, targeted data may be useful for others, and extensive 
data may be required in some circumstances. Health-protective default assump-
tions can provide incentives for data generation and can allow timely decisions 
despite inevitable data gaps.  

 

REALIZING THE VISION 
 

The demand for exposure information, coupled with the development of 
tools and approaches for collecting and analyzing such data, has created an op-
portunity to transform exposure science to advance human and ecosystem 
health. The transformation will require an investment of resources and a sub-
stantial shift in how exposure-science research is conducted and its results im-
plemented. In the near term exposure science needs to develop strategies to ex-
pand exposure information rapidly to improve our understanding of where, 
when, and how exposures occur and their health significance. Data generated 
and collected should be used to evaluate and improve models for use in generat-
ing hypotheses and developing policies. New exposure infrastructure (for exam-
ple, sensor networks, environmental monitoring, activity tracking, and data stor-
age and distribution systems) will help to identify the largest knowledge gaps 
and reveal where gathering more exposure information would contribute the 
most to reducing uncertainty.  

For example, more exposure data needs to be collected to populate emerg-
ing exposure databases (for example EPA’s ExpoCast Database) and to develop 
tools to systematically mine various sources of exposure information, so as to 
bridge the gap between exposure science and other environmental-health disci-
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plines. New and improved surveillance systems can be designed to increase our 
knowledge of environmental stressors and provide information for estimation 
and characterization of exposures. Targeted exposure studies will be essential 
for gathering detailed information on hot spots or places of highest potential 
impact to vulnerable and susceptible populations. Surveillance programs to-
gether with targeted exposure-measurement programs will help build a predic-
tive exposure network that can address environmental-health questions. 
 

Research Needs 
 

To implement its vision, the committee identified research needs that call 
for further development of existing and emerging methods and approaches, vali-
dation of methods and their enhancement for application on different scales and 
in broader circumstances, and improved linkages to research in other sectors of 
the environmental-health sciences. The research needs are organized into several 
broad categories addressed below, and they are organized by priority within 
each category on the basis of the time that will be required for their development 
and implementation: short term denotes less than 5 years, intermediate term 5-
10 years, and long term 10-20 years. 

 

Providing effective responses to immediate or short-term public-health or 
ecologic risks requires research on observational methods, data manage-
ment, and models: 
 
Short term 
 

 Identify, improve, and test instruments that can provide real-time track-
ing of biologic, chemical, and physical stressors to monitor community and oc-
cupational exposures to multiple stressors during natural, accidental, or terrorist 
events or during combat and acts of war.  

 Explore, evaluate, and promote the types of targeted population-based 
exposure studies that can provide information needed to infer the time course of 
internal and external exposures to high-priority chemicals. 
 
Intermediate term 
 

 Develop informatics technologies (software and hardware) that can 
transform exposure and environmental databases that address different levels of 
integration (time scales, geographic scales, and population types) into formats 
that can be easily and routinely linked with populationwide outcome databases 
(for humans and ecosystems) and linked to source-to-dose modeling platforms 
to facilitate rapid discovery of new hazards and to enhance preparedness and 
timely response. 
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 Identify, test, and deploy extant remote sensing, personal monitoring 
techniques, and source to dose model-integration tools that can quantify multiple 
routes of exposure (inhalation, ingestion, and dermal uptake) and obtain results 
that can, for example, be integrated with emerging methods (such as –omics 
technologies)7 for tracking internal exposures.  
 
Long term 
 

 Enhance tracking of human exposures to pathogens on the basis of a 
holistic ecosystem perspective from source through receptor. 

 

Supporting research on health and ecologic effects that addresses past, cur-
rent, and emerging outcomes: 
 

Short term 
 

 Coordinate research with human-health and ecologic-health scientists 
to identify, collect, and evaluate data that capture internal and external markers 
of exposure in a format that improves the analysis and modeling of exposure–
response relationships and links to high-throughput toxicity testing. 

 Explore options for using data obtained on individuals and populations 
through market-based and product-use research to improve exposure informa-
tion used in epidemiologic studies and in risk assessments.  
 

Intermediate term 
 

 Develop methods for addressing data and model uncertainty and evalu-
ate model performance to achieve parsimony in describing and predicting the 
complex pathways that link sources and stressors to outcomes. 

 Improve integration of information on human behavior and activities 
for predicting, mitigating, and preventing adverse exposures. 
 

Long term 
 

 Adapt hybrid designs for field studies to combine individual-level and 
group-level measurements for single and multiple routes of exposure to provide 
exposure data of greater resolution in space and time. 

 
Addressing demands for exposure information among communities, gov-
ernments, and industries with research that is focused, solution-based, and 
responsive to a broad array of audiences: 

                                                 
7Technologies used to identify and quantify all members of particular cellular 

constituents, for example, proteins (proteomics), metabolites (metabolomics), or lipids 
(lipomics). 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

16                  Exposure Science in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy  

Short term 
 

 Develop methods to test consumer products and chemicals in premar-
keting controlled studies to identify stressors that have a high potential for expo-
sure combined with a potential for toxicity to humans or ecologic receptors.  

 Develop and evaluate cost-effective, standardized, non-targeted, and 
ubiquitous methods for obtaining exposure information to assess trends, dispari-
ties among populations (human and ecologic), geographic hot spots, cumulative 
exposures, and predictors of vulnerability. 
 
Intermediate term 
 

 Apply adaptive environmental-management approaches to understand 
the linkages between adverse exposures in humans and ecosystems better. 

 Implement strategies to engage communities, particularly vulnerable or 
hot-spot communities, in a collaborative process to identify, evaluate, and miti-
gate exposures. 
 
Long term 
 

 Expand research in ways to use exposure science to more effectively 
regulate environmental risks in natural and human systems, including the built 
environment. 

 

Transagency Coordination 
 

Exposure science is relevant to the mission of many federal agencies, and 
transagency collaboration for exposure science in the 21st century would accel-
erate progress in and transform the field. Tox21—a collaboration among EPA, 
the National Institutes of Health (NIH), and the Food and Drug Administra-
tion—that was established to leverage resources to advance the recommenda-
tions in the 2007 National Research Council report Toxicity Testing in the 21st 
Century: A Vision and a Strategy serves as a relevant model. The present com-
mittee considers that the model used in establishing Tox21 could be extended to 
exposure science and lead to the creation of Exposure21. Exposure21, in addi-
tion to engaging the stakeholders (government, industry, and nongovernment 
organizations) involved in Tox21, would need to be extended to other federal 
agencies—such as the U.S. Geological Survey, the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the Na-
tional Science Foundation (NSF), and the National Aeronautics and Space Ad-
ministration—to promote greater access to and sharing of data and resources on 
a broader scale. Including them would provide access to resources for transfor-
mative technology innovations, for example, in nanosensors. 
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Enabling Resources 
 

As the collaborative partnerships among agencies are expanded, there will 
be opportunities to share research results, to demonstrate the value of exposure-
science research to other agencies and decision-makers, and to generate addi-
tional resources. The committee recommends that intramural and extramural 
programs in EPA, NIEHS, the Department of Defense, and other agencies that 
advance exposure-science research be supported as the value of the research and 
the need for exposure information become more apparent.  

Much of the human-based research in environmental-health sciences is 
funded by NIH. However, none of the existing study sections that review grant 
applications has substantial expertise in exposure science, and most study sec-
tions are organized around disease processes. In light of that and the role that an 
understanding of environmental exposures can play in disease prevention, a re-
thinking of how NIH study sections are organized that incorporates a greater 
focus on exposure science would allow a core group of experts to foster the ob-
jectives of exposure-science research. In addition, an increase in collaborations 
between agencies should be explored; for example, collaborations between EPA, 
NIEHS, and NSF could support integrative research between ecosystem and 
human-health approaches in exposure science. However, many other agencies 
engaged in exposure-science research could be included in the collaborations.  

Because of the need to understand and prevent harmful exposures and 
risks in our society, EPA and NIEHS need to be able to work with the academic 
community to conduct exposure studies in all populations, particularly among 
the most vulnerable (for example, the elderly, children, and the infirm), under 
appropriate ethical guidelines. 

The effective implementation of the committee’s vision will depend on 
development and cultivation of scientists, engineers, and technical experts with 
experience in multiple fields to educate the next generation of exposure scien-
tists and to provide opportunities for members of other fields to cross-train in the 
techniques and models used to analyze and collect exposure data. Exposure sci-
entists will need the skills to collaborate closely with other fields of expertise, 
including engineers, epidemiologists, molecular and system biologists, clini-
cians, statisticians, and social scientists. To achieve that, the committee consid-
ers that the following are needed:  
 

 An increase in the number of academic predoctoral and postdoctoral 
training programs in exposure science throughout the U.S. supported by training 
grants. NIEHS currently funds one training grant in exposure science; additional 
grants are needed. 

 Short-term training and certification programs in exposure science for 
midcareer scientists in related fields. 
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 Development, by federal agencies that support human and environ-
mental exposure science, of educational programs to improve public understand-
ing of exposure-assessment research, including ethical considerations involved 
in the research. The programs would need to engage members of the general 
public, specialists in research oversight, and specific communities that are dis-
proportionately exposed to environmental stressors.  

 

Participatory and Community-Based Research Programs 
 

To engage broader audiences, including the public, the committee sug-
gests the development of more user-friendly and less expensive monitoring 
equipment to allow trained people in communities to collect and upload their 
own data in partnership with researchers. Such partnerships would improve the 
value of the data collected and make more data available for purposes of prior-
ity-setting and informing policy. One approach might include implementing a 
system of ubiquitous sensors (for example, through the use of cellular tele-
phones, GPS, or other technologies) in two American cities to evaluate the fea-
sibility of such systems to develop community-based exposure data that are reli-
able. Potential issues of privacy protection would need to be considered.  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

Exposure information is crucial for predicting, preventing, and reducing 
human health and ecosystem risks. Exposure science has historically been lim-
ited by the availability of methods, technologies, and resources, but recent ad-
vances present an unprecedented opportunity to develop more rapid, cost-
effective, and relevant exposure assessments. Research supported by such fed-
eral agencies as EPA and NIEHS has provided valuable partnership opportuni-
ties for building capacity to develop the technologies, resources, and educational 
structure that will be needed to achieve the committee’s vision for exposure sci-
ence in the 21st century. 
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1 
 
 

Introduction 

 
BACKGROUND 

 
Exposure science is essential for the protection of public health and the 

environment. However, the challenges and opportunities for exposure science 
are considerable. The ability to address them will influence advances in human 
health and ecosystem protection. Exposure science also will play a role in deci-
sion-making in other arenas, including consumer-product safety, environmental 
planning, climate-change mitigation, and energy development. This report pro-
vides a roadmap to navigate the future of exposure science to achieve greater 
integration and maximize its utility in the environmental and occupational health 
sciences, environmental-systems science, risk assessment, sustainability science, 
and industrial ecology.  

Exposure science addresses the contact of humans and other organisms 
with chemical, physical, or biologic (CBP) stressors1 (EPA 2003; EPA 2011b) 
over space and time and the fate of these stressors within the ecosystem and 
organisms—including humans. Although methods of assessment will depend on 
the situation, exposure science has two primary goals: to understand how stress-
ors affect human and ecosystem health and to prevent or reduce contact with 
harmful stressors or to promote contact with beneficial stressors to improve pub-
lic and ecosystem health. The impact of environmental stressors on human and 
ecologic health is enormous.  

For example, the World Health Organization estimates that 24-40% of 
global disease burden (healthy life-years lost) can be attributed to environmental 
factors (Smith et al. 1999; WHO 2004; Prüss-Üstün and Corvalán 2006). How-
ever, it is not possible to be exact in such calculations, partly because what is 
“environmental” is not defined consistently (see Box 1-1 for use of the term 
environmental in this report). In a burden-of-disease context, environmental 

                                                 
1The Environmental Protection Agency defines a stressor as “any physical, chemical, 

or biological entity that can induce an adverse response” (EPA 2011a).  
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factors play a role in nearly all diseases, even ones that are not caused directly 
by environmental risk factors, by altering the course of disease initiated by other 
causes. In addition, if the total burden of disease is simply decomposed into “na-
ture” or “nurture”, it fails to account directly for the possibly large proportion 
that could be due to the interplay between the two (gene–environment interac-
tions). Improving our understanding of environmental factors and their relation-
ships with disease is critical for preventing illness and death.  

With respect to ecosystems, the 1999 National Research Council report 
Our Common Journey: A Transition Toward Sustainability (NRC1999) reported 
that the rising losses of wild nature, species number, species diversity, and eco-
system integrity were associated with exposures to environmental stressors, in-
cluding those related to urban and agricultural land conversion and climate 
change. 

Figure 1-1 illustrates the relationship of exposure to other key elements 
along the environmental-health continuum from the source of a stressor to an 
outcome. This figure has evolved from previous diagrams (for example, Smith 
1988a; Lioy 1990; NRC 1998; EPA 2009a). For more than 20 years, this 
framework has demonstrated the central role of exposure science in environ-
mental health science in that exposure sits midway between the sources of pollu-
tion (and other stressors) on the left—elements that typically can be con-
trolled—and adverse health outcomes on the right, which need to be prevented. 
Exposure is strategically located upstream of dose and yet provides information 
and metrics that inform source control and health risk. 
 
 

BOX 1-1 Definition and Scope of Exposure Science 
 

Exposure science is defined by this committee as the collection and 
analysis of quantitative and qualitative information needed to understand the 
nature of contact between receptors (such as people or ecosystems) and 
physical, chemical, or biologic stressors. Exposure science strives to create a 
narrative that captures the spatial and temporal dimensions of exposure 
events with respect to acute and long-term effects on human populations and 
ecosystems.  

For the purposes of this report, the committee focuses on environmental 
risk factors and excludes behavioral or lifestyle factors—such as diet, alcohol, 
and smoking—although it includes contaminants in food, water, and environ-
mental tobacco smoke. It also excludes social risk factors (for example, crime 
and child abuse) but does consider them as modifying influences on expo-
sures to stressors (Smith et al. 1999). The influence of social factors on envi-
ronmental exposures is an area of active research. Natural hazards (for ex-
ample, weather and arsenic contamination) are included here.  

A central theme of this report is the interplay between the external and in-
ternal environments and the opportunity for exposure science to exploit novel 
technologies for assessing biologically active internal exposures from external 
sources.  
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Source
Environmental
Concentration/

Condition
Exposure Dose Outcome

Stressor Receptor

 

FIGURE 1-1 The classic environmental-health continuum. Figure 1-2 illustrates the 
revised version discussed in the present report. Source: Adapted from EPA 2009a. 
 
 

There are many notable examples of the roles that exposure science can 
play in protecting public health. Consider how measurements of childhood 
blood lead concentrations since the 1970s reveal the dramatic efficacy of lead 
removal from gasoline in reducing exposure to this neurotoxicant in children 
(Muntner et al. 2005; Jones et al. 2009). Population-scale measurements of co-
tinine in urine document the reduction of exposure to second-hand tobacco 
smoke that resulted from control of tobacco-smoking in the workplace and pub-
lic areas (EPA SAB 1992). Exposure modeling from the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency’s (EPA) National-Scale Air Toxics Assessment program has 
provided valuable information for communities on their exposure sources, con-
centrations, and risks and has helped to shed light on exposure disparities and 
environmental-justice issues (for example, Pastor et al. 2005). 

Exposure science has played a critical role in understanding the influence 
of stressors on ecologic systems. For example, extensive exposure assessments 
of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) have been linked to liver damage 
in bottom-dwelling fish in Puget Sound, and field studies have demonstrated that 
containment of PAH sources has led to declines in PAH concentrations and a 
resulting decline in liver damage in fish (Myers et al. 2003). 

Exposure science has applications in industrial, military, commercial, and 
global contexts. It is central to tracking chemicals and other agents that are in-
troduced into global commerce at increasing rates, often with little information 
on their hazard potential (GAO 2005). Increasingly, exposure science is used for 
homeland security and the protection of deployed soldiers. Rapid detection of 
potentially harmful radiation or toxic chemicals is essential for protecting troops 
and the general public (IOM 2000). The ability to detect chemical contaminants 
in drinking water at low, biologically relevant concentrations quickly can help to 
identify emerging health threats, and monitoring of harmful algal blooms and 
airborne pollen can help to identify health-relevant effects of a changing climate.  

As described in more detail in Chapter 3, applications of exposure science 
are critical for toxicology, epidemiology, risk assessment, and risk management. 
For example, toxicology provides information about how different chemical 
concentrations may affect public or ecologic health in laboratory studies or 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

22                  Exposure Science in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy  

computer models, but the value of information is greatly increased when it is 
combined with comprehensive and reliable exposure information. Similarly, 
epidemiology requires exposure information to compare outcomes in popula-
tions that have different exposures. Collection of better exposure data can also 
provide more precise information regarding alternative control or regulatory 
measures and lead to more efficient and cost-effective protection of public and 
ecologic health.  

In addition to its applications to other fields, exposure science data can be 
used independently to define trends, assess spatial or population variability, pro-
vide information on prevention and intervention, identify populations or ecosys-
tems that have disproportionate exposures, and evaluate regulatory effective-
ness.2  

Exposure science is also poised to play a critical role in improving the 
ability to understand and address increasingly important human health and eco-
logic challenges and to support the development of sustainable industrial, agri-
cultural, and energy technologies. Recognizing the need for a prospective ex-
amination of exposure science, EPA and the National Institute of Environmental 
Health Sciences asked the National Research Council to develop a long-range 
vision for exposure science and a strategy for implementing the vision over the 
next 20 years (see Appendix B for statement of task). In response to this request, 
the National Research Council convened the Committee on Human and Envi-
ronmental Exposure Science in the 21st Century. The committee—which com-
prised experts in monitoring, modeling, environmental transport and transforma-
tion, geographic information science and related technologies, measurement and 
analytic techniques, risk assessment and risk management, epidemiology, occu-
pational health, risk communication, ethics, informatics, and ecologic services—
prepared this report. 

 

DEFINING THE SCOPE OF EXPOSURE SCIENCE 
 

Exposure science—sometimes defined as the study of the contact between 
receptors (such as humans or ecosystems) and physical, chemical, or biologic 
stressors—can be thought of most simply as the study of stressors, receptors, 
and their contact, including the roles of space and time. For example, ecosys-
tems are receptors for such stressors as mercury, which may cascade from the 
ecosystem to populations to individuals within the ecosystem because of con-
centration and accumulation in the food web, which leads to exposure of hu-
mans and other species. As the stressor (mercury in this case) is absorbed into 

                                                 
2In 2011, the International Society of Exposure Science and the Journal of Exposure 

Science and Environmental Epidemiology published a compendium of digests (Graham 
2011) that illustrate situations in which application of exposure science resulted in sub-
stantial health or policy benefits and situations in which lack of exposure information 
resulted in adverse consequences.  
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the bodies of individuals, it may come into contact with other receptors, such as 
tissues and organs.  

As the scientific communities generating and using exposure data have 
evolved, so have the terms and definitions used to characterize exposures. Some 
refer to dose (exposure dose, target dose, or external dose), others to exposure 
(for example, external or internal exposure), and yet others to an amalgam (ex-
posure is external, dose is internal). A consistent language for the field of expo-
sure science is important for communicating within the field and among disci-
plines and for developing exposure-science metrics for source monitoring and 
exposure prevention and reduction. The evolution of the field over the past 15 
years has included a greater emphasis on the use of internal markers of exposure 
to assist in defining exposure-response relationships. As such, the conceptual 
basis of the field includes both external and internal exposures, using external 
measurement and modeling methods and internal markers as tools for character-
izing past or current exposures. Appendix C provides more detailed discussion 
on the application of this terminology.  

To reflect the definition of exposure science and to embrace a broader 
view of the role that exposure science plays in human-health and ecosystem-
health protection, the committee developed the conceptual framework in Figure 
1-2.  

The conceptual framework identifies and links the core elements of expo-
sure science: sources of stressors, environmental intensity (such as pollutant 
concentrations3), time–activity and behavior, contact of stressors and receptors, 
and outcomes of contact. Figure 1-2 shows the role of upstream human and 
natural factors in determining which stressors are mobilized and transported to 
key receptors. (Examples of factors include choosing to use natural gas vs diesel 
buses, or choosing to pay more for gasoline to drive a car vs taking the bus, 
where the choice influences the source and can also influence behavior.) It indi-
cates the role of behavior of receptors and time in modifying the contact that 
results from environmental intensities that influence exposure. It brings both 
external and internal environments within exposure but retains the idea that ex-
posure is measured at some boundary between the source and receptor and that 
dose is the amount of material that passes or otherwise has influence across the 
boundary to come into contact with the target system, organ, or cell and pro-
duces an outcome. For example, a dose in one tissue, such as the blood, can 
serve as an exposure of another tissue that the blood perfuses. Figure 1-2 recog-
nizes the feedbacks inherent in exposure science. Consider, for example, how 
behavior changes in a diseased person or organism and influences exposure. The 
outcome can also affect the source, as when a person who has an environmen-
tally mediated infectious disease becomes a source of pathogens in water sup-
plies (Eisenberg et al. 2005). 

                                                 
3Intensity is the preferred term because some stressors, such as temperature excesses, 

cannot be easily measured as concentrations. 
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FIGURE 1-2 Core elements of exposure science. 
 
 

Figure 1-3 frames an exposure narrative that plays out in space and time, 
and is intended to elucidate the stressor-receptor linkages at different levels of 
intergation. As a human (or fish, bird, or other organism) has changing contacts 
with different habitats, the intensity of a stressor changes, as do the number and 
duration of contacts. Here, exposure amounts to a multidimensional description 
of the location, time, and intensity of the target–stressor contacts. The exposure 
narrative covers relationships between receptors and locations and between loca-
tions and stressors; it provides a basis for drawing inferences about receptor–
outcome relationships. That often requires recognition that any receptor can be 
associated with multiple environments (locations) and that locations can be as-
sociated with multiple stressors. Exposure science can be applied at any level of 
biologic organization—ecologic, community, or individual—and, within the 
individual, at the level of external exposure, internal exposure, or dose.  

 

THE PAST MILLENNIA 
 

To appreciate the vision for exposure science in the 21st century 
(discussed in Chapter 2), it is important to understand its historical context. 
Exposure science arose from such disciplines as industrial hygiene, radiation 
protection, and environmental toxicology, in which the importance of assessing 
exposure has been demonstrated. In one of the earliest efforts to address expo-
sure, the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates (about 400 BC) demonstrated in 
his treatise Air, Water, and Places that the appearance of disease in human 
populations is influenced by the quality of air, water, and food; the topography 
of the land; and general living habits (Wasserstein 1982). In the 1500s, the 
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physician and alchemist Paracelsus framed the widely cited toxicologic concept 
that “dose makes the poison” (Binswanger and Smith 2000). Ramazzini, in his 
1703 treatise Diseases of the Workers, identified workplace exposures to single 
and multiple agents and the migration of contaminants into the community envi-
ronment as causing disease (Ramazzini 1703). Percivall Pott first demonstrated 
the association between cancer and exposure to soot with his studies of scrotal 
cancer in chimney sweeps (Pott 1775). John Snow’s study of water-use patterns 
and their relation to disease in London allowed him to link a source of water 
contamination to cholera (Snow 1885). The avoidance of potentially harmful 
exposures through the separation of land use between human residences and 
industrial facilities was proposed in the latter part of the 19th century (Howard 
1898).  

Use of exposure assessment in radiation health protection can be traced 
back to roughly 1900 after the discovery of x rays. During the 1920s, Alice 
Hamilton established the formal study of industrial medicine in the United 
States. The metrics for and applications of exposure science to radiation protec-
tion have grown in sophistication and reliability over the last century (NRC 
2006; ICRP 2007; EPA 2011c). Many of the basic principles for measuring, 
monitoring, and modeling exposures to airborne contaminants, including the 
earliest use of exposure biology, come from the field of industrial hygiene. The 
publication of Silent Spring (Carson 1962) and its focus on the transfer and 
magnification of persistent pollutants through food webs fostered the growth of 
environmental toxicology and chemistry, which address chemical fate and trans-
port through multiple media and multiple pathways.  

By the middle 1980s, exposure evaluations had evolved into an estab-
lished scientific discipline that moved beyond single routes, single chemicals, 
and single pathways toward an understanding of “total” exposure. The 1991 
National Research Council report Human Exposure Assessment for Airborne 
Pollutants (NRC 1991a) laid the foundation for further development of the field 
by defining the core principles of exposure assessment. Between 1980 and 1985, 
the Total Exposure Assessment Methodology (TEAM) study was conducted to 
assess personal exposures of 600 residents in seven US cities to chemical expo-
sures by one or more routes of entry into the body and to estimate the exposures 
and body burdens of urban populations in several cities (EPA 1987). The TEAM 
studies established a framework for examining total human exposure covering 
multiple routes of entry into the body (Wallace 1987). 

By promoting the concept that it is important to “measure where the peo-
ple are” (Wallace 1977), the TEAM studies revealed new source categories and 
control options to reduce or prevent exposures. For example, application of the 
concept resulted in increasing attention to exposures indoors, where people 
spend a substantial portion of their lives (Smith 1988a). Globally, it pointed to 
the importance of indoor pollution in rural areas of developing countries, where 
a large portion of the world’s breathing is done but relatively little research or 
monitoring was being conducted (Smith 1988b).  
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Control measures revealed by a total-exposure framework include meas-
ures to increase the time that doors are closed between a house and its garage in 
the United States and thereby reduce human exposure to tailpipe emissions in 
the home, even though this has no effect on vehicle emissions or ambient con-
centrations in the garage. The exposure control included a simple spring on the 
door to allow it to stay open a shorter time. 

Two major advances that helped to establish the credibility of exposure 
science as a discipline were the formation of the International Society of Expo-
sure Analysis in 1989 (now the International Society of Exposure Science) and 
the publication of the Journal of Exposure Science and Environmental Epidemi-
ology in 1990. 

A number of important milestones followed. In 1992, EPA published its 
Guidelines for Exposure Assessment, which served as a companion to its toxi-
cology and risk-assessment guidelines. That was followed in 1993 by the initia-
tion of the National Human Exposure Assessment Survey (NHEXAS), which 
evaluated human exposure to multiple chemicals on a community and regional 
scale (EPA 2009b). NHEXAS monitored chemicals in blood and urine; incorpo-
rated environmental sampling of air, water, soil, and dust; and conducted per-
sonal monitoring of air, food, and beverages (NRC 1991b; EPA 2009b). It 
brought attention to the role of the proximity of emissions as opposed to the 
magnitude of emissions in determining overall exposure—low-level emissions 
near human receptors, such as those from indoor environments, need to receive 
at least as much attention as outdoor stack emissions (Sexton et al. 1995). In 
1997, EPA’s Exposure Factors Handbook was published that presents data and 
evaluation of allometric and behavioral factors that affect exposures. It became 
an international resource for risk assessors who use these factors to estimate 
exposures for various pathways.4 

Over the last 20 years, exposure science has evolved as a theoretical and 
practical science to include the development of mathematical models and other 
tools for examining how individuals and populations come into contact with 
environmental stressors of concern. For example, the discovery that airborne 
lead from gasoline combustion is deposited on soil, is tracked into homes, and 
enters children via hand-to-mouth activities greatly expanded the focus on mul-
tipathway exposure assessments and the development of exposure models that 
are validated through biomonitoring. Ott and others introduced time–activity 
models that were applied to air pollutants (Ott 1995). In the 1990s, exposure 
models addressed multimedia and multipathway exposures, tracking pollutants 
from multiple sources through air, water, soil, food, and indoor environments 
(McKone and Daniels 1991). 

                                                 
4A 2011 version has been released (EPA 2011b). 
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Borrowing from the concept of “dose commitment”5 in radiation protec-
tion, researchers elaborated the concept of “exposure efficiency” in the 1980s 
and 1990s (for example, Smith 1993). Early in the 21st century, the term intake 
fraction was adopted to describe that concept (Bennett et al. 2002). It is defined 
as the amount of material crossing the body’s barriers per unit emitted and thus 
is dimensionless. For air pollution, population intake fraction is the amount in-
haled by the population divided by the amount emitted per unit activity or time. 
It directly connects the source and environmental-intensity boxes in Figure 1-2 
with the exposure box, effectively incorporating the pathways in between with-
out needing to specify them. A striking characteristic of intake fraction is that it 
varies by orders of magnitude among standard source categories—for example, 
in the case of air pollution, from 10-6 for such remote sources as power plants to 
10-4 for urban outdoor sources, roughly 5 x 10-3 for such indoor sources as un-
vented stoves, and 1.0 for active smoking. Not only does “dose make the poi-
son”, therefore, but because proximity makes the dose, ultimately “place makes 
the poison” (NRC 2003). However, the biologically-relevant time and intensity 
of contact with an agent for each route of exposure needs to be considered (Lioy 
1999). 

 
OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES: THE NEW MILLENNIUM 

 
Since 2000, a number of activities have benefited from advances in expo-

sure science, and new challenges and opportunities have emerged. The Chil-
dren’s Health Act of 2000 authorized the establishment of the National Chil-
dren’s Study, a large-scale multiyear prospective study of children’s health and 
exposures intended to identify and characterize environmental influences (in-
cluding physical, chemical, biologic, and psychosocial) on children from birth to 
adulthood. The study is under way, after the completion of the Vanguard Center 
pilot programs and the incorporation of new tools and approaches to streamline 
data collection at the household level and to capitalize on existing data for con-
structing community exposure baselines (IOM 2008; Trasande et al. 2011).  

The increasing collection and evaluation of biomarkers of exposure and 
effect also is providing growing opportunities for exposure science. The Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention’s National Health and Nutrition Examina-
tion Survey (NHANES) published the first National Human Exposure Report in 
2001, which used a subset of its subjects to assess the US population’s exposure 
to environmental chemicals on the basis of biomonitoring data. The reports have 
been updated with publications released in 2003, 2005, and 2009, and annual 
reports are expected. The NHANES data provide a unique and growing potential 

                                                 
5Dose commitment is the dose that will accumulate in an individual or population 

over a given period (for example, 50 years) from releases of radioactivity from a given 
source.  
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for evaluating source–exposure and exposure–disease relationships in a national 
population-based representative sample. California has started its own biomoni-
toring program (OEHHA 2007), and other states and cities are working on bio-
monitoring efforts (CDC 2010). The emerging biomonitoring data sets will al-
low improved tracking of exposures over time, space, and across populations for 
an increasingly larger number of chemicals. This information will be essential 
for evaluating the efficacy of exposure reduction policies, and for prioritizing 
and assessing chemical risks. 

A prime example of the benefits of improved methods of exposure as-
sessment is their use in environmental epidemiology, in which more accurate 
estimates of the health effects of important stressors have been achieved by re-
ducing exposure misclassification, for example, in air pollution (Jerrett et al. 
2005) and ionizing radiation (NRC 2006). There are many opportunities for con-
tinued improvements in this arena.  
 

The Exposome 
 

Rapid advances in methods 
of sampling and analysis, ge-
nomics, systems biology, bioin-
formatics, and toxicology have 
laid the groundwork for major 
advances in the applications of 
exposure science. One such development is the concept of the “exposome”, 
which theoretically can capture the totality of environmental exposures (includ-
ing lifestyle factors, such as diet, stress, drug use, and infection) from the prena-
tal period on, using a combination of biomarkers, genomic technologies, and 
informatics (Wild 2005; Rappaport and Smith 2010). Understanding how expo-
sures from occupation, environment, diet, lifestyle, and the like interact with 
unique individual characteristics—such as genetics, physiology, and epigenetic 
makeup resulting in disease—is the fundamental challenge implicit in the expo-
some. The exposome in concert with the human genome holds promise for elu-
cidating the etiology of chronic diseases (Rappaport and Smith 2010; Wild 
2012). 

The concept of the exposome offers an intriguing and promising direction 
for exposure science that will continue to spur developments in the field, espe-
cially in biomarkers, data-sharing, and informatic approaches to large datasets. 
By encompassing many biomarkers and stressors at once, exposome analysis 
can be the source of important new hypotheses of relationships between internal 
markers of stress and the external environment. Within the conception of expo-
sure science proposed here (see Figure 1-2), the committee, in Chapter 2, broad-
ens the exposome concept to the “eco-exposome”, that is the extension of expo-
sure science from the point of contact between stressor and receptor inward into 
the organism and outward to the general environment, including the ecosphere.  

The exposome is defined as the record 
of all exposures both internal and exter-
nal that people receive throughout their 
lifetime (Rappaport and Smith 2010). 
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Links to Toxicology and Risk Assessment 
 

In recent years, the National Research Council has released two ground-
breaking reports—Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century (NRC 2007) and Science 
and Decisions: Advancing Risk Assessment (NRC 2009)—that substantially 
advance conceptual and experimental approaches in the companion fields of 
toxicology and risk assessment. Those reports emphasize the importance of im-
proving the assessment of early biologic markers of effects, individual suscepti-
bility, life-stage and population vulnerability, and cumulative exposures and 
risks. Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century laid the foundation for a paradigm 
shift toward the use of new scientific tools to expand in vitro pathway-based 
toxicity testing. A key component of that report is the generation and use of 
population-based and individual human exposure data for interpreting test re-
sults and using toxicity biomarker data with exposure data for biomonitoring, 
surveillance, and epidemiologic studies. The focus of the report on systems ap-
proaches to understanding human biology, coupled with information about sys-
tems-level perturbations resulting from human–environment interactions, is 
critical for understanding biologically relevant exposures (Cohen Hubal 2009; 
Farland 2010). By emphasizing early perturbations of biologic pathways that 
can lead to disease, the report moved the focus of risk assessment along the ex-
posure–disease spectrum toward exposure, especially the role of prior and cur-
rent exposures in altering vulnerability of individuals and communities to addi-
tional environmental exposures. The resulting toxicology focus has essentially 
been on early biomarkers of effects in the population. At the same time, such 
concepts as the exposome have moved the focus of exposure science along the 
exposure–disease spectrum toward the health-effects side, especially biologic 
perturbations that correlate with exposure and are predictive of disease. The 
“meeting in the middle” carries promise for closer connections in the fields of 
exposure science and toxicology and for better linkages between exposure and 
disease (Cohen Hubal et al. 2010).  

Science and Decisions: Advancing Risk Assessment, which examined 
ways to improve risk assessment, identified the need for better tools to address 
exposures in cumulative risk assessments. Its themes include the need for more 
and better exposure data for understanding dose–effect relationships, the need 
for investment in biomarkers of exposure, the importance of understanding both 
chemical and nonchemical stressors and their interactions, the need to use ap-
propriate defaults to account for individual susceptibility and population vulner-
ability when stressor-specific data are not available, and better characterization 
of exposures in the context of cumulative risk assessment. The focus of Science 
and Decisions: Advancing Risk Assessment on capturing vulnerability better, on 
improving dose–response models, and on the observation that vulnerability 
arises from both prior and concurrent exposures creates important opportunities 
for exposure science. 
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Use of Exposure Science 
 

The potential benefits of exposure science have not yet been fully realized. 
Among the important lags has been the slow incorporation of exposure science 
into policy and regulation. For example, EPA has focused on control of radon in 
drinking water whereas population radon exposure is actually dominated by 
other unregulated sources (NRC 1994; EPA 2008). Another example is the poor 
monitoring and control of indoor sources (for example, volatile organic com-
pounds) even though air-pollution exposures clearly are dominated by them, as 
first definitively shown by the TEAM studies in the 1980s (Wallace 1991; 
Myers and Maynard 2005). Finally, even though occupational settings still 
dominate exposures to many important stressors in some populations, no effort 
to integrate them into population exposure-reduction strategies is under way. 
Political and economic barriers may help to explain those lapses, but they con-
stitute lost opportunities to protect more people at lower cost by using exposure 
science (Smith 1995; Ott et al. 2007). 

 
Integration of Human and Ecologic Exposure Science 

 
There has been a gap been between the application of exposure science to 

human health and its application to ecosystem health, which is due in part to the 
lack of recognition of the connection between human and ecosystem health—in 
reality, they are inextricably linked. The connection between human health and 
ecosystem health is explored in the context of ecosystem services; as seen in 
Figure 1-4, human welfare depends on ecosystem health.  

A better integration of ecologic and human exposure science is critical be-
cause ecologic conditions strongly mediate exposures and their consequences 
for humans and ecosystems. Not only do ecosystems contain multiple stressors 
that can act synergistically but organisms’ environments are seldom optimal and 
may heighten their sensitivity to stressors. As illustrated by the examples in Box 
1-2, degradation of ecosystems due to human activities increases exposure to or 
consequences of chemical and biologic stressors in both humans and ecosys-
tems. Elucidating relationships between exposure and key abiotic and biotic 
ecologic factors is necessary if we are to understand risk.  

 
ROADMAP 

 
The present report builds on the concepts presented in the National Re-

search Council reports Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century and Science and De-
cisions: Advancing Risk Assessment to develop a framework for bringing expo-
sure science to a point where it fully complements toxicology and risk 
assessment and can be used to protect human health and the environment better. 
The committee also addresses a set of emerging needs, such as the need to 
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FIGURE 1-4 Connections between ecosystem services and human well-being. The 
framework of ecosystem services makes explicit the linkages between human and ecolo-
gic health. The strength of the linkages and the potential for mediation differ in different 
ecosystems and regions. Adverse exposures can indirectly affect human health and well-
being by influencing a range of services provided by ecosystems. Source: Millenium 
Ecosystem Assessment 2005. Reprinted with permission; copyright 2005, World Re-
sources Institute. 
 
 
provide rapid assessment protocols and technologies to respond to natural and 
human-caused disasters and the needs for community participation and envi-
ronmental justice. The report describes new technologies and opportunities to 
make exposure science even more effective in its traditional roles of evaluating 
environmental control measures, improving understanding of the link between 
environmental stressors and disease, and designing more cost-effective ways to 
reduce and prevent health risks. Finally, where possible, the committee offers 
ideas for integrating the applications of exposure science to human health and 
ecosystem health. 

In Chapter 2, the committee presents a vision for exposure science. Chap-
ter 3 describes the opportunities and challenges for applying exposure science to 
toxicology, epidemiology, and risk assessment and how exposure science can 
play a more effective role in other fields, such as environmental regulation, ur-
ban planning, ecosystem management, and disaster management. Chapter 4 ad-
dresses emerging demands for exposure-science information. Chapter 5 identi-
fies scientific and technologic advances that are shaping the field and that 
support the committee’s vision. Chapter 6 discusses promoting and sustaining 
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public trust in exposure science including the management of personal and envi-
ronmental exposure data. Chapter 7 describes the path forward for exposure 
science in the 21st century.6 
 
 

BOX 1-2 Illustrations Demonstrating How the  
Degradation of Ecosystems Due to Human Activities  

Increases Exposures to Chemical and Biologic Stressors 
 
Rising temperatures. Whether caused by shifts in climate or land uses (for ex-
ample, deforestation, reduced vegetative cover, and urban heat islands), 
changes in temperature can directly prompt health-threatening exposures (for 
example, extreme heat events) or indirectly influence exposure to other sub-
stances. In aquatic ecosystems, degraded riparian zones, loss of forest cover, 
runoff from impervious surfaces, and discharges from industry can lead to rising 
water temperatures and increased toxicity. Above-normal temperatures com-
promise function and integrity of aquatic ecosystems. In addition, high tempera-
tures can increase sensitivity of aquatic animals to heavy metals, including 
cadmium (Lannig et al. 2006; Cherkasov et al. 2006, 2007), mercury (Slotsbo et 
al. 2009), copper (Gupta et al.1981; Boeckman and Bidwell 2006; Khan et al. 
2006), and lead (Khan et al. 2006). High temperatures also may amplify effects 
of pesticides—such as diazinon (Osterauer and Köhler 2008), terbufos, and 
trichlorfon (Brecken-Folse et al. 1994; Howe et al. 1994)—on fish. 
 
Anthropogenic nutrient enrichment. Agricultural runoff and untreated sewage 
effluent are two important causes of eutrophication, in which aquatic ecosys-
tems accumulate high concentrations of nutrients (for example, phosphates 
and nitrates) that promote plant growth. Algal growth can become excessive 
and sometimes lead to harmful algal blooms (Paerl 1997; Cloern 2001; 
Anderson et al. 2002; Kemp et al. 2005) and anoxic (low-oxygen) conditions 
that directly kill organisms and that can increase sensitivity to chemical 
stressors. For example, low dissolved oxygen prompted higher mortality in 
daphnids exposed to carbendazim (Ferreira et al. 2008), in crabs exposed to 
copper (Depledge 1987), and in fish exposed to alkylphenols (Gupta et al. 
1983). 
 
Reduced access to water. Human-associated changes in hydrologic re-
gimes—including construction of dams and levees, depletion of groundwater 
supplies, drainage of wetlands, and removal of vegetation— profoundly affect 
water availability for humans and ecologic communities alike. Aside from the 
direct effects on ecosystem goods and services related to water, these an- 
 

(Continued) 
 

                                                 
6Given its terms of reference, the committee addresses primarily exposure-science is-

sues related to the United States and other developed countries. In addition, the commit-
tee does not focus on uses of exposure principles in regulation and policy. 
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BOX 1-2 Continued 
 
thropogenic stressors can promote dehydration, which can increase concen-
tration of toxicants and thereby increase risk of damage. Chemicals also can 
reduce drought tolerance of organisms by interfering with physiologic adapta-
tions, as has been demonstrated in earthworms exposed to copper (Holm-
strup 1997) and in springtails exposed to polyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(Sjursen et al. 2001), lidane (Demon and Eijsackers 1985), and surfactants 
(Holmstrup 1997; Skovlund et al. 2006). Diminishing access to safe water can 
increase risk of some diseases as wildlife, livestock, and humans are brought 
into closer contact. 
 
Invasive species. Biotic invasion is one of the top drivers of biodiversity loss 
and species endangerment. Invasive species can alter species interactions 
and disrupt ecologic processes in ways that elicit serious ecologic, economic, 
and health consequences. Even seemingly benign species can provoke un-
expected exposures. For example, a recent experiment suggested that Amur 
honeysuckle (Lonicera maackii), a widespread invasive shrub in North Amer-
ica, increases human risk of exposure to ehrlichiosis, an emerging infectious 
disease transmitted by ticks (Allan et al. 2010). The high risk would result 
from a preference of a key tick and pathogen reservoir, white-tailed deer 
(Odocoileus virginianus), for areas of dense honeysuckle. In aquatic systems, 
the invasive round goby (Neogobius melanostomus) is thought to facilitate 
mobilization of contaminants in food webs and to increase exposure to hu-
mans because its persistence in contaminated environments draws predatory 
fish, which also are popular game species, into polluted habitats (Marentette 
et al. 2010). 
 
Shifts in species composition. Because species differ in bioaccumulation ki-
netics, changes in the structure of animal communities can influence bioac-
cumulation and human exposure. Indeed, mercury accumulation rates differ 
among bivalve species according to feeding strategies and assimilation effi-
ciencies (Cardoso et al. 2009). At the terrestrial–aquatic interface, spiders 
had more of the highly bioavailable methylmercury than other invertebrates 
(such as lepidopterans and orthopterans) and, therefore were thought to be 
responsible for transporting aquatic mercury into terrestrial food webs (Cristol 
et al. 2008). The presence of particular species can provide buffers to expo-
sure in some cases; for example, some algal blooms are known to reduce 
uptake of methylmercury into freshwater food webs (Pickhardt et al. 2002). 
 
Habitat degradation. Habitat degradation can facilitate transport of contami-
nants into aquatic systems, transmission of diseases by promoting high den-
sities of vectors, and increases in the sensitivity of animals to exposures. 
Changes in food availability in degraded habitats also can affect nutritional 
status in ways that can mediate toxicity (Holmstrup et al. 2010). Conse-
quences of habitat degradation can be surprising. For example, erosion of 
 

(Continued) 
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BOX 1-2 Continued 
 
European saltmarshes dominated by cord grasses has resulted in massive 
cadmium release from sediments in areas of cord-grass dieback (Hubner et 
al. 2010); this shows how habitat degradation or sea-level rise, for example, 
can increase exposure to heavy metals.  
 
Emerging contaminants. A number of new compounds with novel chemistries 
are rapidly expanding in commerce and are now appearing, or are expected 
to occur, as widespread environmental contaminants. Important examples 
include brominated and chlorinated organic compounds used as flame retar-
dants and a large and growing array of diverse organic and metal-based 
nanomaterials (Lorber 2008; Stapleton et al. 2006, 2009; Wiesner et al. 
2009). Little is known about human health or ecologic effects of most of these 
materials. Similarly, little is known about fates and exposures; it is difficult to 
measure most of them at environmentally relevant concentrations in media 
and in organisms. The situation is particularly problematic with nanomaterials. 
It is likely that as their abundance increases in the environment, they will con-
tribute to the sum of multiple stressors to which humans and ecosystems are 
exposed. And their fates and effects will be influenced by the environmental 
variables described above. It is timely for exposure science to be rapidly de-
veloping concomitantly with these new chemistries.  
 
Greenhouse-gas emissions. Increased concentrations of atmospheric carbon 
dioxide stimulate growth of poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) and causes 
plants to produce a more allergenic form of urushiol (Mohan et al., 2006). 
Anthropogenic changes in the atmosphere thus are expected to lead to more 
abundant and more toxic poison ivy. 
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2 
 
 

A Vision for Exposure Science  
in the 21st Century 

 
Understanding the contact between a stressor and a receptor is at the heart 

of exposure science—and the starting point for the committee’s expanded vision 
for exposure science in the 21st century. Federal, state, and municipal agency 
use of the concept of exposure to control environmental risks has contributed to 
major improvements in environmental protection in the United States and else-
where. For example, the concept of exposure was instrumental in efforts to con-
trol secondhand tobacco smoke, a major source of exposure, but a minor con-
tributor to emissions or ambient air pollution where measurement and regulation 
had focused previously.  

New challenges and new scientific advances, documented in Chapters 4 
and 5, impel us to an expanded vision of exposure science. Understanding ag-
gregate or cumulative exposures in their full environmental context will require 
new approaches to exposure assessment—moving both inward and outward 
from the core point of contact.  

We modify the exposome concept described in Chapter 1 in this broader 
vision of exposure science: 
 

 Vision: exposure science extends from the point of contact between 
stressor and receptor inward into the organism and outward to the general envi-
ronment, including the ecosphere.  
 

We suggest the term “eco-exposome” to encapsulate the concept of this 
expanded vision. 
 

In light of the new concept, we foresee, among other developments, the 
evolution of a universal exposure-tracking framework that allows the creation of 
an exposure narrative and the prediction of virtually all biologically relevant 
human and ecologic exposures with sensitivity, specificity, and wide coverage. 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

43 A Vision for Exposure Science in the 21st Century 

To retain its value, the principal goal of exposure science must continue to be 
the prevention and mitigation of adverse exposures to protect human and eco-
system health with a focus on the routes by which environmental stressors reach 
humans and ecosystems. 

Given that vision, exposure science can maintain and augment its rele-
vance to the everyday lives of citizens as they seek measures to protect their 
health and the health of the ecosystems on which they depend. Exposure science 
also will continue to contribute to understanding of exposures in numerous set-
tings—outdoors, indoors, and in the occupational environment—and of how 
those exposures internalize in an organism.   

Implicit in the eco-exposome concept is the recognition that humans live 
in and are part of an ecosphere and that human exposures are intimately linked 
to exposures flowing through ecosystems. Efforts to understand ecosystem ex-
posures will improve our knowledge of how exposures affect human populations 
and individuals. Narrating the flow and pulse of exposures through the eco-
sphere, of which humans are part, also promotes a more thorough investigation 
of the potential sources of exposure and how these sources can be controlled to 
protect public and ecosystem health. Because the life courses of humans and 
ecosystems are dynamic, the eco-exposome will have to evolve scientifically to 
define what constitutes a biologically relevant exposure.   

The committee’s vision is premised on scientific developments of the last 
decade. Advances in local sensor systems, remote sensing, analytic methods, 
molecular technologies, computational modeling systems, and bioinformatics 
have provided opportunities to develop systems approaches that can be inte-
grated into exposure science. There is now an unprecedented opportunity to con-
sider exposures from source to dose, on multiple levels of integration within the 
ecosphere (including time, space, and biologic scales), to multiple stressors, and 
scaled from molecular systems to individuals, populations, and ecosystems. 

Many of the scientific innovations have been in fields outside traditional 
exposure science, and achieving the vision will require higher levels of transdis-
ciplinary and interagency cooperation than have occurred in the field of expo-
sure science in the past. In addition, collaborative approaches will be needed to 
engage communities and stakeholders from problem formulation through data 
collection to development of responsive solutions and to improve communica-
tion among and participation by stakeholders. Such engagement strategies in 
field studies can lead to more comprehensive application of exposure-science 
tools to health and environmental protection, including issues of environmental 
justice.  

In this report, the committee presents a roadmap of how technologic inno-
vations and strategic collaborations can advance exposure science in the 21st 
century. The committee believes that exposure science needs to deliver knowl-
edge that is effective, timely, and relevant to current and future environmental-
health challenges.  To do so, exposure science needs to continue to build capac-
ity to  
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 Assess and mitigate exposures quickly in the face of emerging envi-
ronmental-health threats and natural and human-caused disasters. 

 Predict and anticipate human and ecologic exposures related to exist-
ing and emerging threats. 

 Customize solutions that are scaled to identified problems. 
 Engage stakeholders associated with the development, review, and 

use of exposure-science information, including regulatory and health agencies 
and groups that might be disproportionately affected by exposures. 
 

The committee recognizes the complex interdependence of human and 
ecologic systems and adopts an integrated definition of environmental health. In 
the context of the vision statement, exposure science addresses chemical, physi-
cal, and biologic stressors and associated behavioral and societal factors that 
affect human and ecologic health, including protection of vulnerable populations 
and susceptible individuals.  

The following sections elaborate on core elements of the vision. Later 
chapters provide specific components of the roadmap for realizing the vision of 
exposure science in the 21st century. 

 
Assess and Mitigate 
 

Assessing and mitigating exposures effectively require techniques for 
rapid measurement of single and multiple stressors on diverse geographic, tem-
poral, and biologic scales and an enhanced infrastructure for rapid deployment 
of resources to address imminent threats, such as the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill, Hurricane Katrina, and the tragedy of 9/11. In those three cases, there was 
a need to evaluate the status of the environment and the exposure of populations 
via a variety of pathways (such as air, water, soil, and food) while anticipating 
potential health effects. In the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, for 
example, there was an urgent need to evaluate drinking-water safety; a wide 
array of potential microbiologic and chemical contaminants in sediment, soil, 
and fish; and air-quality threats posed by mold, endotoxins, and other contami-
nants in indoor and outdoor environments. It is important that such assessments 
be handled quickly and effectively to inform and protect first responders, 
cleanup workers, and affected populations and to respond to stakeholder con-
cerns about the potential for short-term and long-term health effects.  

The use of more portable instruments and new techniques in biologic and 
environmental monitoring will enable faster identification of chemical, biologic, 
or physical stressors that are affecting humans or ecosystems. Testing of stress-
ors of potential concern in targeted studies would allow rapid responses and 
deployment of exposure-mitigation measures. 
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Predict and Anticipate 
 

Enhancing our predictive capabilities through the development of models 
or modeling systems will enable us to anticipate exposures and characterize ex-
posures that had not been previously considered. For example, modeling will 
improve our ability to reconstruct external exposures on the basis of the increas-
ing number of internal markers of exposures that are being collected. In addi-
tion, exposure models and controlled simulation studies will enable sustainable 
innovation in developing benign nanomaterials and less toxic chemical alterna-
tives. Predictive tools will also allow us to develop exposure information on 
thousands of chemicals that are now in widespread use and will enable informed 
safety assessments of existing and new applications for these chemicals. Finally, 
predictive tools will allow us to forecast, prevent, and mitigate the potential ef-
fects of major societal problems, such as climate change, security threats, and 
urbanization. Innovative and expedient exposure-assessment approaches that 
strategically use diverse information such as structural properties of chemicals, 
nontargeted environmental surveillance, biomonitoring, and modeling and re-
lated data-integration tools are needed for the identification and quantification of 
relevant exposures that may pose a threat to ecosystems or human health.  

Using such tools, especially in parallel with pathway-based toxicity 
screening, in the evaluation of new and emerging environmental stressors can 
help to ensure that substances in the marketplace are safer. The tools are likely 
to require broader access to data that now are commonly proprietary, including 
manufacturing, import, sales, and use data and chemical properties. New data-
generation requirements also may be needed; for example, systematic toxicity 
screening and screening-level exposure assessments would provide a more ro-
bust basis for modeling. Exposure-based predictive screening could identify and 
predict introduction of chemicals that pose potentially serious environmental or 
health concerns. For example, thoughtful application of predictive tools would 
have prevented hasty promotion of methyl tertiary butyl ether as a replacement 
for lead in gasoline, which resulted in widespread contamination of groundwa-
ter, or universal application of polybrominated diphenyl ethers as flame retar-
dants, which are now ubiquitous in trace amounts in human breast milk (Gold-
stein 2010; LaKind and Birnbaum 2010).  Such prevention strategies could re-
duce the risk of disease in exposed populations, substantially reduce future 
mitigation costs occasioned by widespread environmental contamination, and 
encourage benign design and green-chemistry approaches to product develop-
ment and waste disposal. Given that it will take many years to develop compre-
hensive toxicologic assessments for chemicals in commerce, exposure monitor-
ing can help to ensure against unintended health and environmental conse-
quences.  
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Customize Solutions 
 

As stated in a 2009 National Research Council report (NRC 2009), the 
first step in a risk assessment should involve defining the scope of the assess-
ment in the context of the decision that needs to be made. Adaptive exposure 
assessments could facilitate that approach by tailoring the level of detail to the 
problem that needs to be addressed. Such an assessment may take various forms, 
including very narrowly focused studies, assessments that evaluate exposures to 
multiple stressors to facilitate cumulative risk assessment, or assessments that 
focus on vulnerable or susceptible populations. Health-protective default values 
for exposure can be used in the absence of alternative information to expedite 
decision-making and to encourage generation of more chemical-specific data 
that are needed for risk assessment.  

For example, a tiered approach that is customized according to expected 
future land uses and standardized health-protective default assumptions is incor-
porated into EPA’s supplemental soil screening guidance (SSG) (EPA 2002). 
The SSG is a tool used to standardize and speed the assessment and cleanup of 
contaminated soil at sites on the National Priorities List (Superfund). The origi-
nal 1996 EPA SSG (EPA 1996) focused exclusively on residential land use and 
did not incorporate alternative scenarios, such as future commercial or industrial 
land use (which would require less thorough cleanup), risks to workers, dermal 
exposure pathways, or inhalation from indoor vapor intrusion. The 2002 revi-
sions allowed greater customization of the solutions according to the populations 
that would probably be exposed (for example, children and workers), anticipated 
exposure pathways, and future use of the land. The SSG is designed to be used 
only as a first-tier approach to evaluating a site, and more detailed and fully cus-
tomized exposure assessments should be done if the SSG indicates a potential 
concern. This example illustrates that it is possible for agencies to develop stan-
dardized approaches to exposure assessment that can allow rapid assessment and 
conservation of resources while incorporating an increasingly customized and 
site-specific approach where needed.  

 
Engage Stakeholders  
 

Engaging broader audiences, including involving scientists in the concerns 
and needs of the public, will make the field more responsive and can improve 
problem formulation, monitoring and collection of data, access to data, and de-
velopment of decision-making tools.  Ultimately, the scientific results derived 
from the research will empower individuals, communities, and agencies in pre-
venting and reducing exposures and in addressing environmental disparities. 
Engaging stakeholders will also mean moving beyond the science of inquiry to 
the science of engagement and the science of application (Boyer 1996). (Addi-
tional discussion on engaging the community to respond to health concerns is 
addressed in Chapter 6.) 
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Exposure science has played and will continue to play an important role in 
providing scientific data for use in assessing whether socially disadvantaged 
groups suffer disproportionate adverse exposures. Disadvantaged groups often 
have less access than other groups to beneficial or health-promoting exposures 
(such as access to parks and green spaces), an important consideration for popu-
lation health (Sister et al. 2010; WHO 2010). And known interactions between 
psychosocial stressors and environmental exposures need to be considered and 
quantified for exposure science to be responsive (Shankardass et al. 2009).  

Any effort to identify and quantify exposures in a way that fully addresses 
environmental disparities and that is capable of capturing the complex interac-
tions between stressors in communities will need to use current measurement 
strategies and deploy new tools in exposure science broadly. Widespread im-
plementation of biomonitoring of many chemicals in varied populations (on the 
basis of internal markers of exposure) will be useful in identifying exposure 
distributions and disparities. Key however is the need for exposure information 
to be accessible to community members and for them to have input in decisions 
involving exposure prevention or intervention. The committee maintains that it 
will be critically important to use such approaches as coupling of biomonitoring 
with collection of relevant environmental exposure data, source data, and health 
data to allow interpretation of the implications of exposures to facilitate preven-
tion and intervention.  

Participatory sensing techniques, which allow people to collect data on 
their own activities and on their communities, can be enabled for specific pollut-
ants and exposure routes. However, people who are to be active in such pro-
grams need training, in both how to collect such data, and in its utility and limi-
tations. Additionally the results need to be quality-assured and validated by 
trained professionals. For example, ubiquitous sensing technologies, such as 
those of smart cellular telephones, can facilitate collection of data on time–
activity relationships that can provide information to support the need for meas-
urements of pollutant exposures in many poorly characterized microenviron-
ments. The development of user-friendly and less expensive monitoring equip-
ment can allow trained people in communities to collect and upload their own 
data in partnership with researchers. Such partnerships would improve the value 
of the data collected and make more data available when setting priorities for 
exposure-control options. The collection and interpretation of such data raises 
many scientific questions and underscores the efforts needed to validate meas-
urements and to determine how to integrate the information into models that 
support effective stakeholder engagement and decision-making. 

 
Enhancing Exposure Science  
 

Human and ecologic systems are inextricably linked. As part of the eco-
system, humans affect and are affected by interactions with the other organisms 
and nonliving components of the environment. At the most fundamental level, 
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human health and well-being depend on the goods (for example, clean air and 
water) and services (for example, groundwater recharge, carbon sequestration, 
pollination, and seed dispersal) that are provided by ecosystems. Ecosystem 
health protection will require an expansion of problem-solving approaches that 
recognize that humans are an integral part of complex ecosystems that operate 
on wide spatiotemporal scales and varying levels of biologic organization, with 
consideration of exposures occurring both outside and inside exposed organ-
isms. 

The better we understand the complex interactions and feedbacks among 
the various human and nonhuman components of ecosystems, the better we will 
understand the spatial and temporal variability in risk and magnitude of expo-
sure. Incorporating ecologic information into exposure assessments will allow us 
to identify how ecosystems cause, buffer, or magnify exposures. By broadening 
the view of receptors to include both ecologic and human receptors through the 
eco-exposome concept, exposure science will be able to connect stressors to 
changes in ecosystem function and in the ecologic goods and services on which 
society depends. From an operational perspective, the first step toward that inte-
gration will occur during the problem-formulation stage, where the human–
ecology linkages can be articulated explicitly. In broadening their view of recep-
tors, researchers and regulators will consider not only human health outcomes 
but, when it is feasible, ecosystem attributes and their interdependences.  

Major challenges in exposure science, combined with the opportunities 
presented by new technologies, suggest the need for a transformation in expo-
sure science. Strategic investments in this transformation are crucial for devel-
opment of health-protective strategies in the 21st century. The investments must 
address strategies for research, education and training, and outreach for the de-
velopment of collaborative and responsive frameworks for implementing these 
strategies in a resource-constrained environment. Moving forward with such a 
vision will provide a strong scientific basis for policy decisions that are respon-
sive to a broad array of stakeholders. 
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3 
 
 

Applications of Exposure Science 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Exposure science plays a fundamental role in the development and appli-

cation of epidemiology, toxicology, and risk assessment. It provides critical in-
formation for protecting human and ecosystem health. Exposure science also has 
the ability to play an effective role in other fields, including environmental regu-
lation, urban and ecosystem planning, and disaster management; in many cases 
these are untapped opportunities. Exposure science links human and ecologic 
behavior to environmental processes in such a way that the information gener-
ated can be used to mitigate or prevent future adverse exposures. This chapter 
discusses current and future opportunities for and challenges to applying expo-
sure science to those fields and frames some of the needs for further develop-
ment of exposure science. Text boxes are intended to illustrate specific examples 
of the role of exposure science.  

 
EPIDEMIOLOGY 

 
Exposure assessment is a major component of environmental epidemiol-

ogy; it is equal in importance to outcome assessment. Historically, the main fo-
cus of many environmental epidemiology studies has been on single chemical, 
biologic, and physical stressors (for example, individual pesticides, air pollut-
ants, ionizing radiation, or water contaminants). But human populations are ex-
posed to a multitude of potentially hazardous stressors simultaneously, often 
with highly correlated patterns of spatial and temporal variation, and are affected 
by human activities and behaviors, so it is difficult to pinpoint the specific 
stressor associated with a particular outcome. New high-throughput genomic 
and biomonitoring technologies (discussed in Chapter 5) are providing for a 
greater number of potential biomarkers that can be used to assess multiple expo-
sures simultaneously. In addition to chemical, biologic, or physical stressors, 
epidemiologists may be concerned with psychosocial stressors that influence 
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disease risks directly or modify a person’s susceptibility to the effects of other 
agents (Shankardass et al. 2009). The direct effects of psychosocial risk factors 
on health outcomes are beyond the scope of this report, but their role as modifi-
ers of exposures is within the committee’s charge. Figure 3-1 provides a general 
schema for thinking about the components of exposure assessment in environ-
mental epidemiology. Each of the components shown in solid boxes represent 
areas where exposure science can contribute, providing data on determinants of 
people’s exposures (the intensity of the spatio-temporal exposure fields they are 
moving through and their personal time/activity patterns in that field) and direct 
measurements of individuals’ external exposures or internal doses, along with 
relevant modifying factors. The hypothesized (but not directly observable) his-
tory of doses to the relevant target organs are then used by epidemiologists to 
relate to the health outcomes. 
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FIGURE 3-1 General schema of exposure assessment in environmental epidemiology. 
Items in gray, related to health outcomes and their determinants other than environmental 
exposures, are included to place exposure assessment in context but are outside the 
charge of this committee. Boxes represent measurable quantities, and ovals denote hypo-
thetical intermediate variables that can be assessed only indirectly. Solid arrows denote 
direct effects, and dashed arrows indicate modifying effects. For example, the oval 
marked “personal exposure” represents the entire history of an individual’s true biologi-
cally-relevant exposure, which is not directly observable. The boxes labeled “personal 
external exposure monitoring” and “biomarkers of exposure” represent the data that are 
potentially observable. 
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Traditional exposure assessment for epidemiology combines the use of 
measurements and models to characterize the spatio-temporal field of environ-
mental concentrations of a stressor with individual data on interactions of recep-
tors (people) with their environment (for example, derived from questionnaires 
on time–activity patterns) to estimate personal exposures. In some studies, direct 
measurements of personal exposures (for example, film-badge measurements of 
occupational radiation exposures) and novel methods of tracking individual ac-
tivities (for example, Global Positioning System (GPS) monitoring of locations 
and accelerometers for physical activity rates and videotaping of activities) have 
been used, either on an entire study population or on some sample for calibration 
or validation of model predictions. The emerging field of molecular epidemiol-
ogy, based on the use of biomarkers of exposure (as well as of susceptibility or 
early signs of disease), offers potentially transformative advances in exposure 
science, particularly if combined with novel genomic, transcriptomic, me-
tabolomic, and other “–omic” technologies and bioinformatic tools for organiz-
ing and integrating the massive, often disparate, data sets (see Chapter 5). Box 
3-1 illustrates some of the complexities of exposure assessment for the National 
Children’s Study, with longitudinal measurements of a broad array of environ-
mental and personal (external and internal) exposures and health outcomes. 

Historically, comprehensive measurement of environmental exposures has 
not been possible, requiring statistical models to interpolate among relatively 
sparse measurements. The models can be purely statistical, such as geostatistical 
models for air pollution, or can be based on mathematical models for tracking 
agents from sources through intake by receptors (see NCRP 2010a for a discus-
sion of the general principles of environmental dose reconstruction for radiation 
exposures and NCRP 2008, 2010b for recommended approaches to uncertainty 
analysis for external and internal exposures respectively). Box 3-2 provides an 
example of environmental pathway analysis applied to evaluate radionuclide 
exposures from the Hanford nuclear plant in Hanford, WA, and illustrates the 
value of involving the affected communities in all stages of the planning of an 
epidemiology project. 

As novel sensing technologies, such as satellite imaging, become more 
widely available and more accurate, the need for models will remain, but the 
focus will shift from interpolation to exploitation of massive datasets. A key 
function of models is not just to provide point estimates of individual exposures 
but to quantify the uncertainty in exposure estimates, to understand measure-
ment error in health analyses. 

Environmental exposures typically occur over extended periods of time at 
varying intensities, requiring a shift in thinking from simple exposure-response 
to exposure-time-response relationships (Thomas 1988). These can be quite 
complex, involving modifying effects of age-at-exposure (for example, at par-
ticularly sensitive developmental stages), time-since-exposure, duration-of-
exposure, or other time-related factors. In addition, for most conditions, little is 
known about whether short intense exposures have larger or smaller effects than  
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BOX 3-1 Case Study of Exposure Assessment for  
the National Children’s Study 

 
The National Children’s Study (NCS) is a nationwide cohort study of 

pregnancy outcomes and child development through the age of 21 years. The 
study aims to investigate the separate and combined effects of environmental 
exposures on pregnancy outcomes, child health and development, and ori-
gins of adult disease. Environmental exposures in the NCS are broadly de-
fined to include chemical, biologic, physical, psychosocial, and genomic fac-
tors. The study also aims to examine determinants of child, maternal, and 
developmental health disparities, such as prenatal exposures, geography, 
social status, race, ethnicity, neighborhood characteristics, and quality of so-
cial networks, and the impact of various disparities on health outcomes. The 
current study has about 100 study locations, but the number, size, and selec-
tion process for these study locations may evolve (Hirschfeld et al. 2011).  

A complex exposure assessment is planned, entailing a combination of 
techniques—questionnaires on diet and product use; environmental sampling 
of house dusts; and collection, storage, and assays of biologic specimens (for 
example, blood, urine, saliva, hair, breast milk, and adipose tissue) (Barr et al. 
2005; Needham et al. 2005). Depending on the particular agent, exposure 
assessments will be conducted at various life stages, for example, in utero, 
postnatal, and peripubertal (Bradman and Whyatt 2005; Wang et al. 2005; 
Landrigan et al. 2006). In addition, data from national and state agencies are 
being used to profile areas within a county and locations of the study partici-
pants (Lioy et al. 2009; Downs et al. 2010); a test case is being conducted in 
Queens County, NY (Lioy et al. 2009). Sophisticated modeling will be needed 
to combine the various data sources.  

Given the size, scope, and complexity of the NCS, there have been chal-
lenges to identify exposure assessment approaches and methods that are 
feasible, acceptable, and limited in both cost and participant burden. Valida-
tion sub-studies have been investigated (Strauss et al. 2010), extant data will 
be relied on, and choices will have to be made about which chemicals to 
measure in stored environmental or biologic samples (Özkaynak et al. 2005; 
Gilliland et al. 2005; NRC/IOM 2008).  

The development of the exposure assessment component of the NCS 
study highlights the challenges for exposure science to meet the demands for 
exposure information across time scales for large populations.  

In 2010, EPA, NIEHS, and the NCS organized a workshop to engage 
scientists from the exposure, epidemiology, and health effects disciplines with 
the goal of identifying the most promising and practical exposure metrics to 
use in a study the size and scope of the NCS (Tulve et al. 2010). For the most 
part, the workshop participants agreed that questionnaires and diaries provide 
inadequate and unreliable exposure information; that more effective exposure 
metrics are needed that will provide better information on exposures and their 
inter- and intra-individual variabilities, and that high quality samples should be 
collected (in particular in the perinatal period) and archived for future analyses 
as new analytic methods are developed.  
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BOX 3-2 Case Study of the Hanford Environmental  
Dose-Reconstruction Project 

 
As part of the Manhattan Project and continuing into the 1960s, all the 

plutonium for the U.S. nuclear-weapons program was produced at the Han-
ford Nuclear Reservation in the southeastern part of Washington State. Dur-
ing the early years, considerable quantities of radionuclides were released 
into the environment, notably iodine-131, which tends to accumulate in the 
thyroid gland of exposed people and can lead to thyroid cancers and other 
thyroid abnormalities. To address concerns of the downwind population, two 
projects were launched by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: 
the Hanford Environmental Dose Reconstruction (HEDR) Project and the 
Hanford Thyroid Disease Study (HTDS). The latter was an epidemiologic co-
hort study that made use of dose estimates produced by the HEDR Project. 
The HEDR Project is an important illustration of how exposure science in-
forms epidemiologic research. 

The HEDR Project began by reviewing over 38,000 pages of environ-
mental-monitoring documents. Technical panels of experts in nuclear engi-
neering, radiation dosimetry, environmental transport, meteorology, hydrol-
ogy, statistics, and other fields developed an environmental-pathway model. 
The model reconstructed the releases from the plant and modeled their 
transport through air, soil, and water contamination; uptake by vegetation; 
intake by dairy cows and goats; milk production and distribution and ingestion 
by individual study participants and their mothers while pregnant; and ulti-
mately dose delivery to the thyroid gland. Some parts of the complex model 
were informed by measurements, others by expert judgment; each step en-
tailed careful consideration of the relevant uncertainties. The entire model 
was incarnated in a Monte Carlo computer program that yielded multiple re-
alizations of possible doses to each individual, with variability among the re-
alizations reflecting the uncertainties in the final dose assignments (Shipler et 
al. 1996). Although much concern had been expressed about contamination 
of the Columbia River, the analysis found the contribution to human expo-
sures by that pathway to be negligible. The distribution of final dose estimates 
used by the HTDS had a range that was shown to provide adequate power to 
test for dose–response relationships with various thyroid outcomes (Kopecky 
et al. 2004). The null results for all types of thyroid abnormalities provided 
evidence that most cases in the region were unlikely to be due to radioactive 
releases from the Hanford plant (Kopecky et al. 2005), although this interpre-
tation remains somewhat controversial (Hoffman et al. 2007).  

A major lesson yielded by the HEDR Project and HTDS was the impor-
tance of community involvement, particularly in light of a concurrent class 
action lawsuit and suspicions that the U.S. Department of Energy (the owner 
and operator of the site) was influencing the study. Public, state, and Ameri-
can Indian representation in the independent Technical Steering Panel (TSP) 
that oversaw the project was viewed as essential from the beginning (Shipler 
1995). The TSP adopted a commendable policy of openness in all aspects of 
 

(Continued) 
 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

55 Applications of Exposure Science 

BOX 3-2 Continued 
 
the project, including definition of scope, budget, and priorities. The investiga-
tors commented that the open approach required more time and energy but 
concluded that “if these issues and concerns are addressed early and if scop-
ing of the project with an advisory panel is completed before major work is 
initiated, cost-effective planning and management can be achieved and ‘sci-
ence in a fishbowl’ can be successful” (Shipler 1995, p. 108). 

 
 

long low-intensity exposures or other patterns of temporal variation. While such 
issues are amenable to epidemiologic analysis, this is possible only if detailed 
histories of exposure are available, requiring exposure scientists to develop 
novel ways of reconstructing the entire history of past exposures or for monitor-
ing time-varying exposures prospectively for extended periods.  

The “exposome” concept (see Chapter 1) may provide a framework for 
representing a person’s lifetime of exposure to all potentially hazardous or bene-
ficial agents. Although the concept is generally interpreted as relating to the to-
tality of biologically-relevant exposures of either external or endogenous ori-
gins, the current enthusiasm is driven largely by the rapid advances of various  
–omics technologies (reviewed in Chapter 5) that permit agnostic assessment of 
a broad swath of internal biomarkers of exposure. For example, two recent pub-
lications illustrate its potential utility with “Environment-Wide Association 
Studies (EWAS),” agnostic scans for associations using a panel of a few hun-
dred metabolite measurements (Box 3-3). These illustrations are analogous—
albeit on a smaller scale—to genome-wide association studies that test the asso-
ciation of a disease or trait with hundreds of thousands to millions of genetic 
variants, but provide a “proof of concept” for an approach that could in principle 
be extended to a much broader range of exposures, monitored longitudinally. 
Novel approaches are needed to mine such data (Thomas 2010), together with 
internal and external markers of exposure to improve assessment of exposure-
response relationships and, more importantly, to find ways to intervene before 
an adverse outcome is observed in an individual or population. That is a long-
term goal that will require new approaches for conducting research, including 
capitalizing on future advances in individualized medicine and understanding 
the effects of changes in lifestyle and human behaviors. 

Exposure assessment is usually constrained by cost or other feasibility 
considerations. It is seldom possible to measure everything that one would like 
to measure over the lifetime of an entire epidemiologic cohort. Hence, various 
sub-study designs are needed to devise a cost-efficient method of exposure as-
sessment. That typically entails statistical modeling to combine the substudy 
data with the main-study data (Breslow et al. 2009). The study-design challenge 
involves trying to optimize the various tradeoffs—for example, between num 
bers of subjects and locations and breadth and duration of measurements—to 
yield the most precise estimates of the exposure–response relationship of inter-
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est. Key to the optimization challenge is the measurement-error distribution ex-
pected with alternative designs and the use of statistical methods for adjusting 
for measurement errors (Carroll et al. 2006). Another type of hybrid design en-
tails combining individual and group measurements. For example, one might 
correlate disease rates in large populations with estimates of the joint distribu-
tion of exposure, confounders, and modifiers obtained from sample surveys 
within each population (Sheppard et al. 1996). Box 3-4 illustrates the value of 
improved exposure estimates for epidemiologic studies. 

The availability of various population-wide outcome databases—such as 
databases of mortality, hospitalization, and cancer incidence—is unfortunately 
not matched by population-wide exposure databases. The availability of a na-
tional dose registry for radiation workers in Canada, however, has made it pos-
sible to use record-linkage techniques to conduct large-scale studies of dose–
response relationships for cancer (Zablotska et al. 2004). Establishing such reg-
istries and extending them to include medical-radiation doses, perhaps in the 
form of an electronic personal dose history, would be a boon for the field of 
radiation epidemiology. Ultimately, it would be desirable to have some life-
course exposure registry for the entire population, or a periodic census of a large 
sample of the population that would inquire about a broad spectrum of environ-
mental exposures for research purposes.  
 
 

BOX 3-3 Environment-Wide Association Study (EWAS) 
 

Patel et al. (2010) conducted an agnostic scan for associations of many 
measurements of internal exposures with type 2 diabetes; this was similar in 
spirit to Genome-Wide Association Studies (GWAS) that test the association 
of a disease or trait with hundreds of thousands to millions of genetic variants. 
Rather than using traditional methods of characterizing external exposures, 
the investigators used the “exposome” concept to assess potentially biologi-
cally effective exposures with a panel of 266 metabolite measurements ob-
tained from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey of 503–
3,318 people. They found statistically significant associations (after adjusting 
for multiple comparisons) with heptachlor epoxide (a pesticide derived me-
tabolite), vitamin  tocopherol, and some PCBs and found protective effects of 
 carotenes. A similar EWAS (Patel and Butte 2010) looked at associations 
with gene expression levels. Because it was not a longitudinal study, there is 
the potential for “reverse causation” bias, a tendency for disease or its treat-
ment to affect biologic measurements rather than for the exposure to be a 
cause of the disease. Cohort studies would avoid that difficulty by relating 
biomarker measurements in unaffected people to their later onset of new dis-
ease. The Patel et al. study should be considered as a “proof of concept” for 
an approach that shows great promise for application of far more extensive 
panels of biomarkers from the various biobanks being assembled or already 
in existence that have stored biologic specimens from hundreds of thousands 
or millions of subjects with followup for disease incidence. 
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BOX 3-4 Value of Improved Exposure Estimates for Epidemiologic Studies 
 

Reducing exposure error is critical for epidemiologic investigations. Pre-
vious air-pollution health-effects studies have underlined the importance of 
capturing spatial variability, particularly in urban areas (Logue et al. 2010; Bell 
et al. 2011). Accurate assessment of human exposures to atmospheric pollu-
tion requires knowledge of the spatial distribution of pollutants over cities on 
scales of 1-100 m (Chow et al. 2002). The improved resolution is expected 
not only to reduce exposure-assessment error but generally to result in larger 
health-effects estimates. For example, Jerrett et al. (2005) applied kriging 
techniques to study the association between within-city PM2.5 exposure gradi-
ents and mortality and found a substantially larger effect than previously re-
ported with the city-average exposures (Liu et al. 2009, p. 886). The Women’s 
Health Initiative found a larger pollution effect on mortality when within-city 
exposure estimates were used (Miller et al. 2007). Nevertheless, although it is 
generally true that reductions in exposure measurement error can lead to 
improvements in health-effect estimates, it is not always true, and it depends 
on the specifics of the measurement error and the true exposure distributions 
(Szpiro et al. 2011). (See discussion in Chapter 5.) 

 
 

The goal of a truly population-based exposure registry may be less feasi-
ble in the United States than in countries that have national health systems and 
population registries, at least in the foreseeable future. However, health-
maintenance organizations (HMOs) may provide unique opportunities to build 
large-scale databases that, when combined with biomarkers of exposure assayed 
from routinely collected biospecimens and systematically collected exposure 
information (from clinic visits or questionnaires), could form the basis of long-
term cohort studies. Outcome data reflecting clinic visits, hospitalizations, diag-
noses, medication prescriptions, and mortality would be routinely available 
through followup data collection. Although not strictly random, the coverage of 
the larger HMOs is extensive enough to represent a broad spectrum of the popu-
lation. Exposure science could also take advantage of data obtained on individu-
als and populations through market-based and product-use research to improve 
questions on exposures in epidemiologic studies.  

 
TOXICOLOGY 

 
Toxicology, whether focused on mechanisms or hazards, has historically 

been conducted outside the context of actual human exposures. Two major haz-
ard evaluation programs, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
ToxCast and the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences National 
Toxicology Program select chemicals and other materials (such as nanomateri-
als) for evaluation and use exposure as one qualitative selection criterion (Dix et 
al. 2007). But exposure context is for more than selection of chemicals for test-
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ing. The biology of systems perturbed by exposures to stressors is highly sensi-
tive to the magnitude of exposure (Slikker et al. 2004; Andersen et al. 2010). 
Mechanistic studies and hazard assessments conducted at concentrations that far 
exceed actual human exposures may produce results that are misleading because 
the observed effects are not likely to occur at lower doses or because low-dose 
effects may be masked by more overt toxicity at high doses. The availability of 
more exposure data could guide dose concentrations in toxicity studies. 

The interdependence of toxicology and exposure science is recognized in 
these two communities, but exposure science is typically underemphasized as a 
principle in toxicology. The committee responsible for Toxicity Testing in the 
21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy (NRC 2007) recognized the need for bet-
ter integration and use of exposure science in toxicity assessment and called for 
its greater use in each step of the vision. The report spurred the rapid develop-
ment of toxicity testing, in particular in in vitro, high-throughput methods, but 
its use of exposure science has seen little growth over the same period. That is 
unfortunate in light of the fundamental interdependence of the two fields, in-
cluding the importance of exposure information in the design and interpretation 
of toxicity testing (Cohen Hubal et al. 2010; 2011). In place of current practice, 
the present committee envisions a shift toward a toxicologic assessment program 
that has an interface with exposure science and is influenced by and responsive 
to human and environmental exposure data. Such a program would strengthen 
the current toxicology-driven paradigm by focusing on the four activities de-
scribed below. 
 

 Select and set priorities among chemicals for toxicity testing. As EPA 
implements the recommendations of the 2007 National Research Council report, 
exposure science will become even more important for priority-setting (Cohen 
Hubal et al. 2010). As described in Chapter 2, that report envisioned a process 
for screening chemicals in commerce for hazard potential with rapid toxicity-
pathway screens informed by and with priorities set through screening-level 
exposure assessments. The EPA ToxCast program is one example of such an 
implementation effort. In addition, efforts to reform the Toxic Substances Con-
trol Act (TSCA) will probably rely on priority-setting strategies that consider 
both exposure and toxicity potential. For those reasons, the present committee’s 
vision of enhancing the publicly available information on chemicals in com-
merce, improving screening for chemicals in the environment and in people (via 
biomonitoring and microsensor networks), and improving exposure modeling 
will form a solid foundation for priority-setting in relation to toxicity-pathway 
screening studies. 

 Provide internal and external exposure information to inform selection 
of relevant concentrations of stressors for high-throughput toxicity testing. Ex-
posure science needs to develop strategies to provide the information required to 
enable testing of stressors in animals. However, statistical-power considerations 
may make it infeasible or inadvisable to use only environmentally relevant doses 
in whole-animal studies. Newer in vitro toxicity-pathway studies can be con-
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ducted at a wide range of doses, and these studies can be informed by exposure-
related information, especially as it relates to internal dose. Reaching that goal 
will require a shift in exposure science toward collection of internal measures of 
exposure, as discussed in Chapter 5. 

 Provide quantitative pharmacokinetic data (on absorption, distribution, 
metabolism, and excretion) derived from human-exposure studies. Targeted ex-
posure studies need to include collection of exposure information to allow infer-
ence about human pharmacokinetic measures, such as the time course of expo-
sure, for some high-priority chemicals. Exposure-characterization protocols 
should include measurements of external and internal markers of exposure to 
assess bioavailability, especially when exposures are predominantly via a single 
route. Greater use of longitudinal internal exposure studies that include periods 
of high and low or no exposures (such as those in occupational environments 
during and after work) could provide concentration time-course data similar to 
repeated-dose pharmacokinetic studies. For example, absorption rates, half-
lives, and other pharmacokinetic measures and their variability within and be-
tween individuals could be derived from those data and would provide a wealth 
of critical human pharmacokinetic data for setting exposure concentrations for 
toxicity testing and for use in risk assessment (Teeguarden et al. 2011). 

 Link exposure data with in vivo data on perturbations of toxicity 
pathways in human or wildlife populations to identify exposure-response rela-
tionships directly. The conventional hazard-assessment paradigm uses cell-
culture systems or animal models to identify hazards. In the future, the present 
committee expects collection of higher-resolution and larger quantities of expo-
sure data in a broader swath of the population to allow epidemiologists to iden-
tify potential hazards in human populations or ecosystems. The characterization 
of the hazards could then be explored by using more focused, efficient toxi-
cologic studies at relevant exposure concentrations and durations or measure-
ments of perturbations of toxicity pathways (that is, as seen in genetic or other 
biomarkers of effect) in exposed human or wildlife populations. Although these 
studies might be expected initially to focus on individual stressors, they would 
evolve with advances in exposure technologies to identify and characterize 
combinations of stressors.  
 

There are also opportunities for epidemiology and toxicology to be more 
closely tied to the process of exposure assessment. For example, cell lines de-
rived from epidemiologic study subjects could be exposed in culture to mixtures 
derived from samples from the specific environments to which the subjects were 
exposed, to identify measures of biologic activity of these complex mixtures. 
The measures of biologic activity would then represent more relevant, more 
specific measures of response for use as variables in subsequent epidemiologic 
studies. Exposure of experimental animal models to environmental mixtures 
associated with specific epidemiologic studies would provide additional infor-
mation on exposure-response relationships, the time-course of development of 
disease, and the role of genetics as modifiers of exposure and response. In vivo 
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challenge studies in humans or experimental animal models can also provide 
much information on intermediate biologic responses to agents (for example, 
diesel-exhaust particles or second-hand smoke) and on genetic modifiers of 
these responses to exposures (Gilliland et al. 2004). That information could in-
form exposure–response or gene–environment interaction analyses of epidemi-
ologic data. Finally, epidemiology and toxicology would benefit from a more 
sophisticated approach to modeling that takes advantage of the source-to-effect 
continuum and reduces uncertainties in study design and misinterpretation of 
results for use in mitigation and prevention (Georgopoulos et al. 2009).  

 
ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION 

 
Risk Assessment 

 
Exposure assessment is one of the core components of regulatory quantita-

tive risk assessment; therefore, the quality of exposure information and the state 
of exposure science are paramount in the quality and utility of risk assessment. 
The National Research Council and EPA have previously described the major 
steps in risk assessment, including hazard identification, dose–response assess-
ment, exposure assessment, and risk characterization (NRC 1983, 1994, 2009). 
Although exposure assessment is often described as perhaps the most challeng-
ing component of risk assessment, prior National Research Council reports on 
risk assessment have made limited recommendations for improving the quality 
of exposure data or the utility of exposure assessment for quantitative risk as-
sessment. Although those steps are important, a strategy for improving the qual-
ity and quantity of exposure data is needed to reduce uncertainties stemming 
from the exposure-assessment component of risk assessment. 

A recent EPA Science Advisory Board panel provided nearly 100 recom-
mendations for improving guidance in ecologic risk assessment (EPA SAB 
2007; Dale et al. 2008) and suggested that further consideration was needed for 
assessing simultaneous exposure to multiple stressors, assessing spatial and 
temporal variation in exposures, and addressing uncertainties in exposure mod-
els.  

Exposure assessment poses numerous challenges for risk assessment. Ex-
posures change, so a risk assessment that uses data that are available today may 
no longer be valid months or years from now; this is especially true for chemi-
cals newly entering the market, for which use and exposure patterns have not yet 
fully emerged. Important exposure pathways may be missed, and this can lead to 
underestimation of overall exposure or neglect of highly exposed populations. 
Risk assessments and exposure assessments tend to focus on one chemical at a 
time and potentially miss interactive effects that could influence both exposure 
and risk. Data needed for exposure assessment, such as data on chemical sales 
and product ingredients, may be proprietary and not publicly available because 
of trade-secrecy protections.  
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To be useful for risk assessment, an exposure assessment needs to be ca-
pable of identifying and quantifying the exposure of the populations that are 
most highly exposed and populations that are most vulnerable. The assessment 
should strive to include all relevant exposure pathways and allow the pathways 
to be identified and defined individually (for example, to allow for quantifica-
tion of exposure from water or from food as well as total exposure). Exposure 
assessment also needs to consider background exposures to chemical or 
nonchemical hazards that could influence cumulative exposure or risk within a 
population. A mechanism for tracking and updating exposure estimates is 
needed to ensure that they continue to reflect real-world conditions. Finally, 
uncertainty, which is inherent in an exposure assessment, needs to be quantified 
to determine the level of confidence in the overall risk assessment.  

The 2009 National Research Council report Science and Decisions: Ad-
vancing Risk Assessment, which focused on improving human-health risk as-
sessment but also considered ecologic risk assessment, contains several recom-
mendations related to exposure assessment. It describes major challenges that 
risk assessment is facing and concludes that regulatory risk assessment has be-
come bogged down and that many assessments take a decade or longer to com-
plete. Strategies that the present committee believes may improve the efficiency, 
quality, and utility of the exposure-assessment component of risk assessment 
include the following: 
 

 Determine in advance the level of detail and type of exposure informa-
tion needed to address the risk-management question at hand. Risk assessment 
should be viewed as a method for evaluating the relative merits of various op-
tions for managing risk rather than as an end in itself (NRC 2009). It is impor-
tant to pose the policy question first and then gather the information needed to 
answer it. In the case of exposure assessment, screening-level information may 
be adequate to address some questions, targeted data may be useful for others, 
and extensive data may be needed in some circumstances, particularly for devel-
oping scientifically sound policies and regulations.  

 Use health-protective exposure default assumptions when adequate 
data are not available and define the criteria needed to depart from them. De-
fault assumptions are typically used in risk assessments when measured or mod-
eled data are unavailable or to allow extrapolation from existing data. Defaults 
are intended for a risk assessment to move forward in a timely fashion despite 
inevitable data gaps and to be health-protective. For example, one standard de-
fault assumption in exposure assessment is the choice of a cutoff for estimating 
exposure in a population (for example, the 90th or 99th percentile) (EPA 1992; 
NRC 2009). An exposure assessment used for risk assessment should select a 
cutoff that is as health-protective as the data allow and should explain the choice 
of the cutoff in the context of EPA’s default assumptions and the existing data.  

 Quantify population vulnerability better. An important purpose of ex-
posure assessment is to identify populations that are at greater risk than the ma-
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jority of the population because of their exposure patterns or susceptibility to 
health effects. For example, for a risk assessment of methylmercury, it is essen-
tial to gather data on people who fish for subsistence, because these people are 
expected to face the highest exposures (EPA 2000). In the example above, in-
stead of selecting a population cutoff (such as the 99th percentile), a better ap-
proach would involve identifying the subpopulation in the upper end of the ex-
posure distribution, measuring exposure in that subpopulation, and identifying 
strategies to reduce the upper-end exposures. 

 Assess and quantify cumulative and aggregate exposures. Exposures 
may involve aggregate exposures to a given chemical via a variety of exposure 
pathways or may involve cumulative exposures to various chemical or 
nonchemical stressors that influence human exposure and health risk by influ-
encing metabolism or excretion of a chemical and acting on the same biologic 
pathway or affecting the same organ system. There is a need to include multiple 
chemical, physical, or biologic stressors but also to consider other vulnerability 
and susceptibility factors that influence the effects of these stressors, such as 
nutritional and psychosocial status, including stress. Exposure assessments may 
therefore need to collect information about exposure to a variety of chemical and 
nonchemical stressors that may interact to influence health risk.  

 Improve stakeholder involvement and make the process more accessi-
ble to the general public. Exposure information used as the basis of a risk as-
sessment needs to be made available to the public and presented to enhance un-
derstanding, particularly regarding the assumptions used and the uncertainties 
and limitations of the data. Efforts should be made to make all models used to 
estimate human exposure for risk-assessment purposes nonproprietary and open 
to public scrutiny so that the basis of modeled data is clear and transparent. In 
addition, an open-source strategy for modeling software and algorithms could 
ensure an ongoing process of peer review and improvements in model specifica-
tions while ensuring transparency (for example, PLOTS 2012). Information on 
chemical use and product ingredients also needs to be made publicly available to 
the greatest extent possible to allow the public to understand exposure pathways 
and to ensure that important exposure information is not hidden by trade-secrecy 
provisions. 
 

Box 3-5 illustrates the role that exposure data and risk assessment have 
played in the establishment of a drinking-water standard for perchlorate. 

 
Risk Management 

 
Exposure science can inform public policy in a broad array of scenarios. 

Exposure information, even with minimal or no data on chemical hazard, can 
provide important information about trends, disparities in population, geo-
graphic “hotspots,” cumulative exposures, and predictors of vulnerability. Fur- 
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BOX 3-5 Case Study of Perchlorate in Drinking Water 
 

In 1997, perchlorate, a chemical component of rocket fuel was detected 
in several drinking water wells in Sacramento County, CA, near a large indus-
trial facility. In response, the California Department of Public Health laboratory 
developed a new analytic method for detecting perchlorate at lower concen-
trations than was previously feasible—down to 4 ppb. The method was later 
used to conduct a survey of multiple drinking water and agricultural wells in 
California, including in densely populated Los Angeles, Riverside, and San 
Bernardino Counties, where perchlorate was detected in numerous wells and 
nearby pollution sources were identified. Sampling also showed perchlorate 
at low concentrations (5-9 ppb) in Colorado River water, an important source 
of drinking water and water for agriculture in southern California (CDPH 
2010a).  

The widespread detection of perchlorate in drinking water catapulted it to 
public attention and drove action in numerous states to develop enforceable 
drinking water standards. Further discoveries of the chemical in agricultural 
wells spurred extensive investigations of perchlorate uptake into food by the 
Food and Drug Administration and by independent scientists, and the result-
ing information was used in exposure assessments by the California Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency and others to derive risk based standards. De-
velopment of a more sensitive analytic method for detecting perchlorate in 
water supplies ultimately drove the cleanup of numerous industrial and mili-
tary sites and the creation of a National Research Council committee that 
reviewed the U.S. EPA’s risk assessment for perchlorate. EPA cited the 
widespread exposure to this chemical as a major justification for their recent 
decision to promulgate a national drinking water standard for perchlorate.  

It is apparent from this case study that environmental monitoring of expo-
sure sources can identify significant public health issues, inform science and 
risk assessment, and drive risk management. 

 
 
thermore, the very existence of exposure data creates an imperative to generate 
information about hazard so that the importance of the exposure can be better 
understood. Several important existing and potential applications of exposure 
science in public policy are described below.  

Exposure-based prevention. A screening-level exposure assessment can 
inform decisions before new chemicals enter the market. Currently, that is done 
in the context of a formal risk assessment of pesticides. For new industrial 
chemicals on which exposure data are not available, EPA considers projected 
use and predicted chemical properties in making a decision about whether to 
request testing under TSCA, although in reality this is rarely done (GAO 2009). 
Screening exposure assessments could be used much more aggressively. For 
example, consideration could be given to keeping chemicals that are highly 
likely to persist and bioaccumulate off the market, so as to avoid the potential to 
contaminate the environment at increasing concentrations over time and poten- 
 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

64                  Exposure Science in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy  

tially result in human and environmental hazard. Another example of exposure-
based prevention would involve identification of chemicals that are predicted to 
contaminate water because of their persistence and solubility and restriction of 
uses that could threaten surface water or groundwater. Finally, testing of con-
sumer products in premarket controlled studies can be used to prevent toxic ma-
terials from reaching humans, and causing harmful exposures. 

Exposure-based control. Post-marketing surveillance of chemical expo-
sures can be used to ensure safety with respect to chemicals used or distributed 
in large quantities. About 200 chemicals were included in the most recent Na-
tional Report on Human Exposure to Environmental Chemicals (CDC 2011). 
Other chemicals are studied by individual researchers or in state programs. 
There is no requirement that companies conduct post-marketing surveillance, 
and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention does not have the resources 
to screen routinely for the thousands of chemicals that are used and distributed 
in large quantities or to which people may be exposed. Broad exposure surveil-
lance of a longer list of high-priority chemicals would provide important infor-
mation about trends, exposure variability, and magnitudes of exposure. Such 
surveillance would help evaluate whether regulatory actions designed to control 
exposure are effective, would allow priority-setting among chemical exposures 
to which are increasing, and would target at-risk populations for exposure reduc-
tion. For chemicals that can be biomonitored, surveillance could initially focus 
on worker populations and ecosystems near manufacturing or processing facili-
ties. For widely dispersed chemicals (for example, those in consumer products), 
exposure of the general public or specific populations could be monitored. For 
chemicals that cannot be biomonitored (for example, because they have short 
biologic half-lives), near-source environmental monitoring or modeling of expo-
sure could be possible. If exposure of any population is above a screening level 
of concern or if exposures are shown to be increasing, policy action could re-
duce exposure to prevent potential health problems from developing. Examining 
product-use patterns and the release of contaminant residual from products can 
keep highly toxic contaminants from coming into contact with consumers or can 
help to reduce the effects of such exposures. 

Exposure justice and equity. The reduction of disparities in exposure to 
chemical and nonchemical stressors is an important goal of public policy. That 
principle is reflected in Presidential Executive Order 12898 (February 11, 1994), 
which calls on federal agencies to “improve research and data collection relating 
to the health of and environment of minority populations and low-income popu-
lations (p. 2)”, including “multiple and cumulative exposures” (p. 3). The Ex-
ecutive Order expects, furthermore, that “each Federal agency shall make 
achieving environmental justice part of its mission” (p. 1).  

For agents on which there are population exposure data, exposure dispari-
ties can be tracked by evaluating the distribution of the exposure concentrations 
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over time (for example, the median, mean, standard deviation, or range).1 It is 
important that exposure science focus on identifying the segments of the popula-
tion that are in the top end of the exposure range for any given stressor. These 
“high-end” exposed populations need to be explicitly assessed so that the expo-
sure pathways can be understood and addressed. Policy actions could appropri-
ately include engagement of the affected communities in a collaborative process 
to identify and reduce the sources of exposure (for example, Brown et al. 2012). 
Community participation can help ensure that the research questions that are 
being asked are relevant to the needs and concerns of both the researchers and 
the affected community, increasing the likelihood that the project will contribute 
to improving public health (O’Fallon and Dearry 2002). Progress toward that 
goal will be seen in a reduction in the skewness of the population exposure data 
or through followup assessment in targeted populations.  

In addition to population-based surveillance to reduce exposure dispari-
ties, exposure science has an important role in performing rapid on-site assess-
ments of the relationship between potential exposure and potential health out-
comes in communities. Such assessments have been done around hazardous 
waste sites and in other settings where contaminants have already been intro-
duced into the environment, but can also be used more consistently as a rapid 
exposure screening tool before contaminants are inadvertently introduced into 
communities or the personal environment. 

Box 3-6 illustrates the role that exposure science played in managing po-
tential risks posed by polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs), including spur-
ring the creation of the California biomonitoring program and encouraging a 
broad strategy for identifying emerging chemicals of concern in consumer prod-
ucts. 

 
Compensation Policy 

 
Exposure science plays an important role in policy decisions regarding 

compensation of people who may have been harmed by exposure to hazardous 
substances. Many government programs have been established to provide com-
pensation to veterans exposed to various deployment-related or combat-related 
exposures (for example, Agent Orange exposure of Vietnam veterans), to work-
ers (for example, uranium miners), or to members of the general public (for ex-
ample, people downwind of the Nevada nuclear test site). In addition, state 
workers’ compensation programs often have substantial difficulty addressing 
questions of causation of potential occupational illness due—at least in signifi-
cant part—to a lack of exposure data for workers. 
 

                                                 
1Extremely skewed data can be identified easily because the mean is significantly 

higher than the median, and the standard deviation is large. Although most exposure data 
do exhibit a log-normal (skewed) pattern, the degree of skewness varies. 
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BOX 3-6 Case Study of Chemicals in Breast Milk:  
Policy Action Based on Exposure Data 

 
In 1999, researchers in Sweden discovered a previously unknown group 

of chemicals in women’s breast milk. When the researchers tested stored 
breast-milk samples from the 1970s and 1980s, they discovered that the 
chemicals had increased dramatically over the decades, doubling every 5 
years (Meironyte et al. 1999). Soon after the Swedish discovery, U.S. scien-
tists reported the same chemicals in breast fat and breast milk in Indiana, 
Texas, and California (Schecter et al. 2003). The U.S. levels were much 
higher than those reported in Europe; the California samples had concentra-
tions 40 times higher than those in Sweden. The chemicals, polybrominated 
diphenylethers (PBDEs), were flame retardants commonly used in consumer 
products. At that time, the PBDEs were essentially untested for toxicity to 
humans or ecosystems, but they were in widespread use in foam cushions, 
fabrics, and electronics. PBDEs are structurally similar to polychlorinated bi-
phenyls and dioxins, and they share environmental chemical characteristics 
of persistence and bioaccumulation.  

Those discoveries led to numerous policy actions: PBDEs immediately 
had high environmental-health research priority, sparking numerous expo-
sure, toxicology, and epidemiology studies; the European Union banned most 
of the PBDEs in 2004; California and other states passed legislation to phase 
out some of or all the PBDEs; and EPA reached an agreement with the U.S. 
manufacturer to cease production of the most bioaccumulative PBDE volun-
tarily, and other PBDEs were later phased out of U.S. production. Although 
these chemicals are still being produced in China and other countries. The 
California statewide biomonitoring program was created by the legislature in 
large part because of the discovery of PBDEs in breast milk and breast tis-
sue. The legislation identifies one of the priorities of the program as “the need 
to assess the efficacy of public health actions to reduce exposure to a chemi-
cal” (CDPH 2010b, p. 32). The California Scientific Guidance Panel added an 
additional criterion that was based on the need for early identification of 
emerging chemicals of potential concern (CDPH 2010b). One of the first ac-
tions of the program was to list as priority chemicals “chlorinated and bromi-
nated organic chemicals used as flame retardants” (CDPH 2010b, p. 6). The 
broad language of the listing was designed to address the chemicals of con-
cern that were increasing in market share to replace the PBDEs.  

 
 

Some instances of determination of compensation, such as “presumptive 
disability policies” for some classes of veterans intended to give the veterans the 
“benefit of the doubt”, require no individual exposure assessment; the mere fact 
of having developed a particular disease deemed potentially service-connected 
and having had the potential for exposure is sufficient. The need for presump-
tions often arises because of a lack of exposure data (IOM 2008). In other situa-
tions, extensive “dose-reconstruction” investigations may be required for a per-
son, such as an “atomic veteran,” to qualify for compensation. For radiation-
related exposures, Congress enacted the Radiation Exposure Compensation Act 
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after a provision in the Orphan Drug Act that directed the National Institutes of 
Health to establish a set of “radio-epidemiologic tables” of estimates of prob-
ability of causation (PC), the probability that a given cancer was caused by a 
particular radiation dose (NIH 1985).  

A key feature of that and many other compensation programs and toxic 
tort litigations is the uncertainty about a person’s contact with the toxicant of 
concern that resulted in exposure. For radiation in particular, determining expo-
sure has been facilitated by a Monte Carlo program from the National Institute 
for Occupational Safety and Health, the Integrated RadioEpidemiologic Pro-
gram (NIOSH 2011), which provides a nuclear worker with not only a best es-
timate of his or her radiation dose but also an estimate of its uncertainty and 
carries this uncertainty through to the calculation of PC. Although the validity of 
the PC concept has been called into question (NRC 1984; Greenland and Robins 
2000), there is no doubt that exposure information and its uncertainty—at either 
the individual or the population level—are central to establishing fair compensa-
tion policies. For example, IOM (2008) pointed out that policies aimed at erring 
on the side of avoiding false-negative decisions (failing to give compensation 
when it is due) in favor of false-positive decisions (excessively liberal policies 
that compensate people who do not deserve it), such as certain presumptive-
disability provisions for veterans, would have the effect of rewarding igno-
rance—people with highly uncertain exposures (or with rare diseases for which 
the dose–response relationship is highly uncertain) are more likely to be com-
pensated than those with more precise information. Such policies need further 
consideration to ensure an appropriate balance between fairness and societal 
burden. Overall, better assessment and characterization of worker exposures are 
needed to develop more accurate and protective exposure limits for the work-
place. Better monitoring of workers can help to assure that current exposures are 
not harmful and improved exposure data can help to clarify compensation issues 
when people do become ill. 

 
ENVIRONMENTAL PLANNING 

 
Exposure assessment has contributed to urban and environmental plan-

ning, informing our understanding of how different patterns of land use can 
change the magnitudes of emissions and exposures of humans and ecosystems. 
Exposure science is increasingly used in health impact assessments.2 Box 3-7 
illustrates the application of exposure science to health impact assessment in San 
Francisco. 

                                                 
2A 2011 National Research Council report defined health impact assessment as a 

structured process that uses scientific data, professional expertise, and stakeholder input 
to identify and evaluate public-health consequences of proposals and suggests actions 
that could be taken to minimize adverse health impacts and optimize beneficial ones 
(NRC 2011). 
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BOX 3-7 Health Impact Assessment of Mobile Sources in San Francisco 
 

Several health impact assessments conducted in 2004–2006 on land-use 
plans in Oakland and San Francisco identified conflicts between roadway 
proximity and sensitive land use. The conflicts resulted from placement of 
new high-density infill developments on land parcels along major highways 
(Bhatia 2007). Such conflicts were not addressed by federal, state, or local 
environmental standards, nor by local planning codes. The California Air Re-
sources Board recommended not building housing within 500 ft of highways, 
but land-use planners typically did not follow this guidance.  

In 2007, the San Francisco Department of Public Health (SFDPH), in its 
role as the environmental-health authority for the city, participated in an envi-
ronmental review—required under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA)—of four neighborhood rezoning plans (Bhatia and Wernham 2008). 
The plans proposed large-scale industrial-to-residential rezoning in areas of 
the city near highways and busy arterial roads. SFDPH identified several im-
portant environmental impacts (air and noise pollution and traffic collisions) 
and proposed mitigations. To create a mitigation program compatible with the 
needs of local planners and CEQA regarding environmental impact assess-
ment, SFDPH needed to identify an assessment method for each develop-
ment project, a quantitative action level that triggered mitigation, and alterna-
tive engineering approaches for mitigation. To meet those needs, SFDPH 
proposed using a threshold concentration of fine particulate matter (PM2.5) of 
0.2 µg/m3 from nearby roadway sources within 500 ft of a sensitive receptor 
as a proxy for important roadway hazards. The CALINE dispersion model 
(Benson 1989) was used to predict traffic-attributable PM2.5, and a series of 
ventilation and filtration standards were proposed for new buildings within the 
500-ft zone of roadways as a performance-based mitigation measure (Bhatia 
and Rivard 2008).  

The approach was accepted by planners and the development commu-
nity and adopted as mitigation for the four neighborhood plans (Bhatia and 
Wernham 2008). Later, SFDPH and the Department of Planning successfully 
sought the adoption of the approach as a public-health law applicable to all 
projects citywide. It remains the only local law in the United States that re-
quires the assessment and mitigation of air pollution hazards from nearby 
roadways.  

The current statute applies only to new residential development, but ini-
tiatives are underway to address existing development and a wider array of 
impacts, including noise pollution and dangers to pedestrians and bicyclists 
from traffic collisions. A key strategy for addressing hazards from nearby 
roadways is to develop metrics and modeling tools that can account for re-
fined spatial characterizations of exposure and allow for assessments of at-
tributable disease burden or other health-effect estimates (Wier et al. 2009a, 
2009b; Bhatia and Seto 2011). The new law and associated policies rely 
heavily on information generated by exposure science and environmental 
epidemiology. 
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Urban Planning 
 

Major economic and urban transformation over the last 30 years has led to 
a shift from large stationary emitters to larger concentrations of mobile sources 
and small manufacturing facilities, and more complex commuting and mobility 
patterns among workers. Those changes have accentuated small-area variations 
in pollution due to traffic and localized manufacturing. The restructuring has 
generally increased the amount of traffic and created spatial mismatches in resi-
dential and employment locations, lengthening commuting times and in-transit 
exposures of many workers (HEI 2010). As a consequence, environmental expo-
sures affecting health have become more spatially heterogeneous and more de-
pendent on human mobility and activities within and between places.  

Exposures associated with urban transportation systems display variation 
over small areas that is difficult to quantify because of its spatial heterogeneity. 
Those exposures are pervasive in that they affect large populations. Recent stud-
ies by the Health Effects Institute (HEI 2010; Jerrett et al. 2011) have docu-
mented the proportion of the population that experiences high exposures from 
traffic, resulting in increased risks of accidents and exposures to air pollution 
and noise. In Toronto and Los Angeles, 43-45% of the population were in the 
“high-exposure zones” (that is, 500 meters from a major highway and 100 me-
ters from a major road) (HEI 2010, p. 3-13). In the denser cities of Asia, 55-77% 
of the population were “highly exposed” (Jerrett et al. 2011, p. 35). Exposure 
science in urban areas faces the challenge of assessing spatially heterogeneous 
exposures that are pervasive throughout the urban structure. There is an increas-
ing urgency to link exposure science to urban planning because of increasing 
population densities in cities, particularly through infill development, intended 
to reduce pressure from vehicle miles traveled to achieve climate change mitiga-
tion and other environmental goals. Often such “densification” efforts puts resi-
dents in greater proximity to transportation corridors, leading to increased expo-
sures from traffic emissions and other related risks (for example, noise 
pollution) (Melia et al. 2011; Hankey et al. 2012). At the same time there will be 
continual stress on the water supply and the quality of tap water available.  

Exposure science helps to inform urban planning, often providing insights 
into inherent trade-offs (Künzli et al. 2003). In many countries, for example, 
physical inactivity is a major threat to public health, and some of the inactivity is 
due to an urban environment that discourages active travel by foot or bicycle. 
However, active travel involves other exposures and potential health risks, in-
cluding air pollution, accidents, and noise (de Nazelle et al. 2011). Exposure 
studies are being conducted to understand the effects of active travel. They  
require integration of ambient-pollutant concentration data with information on 
physical activity to assess potential inhalation and dose of air pollutants.3  

                                                 
3Information on ambient-pollutant concentrations combined with data on physical ac-

tivity can inform potential dose, inasmuch as physically active people have inhalation 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

70                  Exposure Science in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy  

de Hartog et al. (2010) conducted an integrated health impact assessment that 
compared the likely effects of physical activity in bicycling with the risks posed 
by increased air-pollution exposure. The benefits of increased exercise far out-
weighed the increased risks from air pollution, but ideally urban planners can 
use exposure science to devise bicycling and walking routes that minimize the 
risks faced by active commuters, and exposure science can have a critical role in 
identifying the environments that are associated with the highest exposures 
(Marshall et al. 2010; de Nazelle et al. 2011). 

Salutogenic (beneficial) exposures may generate health benefits. Many of 
the attributes (for example, parks) that promote human health also support eco-
system health and ecologic services. For example, urban forests contribute to 
carbon sequestration and protect water and air quality (Dwyer et al. 1992, 
McPherson et al. 1997) while encouraging behaviors positively associated with 
mental and physical health (Maas et al. 2006; Maller et al. 2006). Access to 
green space, parks, and recreational programming has been associated with in-
creased physical activity or reduced obesity in large epidemiologic studies 
(Wolch et al. 2011). Studies in England have shown that in areas with greater 
access to green space, the socioeconomic group differences in cardiovascular 
risk is reduced (Mitchell and Popham 2008). In a study conducted in southern 
California, children equipped with GPSs and accelerometers were shown to 
have significant increases in physical activity while exposed to green space 
(Almanza et al. 2011). Recent studies also suggest that access to such resources 
may follow socioeconomic group differences, in that minority groups and socio-
economically disadvantaged groups have fewer options to access these resources 
(Dahmann et al. 2009). Also parks in poor and minority-group neighborhoods 
tend to be more polluted than those in neighborhoods of wealthier people and 
higher proportions of white people (Su et al. 2011). Exposure science can help 
urban planners to identify areas that lack salutogenic exposures that may buffer 
adverse exposures or produce direct health benefits. Salutogenic exposures also 
illustrate the link between healthy ecosystems and human health. 

 

Ecosystem Planning 
 

Although exposure assessments can include a diverse suite of ecologic re-
ceptors (for example, fish, aquatic plants, amphibians, birds), integrating ecolo-
gic information in a way that captures risk for the whole ecosystem has been 
difficult. In practice, a true ecosystem perspective may be restricted to the initial 
development of site conceptual models that identify potential exposure path-
ways, after which the focus may be on specific and limited receptors. Exposure 
science and risk assessment could benefit from adopting a holistic, systems-level 
perspective, similar to that embodied in ecosystem planning and management. 
Already, exposure assessments are beginning to integrate and apply information 

                                                                                                             
rates that are 2–5 times greater than those of persons in public transit or in private vehi-
cles, and that also may be higher because of the proximity to car traffic.  
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from the ecologic, socioeconomic, and political realms as does ecosystem plan-
ning (Grumbine 1994; Brussard et al. 1998; Szaro et al. 1998). Like ecosystem 
management (Grumbine 1994), exposure assessments also consider the hierar-
chic context of the process or problem, work collaboratively across ecologic 
boundaries, use diverse data from research and monitoring efforts, and, to some 
extent, recognize that humans are part of the ecosystem. However, one piece of 
ecosystem planning and management that is largely absent from current expo-
sure assessments is the emphasis on adaptive management, whereby managers 
and planners treat management as a learning process (an experiment) and adjust 
actions as understanding improves. (Box 3-8 illustrates how exposure science 
has contributed to our understanding of the environmental impacts of stressors 
on Lake Tahoe.)  

An ecosystem-based focus on land-use practices might be especially use-
ful for exposure science. For example, regional changes in land-use practices 
can result in high levels of agricultural runoff and untreated sewage effluent that 
lead to eutrophication, in which aquatic ecosystems accumulate high concentra-
tions of nutrients (such as phosphates and nitrates) that promote plant growth. 
Algal growth can become excessive and sometimes lead to harmful algal blooms 
(Paerl 1997; Cloern 2001; Anderson et al. 2002; Kemp et al. 2005). Likewise, 
land uses that reduce vegetative cover, especially trees, may result in changes in 
temperature that can directly prompt health-threatening exposures (for example, 
extreme heat events) or indirectly influence exposure to other substances. In 
aquatic ecosystems, degraded riparian zones, loss of forest cover, runoff from 
impervious surfaces, and discharges from industry can lead to rising water tem-
peratures and increased toxicity. Above-normal temperatures compromise the 
function and integrity of aquatic ecosystems. They can also increase the sensitiv-
ity of aquatic animals to heavy metals and pesticides, including cadmium (Cher-
kasov et al. 2006, 2007), copper (Gupta et al. 1981, Khan et al. 2006), diazinon 
(Osterauer and Köhler 2008), and trichlorfon (Brecken-Folse et al. 1994).  

An ecosystem approach to planning requires recognition that exposures 
may result from a series of diffuse and indirect interactions among humans and 
nonhuman species. Exposure to emerging infectious diseases, many of which 
originate in wildlife hosts or reservoirs, is an excellent illustration of this com-
plexity. Human activities, particularly those related to habitat modification and 
resource subsidization, not only influence ecologic health but mediate wildlife–
pathogen interactions through changes in host density, behavior, and spatial dis-
tribution (Dobson and Foufopoulos 2001; Gehrt 2010). Urban development, for 
instance, promotes high densities of some wildlife species (such as raccoon, 
Procyon lotor) that serve as hosts of many pathogens of public-health impor-
tance (such as rabies and leptospirosis: Bradley and Altizer 2006; Gehrt 2010) 
and can profoundly alter trophic interactions in ways that can result in loss of 
biodiversity (Faeth et al. 2005). Socioeconomic factors can exacerbate exposure 
if people lack the financial and educational resources that support preventive 
behaviors, such as vaccinating pets, excluding or removing wildlife from homes, 
and securing refuse and other potential wildlife attractants.  
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BOX 3-8 Exposure to Multiple Stressors in a Large Lake Ecosystem 
 

Lake Tahoe is a large (19 × 35 km) and deep (501 m), ultraoligotrophic, 
montane lake in the Sierra Nevada of California and Nevada. It is known for 
its cobalt blue waters that are due, in part, to its small watershed area in 
comparison with its large lake volume. The economy of Lake Tahoe is inti-
mately linked with its ecology—the economic value of the lake and surround-
ing basin is closely related to the perceived scenic and pristine character of 
the region's water, air, and forest resources (for example, Kearney et al. 
2008). Recreation is the main industry of the region, with an economic impact 
from visitors of about $320 million per year, which supports nearly 10,000 
jobs (Eiswerth et al. 2000; Dean Runyan Associates 2009). The intense pres-
sure from local recreational activities, atmospheric deposition of nutrients and 
toxicants, intentional and unintentional introduction of nonnative species (for 
example, Eiswerth et al. 2000; Kamerath et al. 2008; Chandra et al. 2009), 
and climate change result in the simultaneous exposure of the ecosystem to 
multiple stressors (see Figure 3-2). Assessment of multiple stressor exposure 
in large, complex ecosystems is not easy, and the outcomes of the exposures 
are often unpredictable. However, Lake Tahoe presents a good case study of 
the ecologic and potential economic impacts of multiple stressor exposures. 

Within the last 40 years, scientists have documented a steady decline in 
lake clarity and an increase in primary production (Jassby et al. 1996; Gold-
man 2000). That is especially the case with respect to ultraviolet (UV) radia-
tion attenuation in the nearshore areas of the lake that are close to human 
developments and activities (Rose et al. 2009). Several factors play a role in 
the decrease in clarity, including the introduction of fine inorganic particles 
from the watershed; resuspension of fine particles due to wind, currents, and 
boats; and the settling of particles on the lake bottom (Jassby et al. 1996; 
Swift et al. 2006). Those changes have been accompanied by an increase in 
water temperature facilitated by increased absorption of solar radiation in 
turbid waters and due to climate change (Tucker et al. 2010). The combined 
and interactive effects of exposure to those stressors have had substantial 
adverse effects on the ecology of the watershed.  

The role of interaction of water temperature, UV radiation, and resident 
nonnative species in the establishment of novel nonnative species, altered 
food-web structure, and increased exposure to toxic pollutants illustrates the 
effects of multiple stressor exposures. Nonnative crayfish became established 
in the lake in the 1930s (Chandra et al. 2009) and are widespread throughout 
the lake, Eurasian watermilfoil (an aquatic plant) was first discovered in the 
southern portion of the lake in the 1960s (Eiswerth et al. 2000), and warm-
water centrachid fishes (largemouth bass and bluegill) were introduced by 
anglers in the middle to late 1990s (Kamerath et al. 2008; Chandra et al. 
2009). By the middle 1990s, milfoil had spread to nearly all low-energy near-
shore areas; by 2007, bass and bluegill were observed in marinas and near-
shore areas containing milfoil and crayfish around the lake (Kamerath et al. 
2008). Bass and bluegill are aggressive and can have predator-related and  
 

(Continued) 
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BOX 3-8 Continued 
 
competition-related effects on the native fishes in the nearshore areas 
(Gevertz et al. 2012). Their establishment has been possible only through the 
combined effects of increased water temperature, decreased UV radiation 
and water clarity, habitat alteration (milfoil), and abundant prey (crayfish and 
native fishes) (Kamerath et al. 2008; Tucker et al. 2010; Gevertz et al. 2012). 
Recently, water-quality thresholds for temperature, UV radiation, and water 
clarity required to prevent the establishment and spread of bass and bluegill 
have been suggested (Tucker et al. in press).  

Ecologic and physiologic research has predicted that exposure to multi-
ple stressors would facilitate the establishment of warm-water fish in Lake 
Tahoe, but an unpredicted outcome of the interactions may be an increase in 
exposure to toxic pollutants in the ecosystem. Mercury is an important toxic 
pollutant globally and in Lake Tahoe (Drevnick et al. 2010). Methylmercury 
(MeHg) biomagnifies in food webs, with the highest rates of transfer occurring 
in lower trophic levels (for example, water to algae) (Hammerschmidt and 
Fitzgerald 2006) and with top-predator fish and birds accumulating the most 
(Wiener et al. 2002). Crayfish can accumulate large amounts of MeHg as a 
benthic organism eating primarily periphyton and macrophytes (Momot et al. 
1978) and largemouth bass commonly supplement their diets with crayfish 
(García-Berthou 2002). In addition to its primarily plant-based diet, crayfish 
are facultative omnivores and will feed on fish carcasses (Minckley and 
Craddock 1961). The biomagnification of persistent bioaccumulative toxi-
cants, such as MeHg, may be increased by a trophic feedback cycle in which 
bass eat crayfish, which eat bass, and so on. Laboratory experiments and 
modeling demonstrate that such a trophic feedback cycle substantially in-
creases MeHg accumulation in bass and crayfish (Bowling et al. 2011). The 
results are supported by anecdotal evidence that another, native species 
(brown trout) has higher tissue concentrations of MeHg in lakes that have 
crayfish than in lakes that do not (Oris et al. 2004). Thus, it is possible that 
exposure to multiple stressors that have facilitated the establishment of 
largemouth bass in Lake Tahoe can result in large increases in MeHg expo-
sure of both native and nonnative species and affect the ecologic resources 
of the region. These native and non-native species are also direct vectors of 
MeHg exposure of humans and could decrease the recreational value of the 
lake. 

 
 

Changes in species composition due to human activities may affect expo-
sure through alterations in species interactions. For example, human-facilitated 
invasion of Amur honeysuckle (Lonicera maackii), a nonnative shrub, increases 
human risk of ehrlichiosis, an emerging infectious disease transmitted by ticks 
(Allan et al. 2010). The high risk results from a preference of a key tick and 
pathogen reservoir, white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), for areas with 
dense honeysuckle. In aquatic systems, the invasive round goby (Neogobius 
melanostomus) is thought to facilitate mobilization of contaminants in food 
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webs and to increase exposure of humans because its persistence in contami-
nated environments draws predatory fish, which also are popular game species, 
into polluted habitats (Marentette et al. 2010). Thus, understanding human expo-
sure to pathogens requires a holistic ecosystem perspective. 
 
 

 

FIGURE 3-2 Exposure to Multiple Stressors in Lake Tahoe. 
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An ecosystem approach extends beyond “natural” systems to include the 
built environment. Cities are coupled human–nature systems that can be under-
stood only through their linked ecologic, physical, and socioeconomic compo-
nents (Pickett et al. 2001; Alberti et al. 2003). Spatially explicit approaches 
common to ecosystem planning fit urban ecosystems well in that they can be 
viewed as mosaics of risk and protection (Fitzpatrick and LaGory 2011). Char-
acterizing the heterogeneity of social and environmental attributes in urban eco-
systems better is especially useful in a climate of diminishing resources. For 
example, recent studies demonstrate that bioavailability of contaminants in soils 
is strongly mediated by environmental heterogeneity (Filser et al. 2008), and this 
environmental heterogeneity can be characterized with sophisticated mapping 
techniques to understand exposure risk (Lahr and Kooistra 2010). By under-
standing heterogeneity, planners and managers can identify the most critical 
areas for remediation, saving resources and sometimes avoiding ecologically 
damaging consequences of unnecessary efforts (such as removing topsoil from 
large areas). Understanding complex socio-ecologic processes that are operating 
in urban ecosystems is a prerequisite for protecting ecologic and human health.  

 

DISASTER MANAGEMENT 
 

Response to a natural, accidental, or terrorist event or to an act of war of-
ten requires understanding of exposure to a stressor or multiple stressors. In-
strumentation is needed to detect biologic, chemical, and physical stressors ac-
curately and cost effectively, and, depending on the evolving situation, both 
community and occupational exposure monitoring may be required. Defined 
strategies for rapidly assessing exposures are critical for applying predictive and 
measurement tools. Active exposure assessment is an important need that has 
been discussed in previous National Research Council reports in connection 
with the deployed military (NRC 1999; 2000a,b; IOM 2000), in analyses of ex-
posure in the aftermath of the World Trade Center (WTC) attack (Lioy 2010a), 
and in general disaster discussions and analyses (Dominici et al. 2005; Bongers 
et al. 2008; Rodes et al. 2008).  

Several National Research Council reports (NRC 1999; 2000a,b; IOM 
2000) have discussed the need for exposure assessment after military activities, 
during combat, or where troops are deployed to guard a facility or area associ-
ated with identified or suspected hazards, including oil fields, chemical plants, 
contraband destruction (incinerator) sites, and power plants. Exposure assess-
ments are intended as a means of reducing personnel injuries and as a form of 
preventive surveillance as information on exposures can be used by physicians 
at a later time to treat exposed individuals if they develop symptoms. In such 
situations, there is a need to provide information on the personal protective 
equipment required and to enforce administrative controls to guard sites. Moni-
toring needs to be flexible and surveys need to be conducted to characterize the 
exposures that may be encountered before establishing permanent security or 
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conducting similar activities. Biologic monitoring and surveillance may need to 
be formalized for deployed troops. 

In the aftermath of the WTC disaster, the nature of the exposures and the 
populations exposed changed at Ground Zero (Lioy and Gochfeld 2002; EPA 
2002, 2003; GAO 2007; Lorber et al. 2007). The evolving situation resulted in 
exposure of responders and others under different conditions. Box 3-9 discusses 
issues surrounding emergency management after the attack on the WTC. 

It is important to develop and test a series of protocols to ensure that 
community and occupational monitoring and analytic capabilities are field-ready 
in the event of an emergency situation. Exposure-monitoring platforms may 
need to include personal sensors and portable monitors mounted on vehicles and 
be portable and robust enough to be airlifted to remote sites. A variety of sam-
plers can be tested, including ones that measure physical, chemical, and biologic 
materials. Surveillance of workers and the community with biologic monitoring 
is essential for understanding continuing exposures or the cessation of exposures 
at least through rescue, re-entry, and recovery. Similarly, a field laboratory to 
process biomonitoring samples would be important. Strategies to minimize con-
tinuing community exposure are essential, for example, the use of exclusion 
zones for various periods. Effective personal protective devices can be made 
available to those in harm’s way to minimize injury or disease, and leaders could 
define and enforce the use of this equipment. 

During disasters, there need to be clear and effective lines of communica-
tion, members of a team that can interpret data, and officers who understand the 
meaning of the exposures that are determined. Most important, guidance and 
recommendations from professionals on how to proceed are needed. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

Exposure science has made and continues to make contributions to many 
fields. Increased emphasis on integration and new applications of the principles 
of exposure science can contribute major benefits to the areas of epidemiology, 
toxicology, environmental regulation, ecologic planning, and disaster manage-
ment. 
 

Epidemiology 
 

Exposure science should aim to provide epidemiologists with novel tools 
to improve exposure assessment, particularly comprehensive assessment of cu-
mulative exposures to the ensemble of relevant stressors. That will require use 
of new remote-sensing and other high-volume techniques for measuring the ex-
ternal environment and new –omics technologies for the internal environment. 
Population-wide exposure databases (such as a national dose registry for radia-
tion exposures) that could be routinely linked with population-wide outcome 
databases (such as cancer registries or the National Death Index) would facilitate 
rapid discovery of novel hazards. 
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BOX 3-9 Emergency Management After the  
Attack on the World Trade Center 

 
The collapse of the WTC towers was a horrific aftermath of the 9/11 ter-

rorist attacks. The generation of dust due to the disintegration of building ma-
terials and the ensuing fires created demands for exposure information to 
understand the associated potential health effects on workers and the com-
munity—in the immediate aftermath of the disaster, in the days immediately 
afterwards when the dust was resuspended, and during cleanup in the weeks 
and months after the disaster. The need for such data was not anticipated 
before the event (Lioy and Gochfeld 2002; Lioy 2010a).  

The WTC collapse illustrates the need for an integrated and timely ap-
proach to data collection involving complex mixtures (EPA 2003). Data on the 
presence of radiation and other hazardous agents were initially collected by 
several agencies but with little coordination. Inventories of potential sources 
of known hazardous chemicals (such as pesticides) were documented. Bio-
logic samples were collected from firefighters to examine the concentrations 
of gases and other contaminants that may have been inhaled at Ground Zero 
(Edelman et al. 2003). However, the composition of WTC dust remained un-
known, and this crippled the initial assessments of the potential hazards (Lioy 
2010a). The failure to characterize exposures adequately stemmed from a 
lack of real-time portable devices to measure particles and gaseous materials 
in dusty environments and from a lack of understanding that the immediate 
concerns were short-term exposures (Lioy 2010a). The mindset at the time 
was focused on low-level exposures (for example, to asbestos and fine parti-
cles) associated with long-term disease outcomes. 

The exposure-assessment issues stemming from the WTC disaster led 
to discussions of how to characterize exposure during rescue, reentry, recov-
ery, restoration, and rehabitation after an event (Rodes et al. 2008; Lioy 
2010b). An important aspect of the WTC disaster was the recognition that the 
combination of collapse of the buildings with intense fires resulted in emis-
sions of complex mixtures because of the nature of the construction materi-
als, furnishings, and equipment (EPA 2002, 2003; GAO 2007). Training of 
emergency and law-enforcement agency personnel regarding potential expo-
sures and potential hazards to health is important, including rapid exposure 
characterization to minimize additional injuries to workers and the public. 

Risk assessment, risk management, and risk communication are valu-
able evaluation tools, but their effectiveness depends on the accuracy of in-
formation and on the speed with which it can be interpreted and conveyed. A 
lesson for exposure science from the disaster is that it is important to assume 
a worst-case scenario and efforts would need to be made in advance to im-
plement exposure-characterization strategies, including prepositioning of ap-
propriate measuring devices. The application of exposure-science principles 
during acute events can augment activities associated with a national re-
sponse plan.  
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Toxicology 
 

Exposure science needs to interface with toxicology to inform selection of 
and priority-setting among chemicals at environmentally relevant concentrations 
for toxicity testing, to develop human pharmacokinetic data, and to improve 
understanding of the exposure–response relationships involved in perturbations 
of toxicity pathways in exposed humans or wildlife. Closer interactions between 
toxicologists and epidemiologists to characterize the biologic effectiveness of 
exposures could provide better exposure metrics. 

 
Environmental Regulation 

 
Exposure science needs to play a greater role in the process of risk as-

sessment, risk management, and compensation policy to improve characteriza-
tion of population-wide exposure distributions, their uncertainties, aggregate and 
cumulative exposures, and high-risk populations. More powerful incentives for 
data generation—such as conservative default values—are needed to address 
critical data gaps. A more risk-preventive approach to introduction of new 
chemicals into the environment and better post-marketing surveillance of those 
already present is needed, particularly with the goal of reducing disparities in the 
population. An improved role of exposure science in the regulations will ad-
vance priority-setting, help measure the efficacy of regulations, and reduce the 
likelihood of widespread human or environmental exposure to substances that 
are likely to be hazardous. 

 
Environmental Planning 

 
Exposure science should be an increasingly integral component of envi-

ronmental planning because of its ability to inform decisions during urban pro-
jects that may affect public health (for example, through exposure to increased 
air-pollutant emissions or potential increases in exposure to green space) and 
because of its ability to recognize the complex interactions among humans and 
ecosystems that are critical for protecting human and ecosystem health. 

 
Disaster Management 

 
A great challenge in the management of natural or human-made disasters 

is to anticipate the needs for exposure science before a disaster occurs. To that 
end, field-ready protocols need to be established and tested, including the neces-
sary equipment (such as drones) and expert personnel, and the equipment needs 
to be pre-positioned for rapid deployment to conduct community and occupa-
tional monitoring. The availability of personal protective devices is an important 
element in these preparations. Biologic monitoring for surveillance of workers 
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and the community is essential. Ideally, it would be conducted routinely on first-
responder personnel, in advance of a disaster, to measure toxicants associated 
with their jobs and thus provide a baseline measure. However, biomonitoring 
cannot take the place of environmental sensors for real-time measurement of 
hazardous agents.  
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Demands for Exposure Science 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Knowledge of exposure is key to predicting, preventing, and reducing en-

vironmental and human health risks. A robust exposure science is necessary to 
support policy decisions for managing potentially harmful exposures without 
adversely affecting economic activities, personal liberties, and the health of peo-
ple. The need for exposure science extends beyond policy considerations, how-
ever, and includes societal goals related to population health, economic security, 
and human well-being. This chapter addresses the demands for exposure science 
that the committee’s proposed vision will help to meet. The committee’s vision 
will help transform exposure science into a more forward-looking discipline that 
supports universal exposure surveillance and integrated predictive systems that 
facilitate early detection of and even anticipate harmful exposures.  

The committee’s vision (Chapter 2) arises in part from multiple and com-
plex scientific, societal, commercial, and policy demands. The committee did 
not attempt to develop an exhaustive list of those demands but rather selected 
examples to illustrate their nature and their importance in shaping research 
needs for exposure science in the 21st century. This chapter builds on the con-
cepts and terminology in Chapter 1 and the applications of exposure science in 
Chapter 3. It sets the stage for Chapter 5, which identifies scientific and techno-
logic advancements needed to support the committee’s vision.  

The committee broadly explored research-based and decision-based activi-
ties to identify emerging needs for exposure information. This exploration re-
veals that the demand for exposure information is growing. One example of this 
is the knowledge gap resulting from the introduction of thousands of new 
chemicals into the market each year. The U.S. Toxic Substances Control Act 
and the Green Chemistry Initiative of the California Department of Toxic Sub-
stances Control (CA DTSC 2008) demonstrate that the rate of introduction of 
new substances exceeds our ability to design and conduct exposure assessments 
of these new chemicals and their mixtures that enter the market. Other examples 
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of emerging demands for exposure information are EPA’s Premanufacturing 
Notice requirements and the European Union’s program for the Registration, 
Evaluation, Authorization and Restriction of Chemicals. The industries that 
market chemicals and the government agencies that regulate them need more 
and better exposure information to conduct screening and regulatory assess-
ments.  

Another example is the increasing need to address long-term health effects 
of low-level exposures to chemical, biologic, and physical stressors over years 
or decades, such as low-level radiation exposure. A dearth of exposure data con-
tributed to uncertainty in communicating the radiation risk posed by the Fuku-
shima incident in Japan to policy-makers and the public. Previous opportunities 
to reduce uncertainties through the collection of more and better exposure data 
have been missed, including opportunities in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s 
April 1986 Chernobyl nuclear incident, which spewed radionuclides over a large 
swath of Europe (Normile 2011). There were few systematic or sustained appli-
cations of exposure-science techniques in the collection of radiation-exposure 
data at Chernobyl (UNSCEAR 2011).  

Growing efforts to collect, organize, and evaluate medical-surveillance 
data in the absence of corresponding efforts to assemble, evaluate, and track 
exposure data present another example of the need for data. The paucity of ex-
posure data has been observed repeatedly—in the followup of health effects in 
veterans of the Gulf War (IOM 2000), in the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) Health Tracking Program (CDC 2011a), and in the monitor-
ing of the health of volunteers and professionals after exposures to the 2010 
Gulf Oil Spill (IOM 2010; King and Gibbons 2011). 

The committee defined the complex and overlapping needs for exposure 
information in four broad categories: health and environmental science, market, 
societal, and policy and regulatory (illustrated schematically in Figure 4-1). 
Health and environmental sciences require reliable quantitative data on human 
and ecosystem exposures. Market demands require the identification and control 
of exposures resulting from the manufacture, distribution, and sale of products 
and the provision of services (for example, energy, transportation, and health 
care). Societal demands arise from the aspirations of individuals and communi-
ties—relying on an array of health, safety, and sustainability information—for 
example, to maintain local environments, personal health, the health of workers 
who make consumables, and the health of the global environment. Policy-
makers drive the need for exposure science when they require knowledge to 
inform their actions—particularly the setting of policies directed at mitigating 
environmental risks and avoiding hazards in cost-effective ways. Policy-makers 
need to establish a balance among the different science (health), market, and 
societal demands as they establish regulations and set budgetary priorities. The 
remainder of this chapter explores the four categories of needs for exposure sci-
ence information. The committee recognizes that many of these demands can 
conflict. For example, individuals and communities may have different goals  
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FIGURE 4-1 The four major demands for exposure science. 
 
 
and aspirations with respect to research and policies to maintain the environ-
ment, the health of individuals, and communities. Similarly, policy makers and 
regulatory agencies often have different and even competing goals, and each 
will be interested in exposure studies that support their particular perspectives. 
The goal is to explore the various demands, recognizing the potential for com-
peting and conflicting demands. 

 
HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE DEMANDS 

 
The need to protect human health has been and will continue to be an im-

portant demand for exposure information (NRC 2009a). Accurate assessment of 
human exposures is a critical component of environmental health research 
(McKone et al. 2009). Air pollution epidemiology, risk assessment, health track-
ing, and accountability assessments are examples of health research studies that 
require but often lack adequate exposure information (McKone et al. 2009). The 
expanding number of environmental factors that are or will be the focus of 
health research creates a continuing demand for exposure information. In many 
health studies the lack of accurate exposure information has led to the use of 
questionnaires and qualitative assessments in place of more robust quantitative 
observations.  

Demand for health and environmental science information includes the 
need for more and improved data on broad issues, such as direct stressor–target 
relationships—for example, air pollution and health and the multiple, complex, 
and sometimes indirect linkages among environmental exposures and ecosys-
tems, water and land resources, and the built environment. Demands for expo-
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sure information also arise from specific health or environmental issues—for 
example, a rise in autism, asthma, or childhood brain cancer; reproductive fail-
ure in specific wildlife populations; or deterioration of popular local habitats. 
There is also a need to integrate health and ecologic sciences to support a more 
harmonized framework for assessing the fate and effects of industrially pro-
duced and naturally occurring pollutants. Protecting human health and ecosys-
tem integrity requires long-term and spatially and temporally resolved tracking 
of multiple stressors. For humans, that type of tracking has been conceptualized 
as the “exposome”, defined as collective exposures from conception on (Wild 
2005, 2012). An analogous ecologic-science approach is the National Ecological 
Observatory Network (NEON)—a continental-scale research instrument pro-
posed by the National Science Foundation (NSF) to provide a nationally net-
worked research, communication, and informatics infrastructure for biologic 
systems (NEON 2011)—intended to assess the direct effects and feedbacks be-
tween environmental change and biologic processes. A similar NSF program, 
the Long Term Ecological Research network, has been in operation since 1980 
(LTER 2012).  

Environmental exposures contribute substantially to human health risks, 
accounting for a greater fraction of risk than genetic variation (Rappaport and 
Smith 2010). New analytic capabilities are needed for environmental surveil-
lance and biomonitoring and for linking biomarkers to stressors on the basis of 
pharmacokinetic and pharmacodynamic models (Sohn et al. 2004; Clewell et al. 
2008).  

 
Health 

 
With regard to the influence of environmental exposures on health, direct 

cause–effect relationships are sometimes apparent, as in the cases of radiation 
from nuclear weapons in Japan; dioxin in Seveso, Italy; and methyl isocyanate 
in Bhopal, India. Such relationships can be evident even if there is a substantial 
lag in the development of health effects, as in the 10- to 50-year delay in devel-
opment of mesothelioma from asbestos exposure.  

More commonly, however, exposure–effect relationships are difficult to 
establish because of other variables. For example, studies of cancer risk in mi-
grants show that environmental factors can cause large increases in risk (see 
Ziegler et al. 1993). The increase in risk is attributed to lifestyle differences, 
such as differences in air and water, food, pharmaceuticals, and many household 
and occupational exposures. Effective monitoring methods, such as CDC’s Na-
tional Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), directly reveal 
such health changes as the rise in obesity. An ability to link those changes rap-
idly to specific exposures—for example, endocrine-disrupting chemicals (Hein-
del 2003), diet, and urban patterns—requires continuing exposure assessment. 
The need for innovative and cost-effective means of separating and measuring 
specific exposures constitutes an important demand for exposure science. 
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Scientific advances in epigenomic research (the study of epigenetic modi-
fication at a level much larger than a single gene) have revealed long-term ef-
fects of early-life exposures on modification of DNA-methylation patterns (Jirtle 
and Skinner 2007). Relevant exposures and vulnerable life stages are beginning 
to be understood, but preliminary results illustrate the need for better exposure 
data for assessing long-term disease risks. That need is underscored by concern 
about transgenerational risks posed by fetal exposures, including those during 
ovarian-cell development, which can affect health outcomes in later generations 
(Skinner et al. 2010). These types of observations suggest the opportunity for 
novel approaches to translate internal markers into measures of exposure at 
critical life stages. To achieve this, scientists need to quantify current exposures 
and preserve the data in forms that permit them to be used in the future to eluci-
date transgenerational risks posed by particular exposures.  

Increasing use of burden of disease metrics (such as disability adjusted life 
years [DALYs]) and comparative risk assessment covering a wide array of risk 
factors, including chemical exposures, diet, and lifestyle, to inform policy deci-
sions demands better and more consistent methods of characterizing diverse 
exposures in large populations. The problem that arises from this demand is the 
need to provide measures of environmental exposures that are consistent in sta-
tistical and causal terms with measures used to characterize exposures to nonen-
vironmental risk factors—such as smoking, unsafe sex, and micronutrient defi-
ciencies. Consistent measures of both environmental and nonenvironmental 
exposures are needed if meaningful policy comparisons are to be made.  

 
Environment 

 
There are growing demands for comprehensive information on global, re-

gional, and local environmental problems. Improvements in air and water qual-
ity, mostly in developed countries, have been made possible by advances in sci-
ence and technology. Those improvements will provide a foundation for 
addressing future demands stemming from growing populations and shrinking 
resources.  

 
Air Quality 
 

Over the last 2 decades, emissions from energy use in transportation, 
power generation, industry, and households have steadily decreased in devel-
oped countries as a result of emission-control strategies (HEI 2010; EPA 
2011a,b; NRC 2010). This has contributed to decreased ambient concentrations 
of particulate and gaseous air pollutants in many cities, and the effects of trans-
ported emissions from other states and countries have become important con-
tributors to total exposures. Those changes drive new needs to monitor fluctua-
tions in ambient air pollutants in space and time, link them to mitigation 
strategies, and assess health benefits of reducing human exposures. That will 
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require development and validation of spatiotemporal exposure models that will 
use data on land use, human activity, housing characteristics, atmospheric con-
centrations, and personal monitoring. The models need to be specific to different 
populations, especially populations that are particularly susceptible, such as 
children and people who have pulmonary and cardiovascular diseases.  

 
Water Quality 
 

Water-quality and water-quality impact assessments have changed sub-
stantially over the last several decades with a greater focus on understanding the 
complex interactions among human populations and water supplies. This focus 
has created a growing demand for water-pathway exposure assessments. The 
number and quantities of new chemicals and materials (such as nanomaterials) 
now found in waste streams far exceed our capacity to monitor them (Kim et al. 
2010; Nowack 2010). An ongoing need is to evaluate and limit adverse water-
quality effects on aquifers, waterways, forests, and agricultural lands. Improved 
data on regional and global distribution of persistent chemicals of the types 
monitored in air-quality studies are needed to address these critical issues. In 
addition, although cumulative effects of mixtures are largely unknown, there is 
concern that global accumulations of contaminant mixtures may result in unex-
pected long-term effects on human and ecologic targets and on the water re-
sources themselves (Macdonald et al. 2000; Woodruff et al. 2011).  

 
Global Climate Change 
 

Global climate change is expected to bring increasingly frequent extreme 
weather and local environmental changes that have the potential to affect human 
health, ecologic health, and key resources in several direct and indirect ways 
(Patz et al. 2007; NRC 2009a; USGCRP 2009). The effects will include those 
from increased temperature, such as acute and chronic health effects; those from 
extreme weather, such as physical injuries and drownings, structural collapses, 
and declines in habitability due to mold and other kinds of contamination; and 
indirect effects, such as shortages of clean water and increasing concentrations 
of contaminants due to drought (Frumkin et al. 2008). The National Research 
Council report on global climate change and human health (NRC 2009a) and a 
U.S. Council on Environmental Quality Climate Change Adaptation Task Force 
report (CEQ 2010) addressed recommendations for protecting against those ef-
fects. Global climate change will bring new needs for exposure science to exam-
ine the effects of climate changes on exposures to new and altered chemical, 
physical, and biologic stressors. Programs to address climate change and health 
have been established in CDC (CDC 2011b) and the National Institute for Envi-
ronmental Health Sciences (NIEHS 2011). Those programs are seeking more 
input from the exposure-science community; see, for example, the CDC national 
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conversation with its emphasis on public health and chemical exposures (Brown 
2011; CDC 2011c). 

 
Energy Demand 
 

The production and use of energy emit pollutants that have been linked to 
diseases (IIASA 2011) through exposure in the ambient environment (for exam-
ple, to power-plant emissions) (NRC 2010) and in the indoor environment (for 
example, to cooking and heating emissions) (Smith et al. 2004). NRC (2010) 
reported that the quantifiable public-health costs of all energy production, distri-
bution, and use in 2005 totaled $120 billion and were due mostly to criteria air 
pollutants. Of that amount, $62 billion was attributable to electricity (mainly 
coal) and about $56 billion to transportation; the remainder was attributable to 
process heat (for example, industrial boilers) and comfort control (for example, 
home or commercial-building heating and air-conditioning systems). There are 
expected to be increases in energy use, but an additional demand for exposure 
science will occur as a result of transitions from one energy source to another. 
Energy sources have different effects throughout the use chain (or fuel life cy-
cle), from resource capture through energy production to conversion, distribu-
tion, and end use. Because the full burden of extant energy systems has not been 
adequately characterized (IIASA 2011), there is no appropriate baseline against 
which to compare the relative benefits of new systems. As world leaders con-
sider options for changing the portfolio of future energy sources, there is grow-
ing demand for assessments of effects associated with the various options, in-
cluding pollutant exposures, and a need to develop strategies to minimize the 
effects.  

 

Sustainability  
 

Sustainability describes both a process to ensure and a goal of ensuring 
long-term human well-being and ecologic health (NRC 2011). All technologies 
have benefits and effects, and an important aspect of long-term sustainability is 
that technologies achieve an overall balance. Increasing use of technology as-
sessment can be expected to avoid strategic errors that could derail a promising 
technology and improve policy decisions to avoid long-term adverse effects. 
Life-cycle assessment of all stages of a process—including-raw material extrac-
tion, manufacturing, distribution, use, and disposal—is an accepted approach to 
evaluating resource consumption and resulting pollution (Guinée et al. 2010). 
Such analysis is critical for supporting decision-making (Guinée and Heijungs 
1993) to ensure sustainability of the environment and resources and to assess 
health and ecologic effects. NRC (2011) recommends that the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) develop a “sustainability toolbox” that collectively 
makes it possible to analyze present and future consequences of alternative deci-
sion options on the full array of social, environmental, and economic indicators. 
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Because of increasing demands for sustainability metrics, an associated demand 
for exposure-science surveillance and for predictive tools to support life-cycle 
analysis can be anticipated (see, for example, the USEtox model [USEtox.org 
2009]). 

 
MARKET DEMANDS 

 
Industries and investors want to limit their liability for health and envi-

ronmental damages and minimize regulatory oversight, and the rapid increase in 
technologic applications in commerce has created market demands for exposure 
science that often correspond with demands for information on health and the 
environment. For example, industries and investors use electronic media as a 
means of promoting and assessing consumption of their products, considering 
profitability, regulations, and liability. Organizations and Web sites provide 
health and environmental information and product scores or rankings of a wide 
variety of consumer products (for example, GoodGuide 2011). Social networks 
provide tools for building and exchanging information about the health, envi-
ronmental, and societal effects of consumer products. Organizations, activities, 
and tools encourage consumers to consider alternative products and behaviors 
that can reduce such effects. Consequently, market demands for exposure sci-
ence include the need for better and more extensive insight into how human ac-
tivities, including consumption habits, contribute to pollutant emissions and how 
the emissions contribute to human and ecologic exposures. 

 

Growth in Consumption and Demand for Sophisticated Consumer 
Products 
 

The increase in global, national, and individual purchases of consumer 
products places a substantial burden on environmental resources (NRC 2011) 
and could continue to for decades before stabilization at a sustainable level 
(Hertwich 2005). Many factors affect that burden, such as increased population, 
increased personal wealth, and reductions in the useful lifetime of consumer 
products. Technologic advances have fueled an expectation for improved prod-
ucts, and that expectation contributes to their relatively short lifetimes (for ex-
ample, mobile telephones, video players, and computers). New products with 
enhanced properties also lead to replacement of well-functioning equivalent 
products (for example, more efficient light bulbs or programmable appliances 
replace existing light bulbs or appliances). Studies of trends in consumer prod-
ucts show that the stability and durability of products have important roles in 
exposure potential (Hertwich 2005). Stable and durable products resist degrada-
tion and contribute less to emissions during their lifetime, but their disposal can 
be problematic. Information on exposure potential of new products is needed for 
evaluation of long-term health footprints of exposures and associated risks. 
There is also a need for exposure data to guide policy in the development of 
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short-lived products and new products designed to generate premature product 
replacement. Consumers can play an increasing role by demanding information 
on the effects of products on the climate, resources, and health—including con-
siderations about exposures across the life-cycle of products.  

 

Food Supply 
 

Exposure science provides critical input for ensuring the sustainability and 
safety of the food supply. With increasing population growth and internationali-
zation of the food supply, there is expected to be an increasing demand for ex-
posure science (Schmidhuber and Shetty 2005). Demographics of health and 
disease suggest that diet is a major source of environmental exposures (Ames 
1983; Willett 2002), and the increasing globalization and consolidation of food-
distribution networks have created a potential for rapid, widespread dissemina-
tion of contaminated products (Regattieri al. 2007). In light of economic, politi-
cal, and nutritional advantages of local food production, that has led to programs 
to reverse trends in the globalization of the food supply. The competing trend 
toward globalization vs localization will demand an expansion of exposure-
surveillance structures to manage and monitor the changing array of agrarian 
practices and their influence on environmental quality (NRC 2002). The far-
reaching effects of the changes will require a critical role for exposure science to 
support evaluation and development of policies.  

 

Green Chemistry 
 

Green chemistry or, more broadly, green commerce includes the design of 
products and processes with a focus on sustainability with regard to resource 
consumption and energy use, often accompanied by an effort to limit the human 
and ecologic health footprint (CA DTSC 2008).1 Green commerce encounters 
the same challenges as other businesses as practical considerations of profitabil-
ity often require use of more available resources according to supply and de-
mand; that is, as the feedstock diminishes and prices rise, manufacturers seek 
alternatives. Small businesses are especially vulnerable to such variations and 
could benefit from publicly accessible exposure data. New approaches in expo-
sure assessment and information dissemination are critical for decreasing the 
pollution footprint of products and services while allowing for adaptive re-
sponses by free enterprise.  

                                                 
1EPA describes green-chemistry goals as including source reduction and the preven-

tion of chemical hazards, such as through the use of feedstocks and reagents that are less 
hazardous to human health and the environment, the design of syntheses and other proc-
esses to be less energy-intensive and material-intensive, the use of feedstocks derived 
from annually renewable resources or from abundant waste, the design of chemical prod-
ucts for increased and easier reuse or recycling, treatment to render chemicals less haz-
ardous, and proper disposal of chemicals (EPA 2011a).  
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SOCIETAL DEMANDS  
 

The health, environmental, and market demands discussed above are di-
rect reflections of a society and the complex needs and desires of its constitu-
ents. Over the last century, there has been a dramatic rise in world population 
combined with an increase in urbanization, and the result has been profound 
changes in not only where people live but how they live. The evolution of the 
U.S. and world populations from primarily agrarian communities to megacities 
and sprawling suburbs has led to societal (and scientific) questions about effects 
on human health and well-being and on ecosystems. Concurrently, there have 
been dramatic changes in what is eaten and how, how and how often people 
travel, and how technologies are used for communication. Major societal de-
mands for exposure science include the understanding and assessment of the 
effects of urbanization and urban land-use modifications and of changes in 
manufacturing, consumption, and transportation.  

 

Urbanization and Land-Use Changes 
 

Projections of changes in urbanization and land use indicate both in-
creased need for and more systematic means of exposure surveillance in the 
coming decades. The density of economic activity increases with urban popula-
tion density (World Bank 2009); half the world population now lives in cities, 
and the UN projects that about 75% will live in cities by 2050 (UN 2008). The 
growth of suburban areas is especially pronounced in North America, where 
cities are highly energy-intensive and transportation is dominated by automo-
biles, but similar patterns of suburbanization are evident in many other places. 
Increased automobile use contributes to environmental problems—increased air 
pollution, storm-water runoff due to impervious surfaces, and higher intake of 
pollutants when roadways are near residences (Hough 1995; Frumkin et al. 
2004; Jerrett et al. 2010).  

There is a need for a systematic process to evaluate exposures associated 
with different layouts and designs of urban areas to guide planning to optimize 
urban and suburban structures with consideration of exposures and health (Mar-
shall et al. 2005). The factors that have increased exposures appear to be grow-
ing as many previously poor nations undergo rapid economic transformations 
and higher economic growth (Wang et al. 2005). The complexity of those driv-
ing forces and the need to protect human and ecosystem health can be met with 
increased and more systematic exposure surveillance in the coming decades of 
the 21st century.  

 

Societal Issues in Manufacturing and Transportation 
 

Economic changes in the developing and developed worlds have altered 
where and how products are produced and distributed. There is an expectation 
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that consumer goods are to be convenient, mobile, and accessible. Rapid 
changes in style and capacity (for example, of telephones) lead to quick product 
turnover, which results in a growing waste-management challenge. The produc-
tion of steel, electronics, and many consumer products is moving to Asia, leav-
ing the large industrial regions of Europe and North America seeking “rebirth” 
and risking decay and abandonment. Transportation systems are facing growing 
demands. Web-based purchasing creates a growing need for home-delivery net-
works. Both tourists and business travelers are taking more and longer airline 
flights. Those dramatic changes in the world of manufacturing and distribution 
give rise to concerns and questions about how they will affect humans and the 
environment, motivating the acquisition of information on changing exposure 
patterns.  

 
Other Societal Concerns 
 

There are many other societal concerns that demand accurate and more 
comprehensive exposure information. For example exposures to biologic stress-
ors in water supplies and food. In urban areas there are significant concerns 
about exposure to noise, which is often only well monitored and researched near 
“hot spots” such as airports and major roadways. Mixed exposures among 
chemical, physical, and biologic stressors are also of concern, but difficult to 
track and evaluate (WHO 2012).  

For example, studies in the European Union reveal that excessive noise 
can harm human health and interfere with people’s daily activities. It can disturb 
sleep, cause cardiovascular and psychologic stress, reduce performance, and 
cause changes in behavior (WHO 2012). Addressing these health concerns re-
quires more reliable monitoring of noise levels over a broad range of geographic 
areas.  

 
POLICY AND REGULATORY DEMANDS  

 
Exposure science used in policy-making can provide information to sup-

port environmental protection, resource management, chemical regulation, 
manufacturing goals, and health, energy, climate, and economic policies. The 
policy and regulatory demands for exposure science are unique in their link to 
governments. Policy-makers need to make tradeoffs among a broad array of 
outcome options. For example, they use exposure information to address con-
flicting societal, commercial, and scientific considerations, and they use it to 
monitor the health and environmental benefits of regulations (NRC 2007). Pol-
icy-makers have the capacity to use exposure information to inform and moti-
vate activities or to address the reluctance of other policy-making entities or 
others to take action. For example, robust exposure science is a key asset in an 
era of limited resources. It is particularly useful for an agency that has responsi-
bility for promoting the health and sustainability of communities in separating 
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perceived effects and benefits based on anecdotal evidence from those which are 
large and well documented, steering limited resources away from ineffective 
interventions. (The exposure metric called “Intake Fraction” is an example of a 
tool that might be used in regulations to improve health protection, see Chapter 
1 discussion.) 

Policy-makers and regulators have a demand for exposure information to 
inform the concerned public about products and exposures, to establish emer-
gency preparedness and response, to set priorities for research and regulation 
among chemicals or stressors of concern, and to allocate funding and set policies 
for managing knowledge-integration systems to address health and ecosystem 
protection. Adding to the policy demands for exposure science are the commu-
nity demands for access to technologies that allows community members to 
work with scientists, to generate their own exposure data, and to more effec-
tively participate in the environmental policy and regulatory processes (Brown 
et al. 2012).  

 
BUILDING CAPACITY TO MEET DEMANDS 

 
Health and environmental, market, societal, and policy and regulatory de-

mands are creating increased needs for exposure science in the 21st century. 
Meeting those needs will require a scientific framework that supports the devel-
opment of technologies to collect, analyze, and integrate exposure-science data. 
The remainder of this report addresses the framework for building the capacity 
to meet the demands for exposure science in the 21st century. 
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Scientific and Technologic Advances 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Obtaining reliable estimates of exposures of large populations on multiple 

scales of space and time requires detailed information on emissions or transfor-
mation products from a source, on the locations of receptors (personal or ecosys-
tem) in time and space, and on the activity levels of the receptors (as proxies for 
inhalation rate, ingestion potential, or dermal interaction) at the time when they 
are affected by a source. Additional information may be needed on how individ-
ual heterogeneity influences exposures—including such susceptibility character-
istics as genetics, pre-existing health conditions, and psychosocial stress—
because these factors may also influence exposure. Information on body burden, 
obtained by collecting exposure biomarkers, also is essential for understanding 
the dose from a specific source and the influence of environmental exposures on 
health risks.  

Efforts to characterize exposure have focused on ambient conditions, and 
an individual is typically assigned to a home address in an epidemiologic health 
study or a species is assigned to a region it inhabits in an ecosystem. Although 
those exposure assignments have revealed important health risks, reliance on 
proxy methods may impart large exposure-measurement error—that is, a mod-
eled exposure may be an inaccurate and potentially biased estimate of the true 
exposure. Depending on the exposure-error type, health-effect estimates may be 
attenuated and biased toward a null result, and the true benefits of control meas-
ures may be obscured. Obtaining more accurate estimates of internal exposure 
reduces exposure-measurement error and provides a more realistic understand-
ing of potential health effects of environmental and occupational exposures 
(Carroll et al. 2006). 

Efforts to gather information on personal exposures have relied on special-
ized equipment that is expensive and cumbersome and thus limits the wear time 
or number of subjects that can be monitored. Because of those limitations, many 
studies have used questionnaires (Wacholder et al. 1992) or simple information 
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on location, such as home address, that is related to exposures. Those techniques 
have well-known limitations, but they are often the only methods available, par-
ticularly for reconstructing historical exposures.  

Innovations in science and technology provide opportunities to overcome 
limitations and guide exposure science in the 21st century to deliver knowledge 
that is effective, timely, and relevant to current and emerging environmental-
health challenges. Personalized medicine1 and telemedicine will increase the 
pace of innovation in scientific and technologic methods that will benefit the 
field of exposure science. For example, many new genomic methods for moni-
toring individual metabolic and exposure phenotypes will be critical for future 
individualized medicine. In telemedicine, cellular-telephone technologies in-
creasingly contribute to improving diagnostics and patient care and hence to 
improving our ability to anticipate the effects of exposures (Wootton and Bon-
nardot 2010). Similarly, new developments in geographic information science 
and technologies are leading to rapid adoption of new information obtained from 
satellites via remote sensing, which provides immediate access to data on poten-
tial environmental threats. Improved information on physical activity and loca-
tions of humans and other species obtained with global positioning systems 
(GPS) and related geolocation technologies is increasingly being combined with 
cellular-telephone technologies. Many of these advances are integrated through 
powerful geographic information systems (GIS)2 that operate either through 
stand-alone computing platforms or through the World Wide Web. Biologic 
monitoring and sensing increasingly offer the potential to assess internal expo-
sures. The convergence of these scientific methods and technologies raises the 
possibility that in the near future embedded, ubiquitous, and participatory sens-
ing systems will facilitate individual-level exposure assessments on large popu-
lations of humans or other species.  

The new technologies and methods also may help to operationalize the 
concept of the exposome (see discussion in Chapter 1). Establishing a more 
complete record of exposures based on internal biomarkers as theorized in the 
exposome (Wild 2005) requires tools that can also assess external environmental 
exposures. Many important exposures lead to no internal biomarkers but can be 
associated with environmental health risks (Peters et al. 2012) (for example, 
noise, heat, and electromagnetic fields). There is also a need to continue to link 
sources to exposures; this is the basis of mitigation efforts to protect public 
health. The committee envisions that many of the new technologies discussed in 
this chapter will help to broaden the exposome to the “eco-exposome” concept 
discussed in Chapter 2, and help to quantify exposure indicators to address those 
concerns.  

                                                 
1Personalized medicine is an emerging practice of medicine that uses information 

about a person’s genetic profile and environmental exposures to prevent, diagnose, and 
treat disease (Offit 2011). 

2GIS is defined as a system for performing numerous operations involving the acquisi-
tion, editing, analysis, storage, and visualization of geographic data (Longley et al. 2005).  
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In this chapter, the committee reviews some of the newest technologies for 
exposure science and, in considering their strengths and limitations, identifies 
near-term and long-term innovations that will guide exposure science in the 21st 

century. The review is organized according to the framework in Chapter 1 that 
describes the scope of exposure science from characterizing external concentra-
tions to personal exposures and finally to understanding how internal exposures 
affect dose. Figure 5-1 expands on the framework by identifying the technolo-
gies that will be presented. The discussion begins with a review of geographic 
information technologies, which help in characterizing sources and concentra-
tions and also can improve understanding of stressors and receptors when used 
in concert with other methods and information. Ubiquitous sensing systems, 
ecologic momentary assessment (participatory methods that are used to query 
subjects about their perceptions and experiences while in the exposure field us-
ing cell phones or other real-time devices), and nanosensors are addressed next; 
these can help in characterizing personal exposures. We then discuss biomoni-
toring, which can improve our understanding of internal exposures and, when 
combined with other technologies, can help to identify sources. Finally, models 
and information-management tools are addressed in the context of their ability 
to help in interpreting and managing the massive and often complex interactions 
among receptors and environmental stressors. Many of the technologies in this 
chapter are illustrated in connection with air pollution, inasmuch as this is one of 
the most developed sectors of exposure science. As shown in Figure 5-1, how-
ever, the committee’s framework and vision are intended to be broadly applica-
ble and relevant to all media to reflect the expected needs for the technologies, 
and many other illustrative examples are presented. 

 
TRACKING SOURCES, CONCENTRATIONS, AND RECEPTORS  

WITH GEOGRAPHIC INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES 
 

Three major technologic advances in geographic information technolo-
gies—remote sensing, global positioning and related locational technologies, 
and GIS—have dramatically affected exposure science. As outlined by Good-
child (2007), they are inspiring a new emphasis on spatial information in rela-
tion to social and scientific inquiry. Over the last 10 years, the technologies have 
contributed to improvements in exposure science, and they will probably con-
tinue to move the field toward more refined exposure assessments that are more 
comprehensive, more accurate, and more relevant to and valuable in policy-
making and in the everyday lives of large populations.  

 
Remote Sensing for Exposure Assessment 

 
Remote sensing (RS) has emerged as a key innovation in exposure sci-

ence. RS has been defined as “the acquisition and measurement of data/inform-
ation on some property(ies) of a phenomenon, object, or material by a recording 
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device not in physical, intimate contact with the feature(s) under surveillance” 
(Short 2011). The field encompasses the capture, retrieval, analysis, and display 
of information on subsurface, surface, and atmospheric conditions that is col-
lected with satellite, aircraft, or other technologies designed to sense energy, 
light, or optical properties at a distance (Jerrett et al. 2009). RS is an important 
tool for enhancing the capacity to assess human and ecologic exposures because 
it provides global information on the earth’s surface, water, and atmosphere. It is 
also widely used for subsurface investigations (for example, electromagnetic 
imaging of karst in water resource investigations). It also provides exposure 
estimates in regions where sparse ground observation systems are available.  

With respect to air pollution, the most common aerosol characteristic 
measured with a satellite is the aerosol optical depth (AOD), which quantifies 
the extinction of electromagnetic radiation from aerosols in an atmospheric col-
umn at a given wavelength (Emilli et al. 2010). Six primary satellite sensors 
provide information on particulate pollution (MODIS, Landsat, IKONOS, 
Orbview, SPOT, and GOES). Box 5-1 discusses evaluation of the reliability of 
AOD compared with PM2.5

3
 mass concentrations measured on the ground. Box 

5-2 and Figure 5-2 demonstrate how the results of a 1-km retrieval of the 
MODIS AOD substantially improve the resolution and thus the utility of remote 
sensing for health and ecologic studies; the current grid size has a 10-km re-
trieval.  
 
 

 
FIGURE 5-1 Selected scientific and technologic advances considered in relation to the 
conceptual framework.  

                                                 
3PM2.5 are fine particles in the ambient air that are 2.5 microns or less in diameter. 
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BOX 5-1 Evaluating the Reliability of Aerosol Optical  
Depth Against Ground Observations 

 
Hoff and Christopher (2009) reviewed more than 30 papers that exam-

ined the relationship between total column AOD and surface PM2.5 measure-
ments on a station by station basis. Their results underscored “the range of 
measurements from across the globe and the range of correlations between 
AOD and mass”. They found a wide range of uncertainty between the two 
measures of AOD and mass. The studies used simple linear regressions and 
correlations between the AOD values and the PM2.5 mass concentrations 
measured on the ground. In some cases the correlations were strong and the 
AOD served as a predictor of pollution on the ground. In other cases, either 
because the satellite product itself was not sufficiently accurate or because 
the particles observed in the total column were in layers aloft, the satellite 
derived AOD was a poor predictor of pollution at the earth’s surface. The au-
thors suggested conducting a study of the controlling extrinsic factors for each 
region that would aid in understanding the PM2.5–AOD relationship. The litera-
ture continues to grow with efforts to combine information from multiple satel-
lite sensors and models (van Donkelaar et al. 2010) or to introduce auxiliary 
information, such as meteorologic data (Pelletier et al. 2007) or boundary 
layer height (Engel Cox et al. 2006). Lee et al. (2011) have hypothesized that 
the inherent variability in the PM–AOD relationship is due to changes in parti-
cle size and composition, earth surface properties, vertical distribution of par-
ticle concentrations, and other factors. To account for the variability of these 
factors, they proposed a daily calibration technique that is based on the spa-
tial variability of ground PM measurements and would make it possible to 
obtain quantitative estimates of PM concentrations by using AOD measure-
ments. 

 
 

BOX 5-2 Evaluation of MODIS 1 km Product 
 

The development of the 3 km and 1 km products provides an opportunity 
to test the capabilities of the satellite data to provide the resolution needed for 
exposure assessment and health related studies. For example, the 10 km 
aerosol product offered by MODIS is sufficient for climate applications but 
insufficient for detailed exposure assessment from sources that are variable 
over small areas, such as traffic emissions. In that regard, Hoff and Christo-
pher (2009) stressed the importance of a finer resolution product on a local 
urban scale. It is expected that a 3 km product will become publicly available 
in 2013.  

To attain 1km resolution AOD from MODIS, the Multi Angle Implementa-
tion of Atmospheric Correction algorithm was applied (Lyapustin et al. 
2011a,b). The 1 km product was generated for the New England area during 
2003. Figure 5-2 compares the 10 km and 1 km retrievals. It clearly shows 
that considerably more detail is obtained with the 1 km product. 
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FIGURE 5-2 Aerosol optical depth (AOD) derived from MODIS data for the New Eng-
land region with the standard 10-km algorithm (left) and the experimental 1-km algo-
rithm (right) for June 25, 2003. 
 
 

Remote Sensing for Health, Exposure, and Ecologic Studies 
 

Several studies and reviews (for example, Maxwell et al. 2010) have sug-
gested that higher-resolution data enhance efforts to identify time–space patterns 
that are the basis of many risk assessments for diseases (Wilson 2002). In many 
studies, remote sensing data were used to derive three variables: vegetation 
cover, landscape structure, and water bodies. The ability to sense vegetation 
remotely from space is important in that nearly all vectorborne diseases are 
linked to the vegetative environment during their transmission cycle. Further-
more, crop-type information may be important for studying the effects of pesti-
cides (for example, vector resistance and illnesses caused by exposure to toxins) 
(Beck et al. 2000). Ward et al. (2000, 2006) and Maxwell et al. (2010) used crop 
location to identify where pesticides were applied in relation to residential loca-
tions (Maxwell et al. 2010). Remote sensing of vegetation cover combined with 
GIS has also been used to develop management strategies to reduce herbicide 
application (Gómez-Casero et al. 2010) and to assess potential exposure of fish 
and wildlife to pesticides and metals (Focardi et al. 2006).  

Green cover is also associated with higher levels of physical activity, and 
RS has been used with geolocation technologies to show associations between 
physical activity of children and their exposure to green cover (Almanza et al. 
2012). 
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Hyperspectral Imaging 
 

Hyperspectral imaging collects and processes information from a wide 
portion of the electromagnetic spectrum. It has been used to assess human health 
risks associated with infectious diseases or environmental hazards. Ong et al. 
(2003) used hyperspectral airborne techniques to quantify dust loadings on man-
groves originating from mining. The authors found that they could detect and 
quantitatively map the distribution of iron oxide. Ferrier (1999) showed that 
mine tailings (which contain potentially toxic materials) had been dispersed 
from the mine workings extending down the Rambla del Playazo to within 600 
m of the beach at El Playazo (Spain). 

Other researchers have used hyperspectral data that were collected over 
“Ground Zero” for rapid assessment of the potential asbestos hazards associated 
with the dust that settled over lower Manhattan after the collapse of the World 
Trade Center towers (Clark et al. 2001; Swayze et al. 2006). Malley et al. 
(1999), Winkelmann (2005), and van der Meer et al. (2002) have reported soil 
contamination by hydrocarbons. Wu et al. (2005) studied mercury contamina-
tion in suburban agricultural soils in the Nansing region of China. Finally, 
Chudnovsky et al. (2009, 2011) used the Hyperion satellite data to separate the 
spectral features of the Saharan dust storm from the underlying surface. 

HI sensing has been used to examine exposures of coral reefs to stressors 
such as sea surface temperature, ultraviolet radiation, wind, sediment load, chlo-
rophyll, acidification, salinity, and coastal development (Maina et al. 2008; 
Eakin et al. 2010). Sediment load/water clarity (Doran et al. 2011), stressor ex-
posures in benthic ecosystems (Goetz et al. 2008), and other water quality pa-
rameters (Bagheri and Yu 2008; Odermatt et al. 2012) have also been analyzed 
using HI techniques. More recently HI techniques were utilized to assess the 
extent of the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and possible exposures to oil in pe-
lagic and nearshore ecosystems (Bradley et al. 2011; Lavrova and Kostianoy 
2011; Bulgarelli and Djavidnia 2012; Mishra et al. 2012). 

In 2015, two new hyperspectral sensors will be launched: the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration HyspIRI (NASA 2011) and European 
ENMAP (EnMAP 2011) missions. With their improved hyperspectral and mul-
tispectral capabilities, these sensors will increase the ability to monitor the ef-
fects of urbanization on the environment and to assess land-cover characteristics 
that could indicate the presence of or risks posed by vectorborne and animal-
borne diseases on a global scale. 

 
Conclusions 
 

To improve data quality for RS and increase its utility for exposure stud-
ies, technologic improvements are needed, including 
 

 Breakthroughs in electro-optics technologies. 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

113 Scientific and Technologic Advances 

 Improvement of the current AOD retrievals (to achieve near-laboratory 
air-quality data) by obtaining accurate and reliable atmospheric vertical profile 
information. 

 Retrieval of high-resolution AOD to discern spatial patterns of pollu-
tion in urban environments through frequent daily temporal coverage based on 
orbital sensors. 

 
Global Positioning System and Geolocation Technologies 

 
Launched in the 1980s for defense applications, the GPS offers exposure 

scientists a simple means of tracking the geographic position of a person or 
other species. GPS receivers are now embedded into many cellular telephones, 
vehicle navigation systems, and many other instruments (Goodchild 2007). The 
GPS is a utility owned by the US government, and it consists of three compo-
nents: a space segment with at least 24 satellites that transmit one-way signals to 
the earth; a control segment that maintains ground stations to track the satellites, 
reset their clocks, and maintain their positions; and a user segment that consists 
of individual devices that users deploy to receive the signals and calculate three-
dimensional positions and times (GPS 2011). GPS signals can be augmented or 
complemented by land-based navigation systems that use cellular-telephone 
triangulation to provide positions when satellite signals are unavailable because 
of, for example, topographic obstruction or weather conditions (Shoval and 
Isaacson 2006). Radiofrequency identification can also be used for local track-
ing of goods, animals, or people (Goodchild 2007). Collectively, these systems 
are referred to here as geolocation technologies.  

Hundreds of studies have used geolocation technologies to improve as-
sessment of environmental exposures, including exposure to infectious-disease 
vectors (Vazquez-Prokopec et al. 2009) and air pollution (Paulos et al. 2007); to 
analyze how physical activity is related to different built environments (Jones et 
al. 2009); and to inform simulation models of potential pesticide exposures 
(Leyk et al. 2009). Many other applications are found in the literature.  

The main contribution of geolocation technologies is to reduce exposure 
measurement error and to move closer to a “time–geography of exposure” 
(Hagerstrand 1970; Briggs 2005). That is, geolocation technologies offer the 
possibility to know, with a high degree of accuracy, an individual’s location in 
time and space and to provide a window into the moment of contact between a 
source (that is, an environmental intensity) and a receptor. When data obtained 
on environmental intensities (for example, air or water quality) are combined 
with geolocation information and physical activity measurements (obtained with 
accelerometers), more detailed estimates of potential chemical, biologic, or 
physical exposures can be made by using data on inhalation rate, ingestion po-
tential, or dermal contact. 

There are many examples of how geolocation technologies have improved 
our understanding of exposures through their use in defining a person’s location 
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in time and space. They have revealed important limitations of survey-based 
assessments of location. For example, a study by Elgethun et al. (2007) com-
pared time–activity diaries with actual measurements from GPS and found se-
vere underreporting in the diaries regarding the amount of time spent outdoors at 
home. Such errors may result in substantial exposure misclassification to such 
pollutants as ozone that have low penetration ratios from outdoors to indoors, 
which make time outdoors a key determinant of exposure. The technologies 
provide more accurate information on geocoded locations of subjects and a bet-
ter understanding of likely sources of error when points are used to represent 
large structures, such as schools and day-care facilities (Houston et al. 2006). 
They are also used in studies in which exposures are measured as study subjects 
walk, ride bicycles, or drive with pollution monitors. A study by McCreanor et 
al. (2007) demonstrated the effect of walking through polluted areas on asth-
matic symptoms and biomarkers—such as exhaled nitric oxide, a marker of lung 
inflammation—in London, England. The study provided increased support for 
the hypothesis that ambient air-pollution concentrations can elicit changes in 
asthmatic symptoms. Geolocation technologies have already made important 
contributions to the understanding of exposures at the point of contact between 
source and receptor, and they appear poised to play an increasingly integral role 
in widespread population-based individual sensing (discussed below).  

 
Geographic Information Systems 

 
GIS combines topologic geometry, capable of manipulating geographic in-

formation, with automated cartography and enables users to compile digital or 
hard-copy maps. GIS plays a central role in integrating data into coherent data-
bases that connect different attribute data (for example, exposure and health at-
tributes) by geographic location. Input data used to derive exposure surfaces, 
such as road locations and industrial land uses, also are stored and manipulated 
in GIS. GIS increasingly serves as the storage and integrative backbone of re-
mote sensing, geolocation technologies, and sophisticated modeling outputs, 
such as for collecting measurements on the fate and transport of contaminants 
through ecosystems (Gallagher et al. 2010). 

Another important role of GIS in exposure assessment is the quantification 
of topologic relationships. For example, buffer functions that measure the dis-
tance between a source, such as a roadway, and a receptor, such as a house, en-
able analysts to relate the geographic position of a study subject in space and 
time with the subject’s likely exposure on the basis of an overlay of location 
information (Jerrett et al. 2005). That type of buffering, which provides the dis-
tance between a source and a receptor, is used to characterize proximity to 
roadways, factories, water bodies, and other land uses or modifications that have 
either potentially adverse exposures (for example, pesticide transport from agri-
cultural fields) (Gunier et al. 2011) or potentially favorable exposures (for ex-
ample, parks and health-food stores in cities) (Morland and Evenson 2009). GIS 
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can provide information that is stored by the user, both before and after a major 
change (for example, in land use) or a catastrophe (for example, a tsunami). Fig-
ure 5-3 demonstrates a road buffer that was used to characterize human expo-
sures to traffic-related air pollution in Hamilton, Canada (Jerrett et al. 2005). 
Ecologic studies have combined modeling results with overlay techniques to 
examine potential exposure exceedances of threatened and endangered species 
(for example, see Figure 5-4 for cadmium exposures of the Little Owl) (Lahr 
and Kooistra 2010). 

 
Web-Based Geographic Information Systems for Exposure Assessment 
 

Web-based GIS is becoming more common (Maclachlan et al. 2007) and 
can serve as a tool in policy-making and in educating and empowering commu-
nities to understand and manage their environmental exposures better. (See 
Chapter 6 for additional discussion of community engagement.) For example, to 
promote active commuting, Metro Vancouver has collaborated with the Univer-
sity of British Columbia to develop a cycling-route planner (Cycling Metro 
Vancouver 2007), which allows cyclists to select routes that have the most green 
vegetation, the least traffic pollution, and the least or greatest elevation, all 
specified by the user. That empowers cyclists to choose the routes that best suit 
their fitness levels, minimize exposure to traffic pollution, and reduce their car-
bon dioxide output (Su et al. 2010). The Web site runs on the backdrop of 
Google Maps—an illustration of the potential synergies between new private-
sector technologies and public-health protection. 

 

 
FIGURE 5-3 Example of a binary buffer overlay showing people likely to experience 
traffic-related air-pollution exposure. The circles represent people. People assigned a “0” 
are outside a prespecified distance, while people assigned a “1” are within a given dis-
tance. Adapted from Jerrett et al. 2005. Reprinted with permission; copyright 2005, Jour-
nal of Exposure Science and Environmental Epidemiology. 
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FIGURE 5-4 Map of a flood plain in the Netherlands showing secondary risk of poison-
ing by cadmium in Little Owls developed using a combination of measured cadmium 
concentrations, food web modeling, knowledge of foraging in different habitats, and 
probabilistic risk assessment. Source: Lahr and Kooistra 2010. Reprinted with permis-
sion; copyright 2010, Science of the Total Environment. 
 
 

In addition to human health concerns, web-based GIS has been used to 
monitor ecologic exposures. For example, Google Earth and Google Fusion Ta-
bles with Airborne/Visible Infared Imaging Spectrometer data (AVIRIS 2012) 
were used to provide public, real mapping of the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill 
(Bradley et al. 2011). 

With the new technologies—such as cellular telephones, GPS, and com-
puters that apply complex data-mining techniques—private companies are in-
creasingly collecting data that are potentially useful for exposure science, such 
as location and mobility information, and in some cases direct measurements of 
exposure through sensing networks. Issues of data ownership, use, informed 
consent, and data-sharing remain to be addressed. Increased cooperation with 
private-sector entities offers great potential for enhancing the data available for 
exposure science. 
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Conclusions 
 

GPS and GIS have already contributed in important ways to exposure as-
sessment, enabling researchers to refine assessments and to understand how to 
move from assessing ambient concentrations to understanding the likely expo-
sures received by people. The committee suggests the following measures to 
capitalize further on these advances: 
 

 Continued support for the GIS “infostructure” to ensure that public-
health agencies and researchers have access to the wealth of geographic expo-
sure data.  

 Expanded access to existing exposure data that are collected with pub-
lic funding for researchers conducting scientific research. Many of the existing 
data sources permit only partial release of critical information or the information 
is only released in highly restricted data enclaves, often limiting its full use by 
scientists. Agencies responsible for collecting and maintaining these data should 
make all efforts to expand access, both in terms of the geographic precision of 
the data and the availability of the data to researchers.  

 Efforts to promote sharing of data should include mechanisms to vali-
date the data collected with federal funding. This would include a minimum 
adherence to established requirements for interagency sharing of spatial meta-
data (FGDC 2011). These metadata for sharing should include factors that allow 
a potential user to evaluate applicability of the data to particular research pro-
jects.  

 Efforts by government agencies and universities that are involved in 
exposure-science research should work to foster cooperation with the private 
sector to encourage data collection, sharing of geographic and exposure infor-
mation, and the formation of partnerships with exposure scientists with the goal 
of improving public-health protection.  

 Efforts to support and enhance Web-based exposure mapping (for ex-
ample, Cycling Metro Vancouver 2007) to improve access to data on and under-
standing of potential exposures.  

 

UBIQUITOUS SENSING FOR INDIVIDUAL  
AND ECOLOGIC EXPOSURE ASSESSMENT 

 

Limitations of Current Environmental and Personal Monitors  
and the Potential of Ubiquitous Sensing 

 

Lack of personal and individual exposure data is one of the greatest limita-
tions in exposure science. A challenge in addressing the paucity of data is imput-
ing, interpolating, or modeling the likely exposures that are not directly meas-
ured on a person or on a species in its ecosystem. The void in fine-scale 
exposure data on an individual or a species means that considerable error may 
be introduced in assessing dose–response relationships. Assessing the influence 
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of that measurement error on dose–response functions is challenging because 
researchers typically lack sufficient information on the “gold standard”—
measured exposure information on the individual or in key microenvironments. 
As a result, exposure assessment has been called the Achilles heel of environ-
mental epidemiology (Steenland and Savitz 1997).  

The last 20 years have seen substantial technologic advances in personal 
environmental monitoring. Despite the advances, however, personal sensors are 
still inadequate in their capacity to obtain highly selective, multistressor meas-
urements in out-of-the-laboratory environments. (Measurements of multiple 
stressors provide an understanding of exposure to mixtures that may elucidate 
our understanding of health responses.) Many personal monitors rely on pumps 
to collect air samples on filters or other sorbent materials, which are then ana-
lyzed to measure integrated average concentrations over time (usually days or 
weeks). However, the size, weight, noise level, and appearance of monitors are 
unacceptable to some users, and this shortens monitoring times, lowers compli-
ance, and introduces bias. Valuable information on the locations and conditions 
(for example, sources) where and when exposures occur and on the frequency 
and magnitude of transient high-level exposures is not captured in longer-term 
integrated samples. In general, current techniques do not consider the physical 
activity of the subject during exposure. Passive samplers (for example, badges 
or sampling tubes) make it possible to collect samples without pumps but are 
limited in the analytes that can be measured at environmental concentrations and 
often require longer sampling periods (for example, 1-2 weeks) to obtain suffi-
cient concentrations in nonoccupational environments. The analytic costs of 
each sample may be high.  

Innovations in personalized monitoring and in analysis of a person’s mo-
bility can ameliorate those shortcomings—in particular, through sensing of the 
environment through modification of cellular telephones, which are carried rou-
tinely by billions of people around the world. Many cellular telephones come 
equipped with motion, audio, visual, and location sensors, and several software 
applications have been written to exploit the on-board sensors through cellular 
or wireless networks (see, for example, Seto et al. 2010). Other devices, such as 
pollution monitors, can be either built into the telephones or connected through a 
body-sensing network via Bluetooth radio.  

Cellular telephones, supporting software, and the expanding networks 
(cellular and WiFi) potentially can be used to form “ubiquitous” sensing net-
works to collect personal exposure information on millions of individuals and 
large ecosystems using citizen–scientists (Crall et al. 2010). Such networks can 
also take advantage of “embedded” sensors installed in existing infrastructure, 
for example, weight-in-motion sensors installed on roadways or sensors installed 
in public vehicles, such as buses, that provide anonymous, continuous data col-
lection. In addition, there is participatory sensing, which differs from other em-
bedded networks in that the people in the network knowingly and voluntarily 
collect information on environmental conditions (or their own mobility) in ex-
change for some individual benefit, such as increased knowledge about their 
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own environmental exposures or information on their level of physical activity 
(Burke et al. 2006). All these research approaches, however, pose challenges of 
bias and compliance. Boxes 5-3, 5-4, and 5-5 provide examples of embedded, 
ubiquitous, and participatory sensing, respectively; these categories, however, 
are not mutually exclusive, in that they may include elements of one another. 
 
 

BOX 5-3 Embedded Sensing of Traffic in Rome 
 

Embedded sensors are now being piloted in the city of Rome, Italy to 
help with tracking mobility patterns of pedestrians, bicyclists, and vehicles and 
for managing traffic flows. Given the role of traffic in air pollution, noise, and 
accident risk, better information on traffic and other modes of transportation 
are needed. Rome’s embedded sensor system relies on a Telecom Italia’s 
Localizing and Handling Network Event Systems (LocHNESs) software plat-
form, which uses anonymous information on location from cell phone users in 
combination with embedded location tracking from public transit vehicles. The 
system is being tested to supply near real-time traffic monitoring and man-
agement information (Calabrese et al. 2011). Such information on traffic could 
be combined with models to estimate noise or air pollution levels throughout 
the city. The system can output data into a variety of formats, including a 
40*40 m grid cell resolution showing levels of traffic congestion. 

LocHNESs illustrates how ubiquitous mobile phones can supply anony-
mous information on location that can be combined with embedded tracking 
networks on public infrastructure to deliver real-time data on environmental 
exposures. 

 

BOX 5-4 Ubiquitous Sensing of Physical Activity and Location 
 

Increasing availability of ubiquitous mobile devices—particularly smart 
telephones with motion sensing, GPS, and wireless capabilities—has created 
opportunities to develop new tools and methods to study and intervene to 
address sedentary lifestyles, obesity, and ambient risk factors, such as air 
pollution, noise, or ultraviolet radiation. One example of the potential is CalFit 
software. CalFit is an application that runs on mobile telephones that use the 
Android operating system. The software uses the accelerometry and GPS 
sensors that are typically built into all smart telephones to record activity 
counts and energy expenditure and the time and location in which an activity 
occurs. The device consists of a single telephone that can be carried and 
used as a normal telephone by participants in a study or by the general pub-
lic. The software program has a single on–off switch for data-logging and, 
once turned on, will continuously collect data as a background service and 
not stop until turned off (Seto et al. 2010). Pilot studies testing CalFit with 35 
 

(Continued) 
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BOX 5-4 Continued 
 
free-living human volunteers in Barcelona, Spain, indicate that the software 
collects data on location and physical activity that compares well with com-
mercially available stand-alone triaxial accelerometers (de Nazelle et al. 
2011; Seto et al. 2011) (see Figure 5-5). When combined with dispersion or 
other models of ambient exposure, CalFit offers the potential for adjusting, for 
example, the dose of air pollution received by a person to account for expo-
sure to air pollutants, rather than relying on exposure concentration in the 
home or workplace. The system is also capable of serving as a base station 
for other sensors that operate via Bluetooth radio to collect such data as air 
pollution, light, and noise. 

CalFit and other cellular-telephone–based systems can also be used to 
implement context-specific ecologic momentary assessment (CS-EMA). CS-
EMA measures real-time exposures and outcomes with sensors that are in-
side and outside the telephone. The system can communicate information, 
telling a person to respond to a survey when particular events are observed, 
such as a period of physical activity, exposure to air pollution, use of steroid 
inhalants, or consumption of particular food. Responding to these surveys 
provides opportunities to obtain important information about an exposure or 
outcome, such as mood, stress, behaviors, and other information (Intille 2007; 
Duntun et al. 2010). 
 
 

 
FIGURE 5-5 Output from a CalFit telephone showing the location and activity level 
of volunteers in kilocalories per 10-second period in a pilot study in Barcelona, 
Spain. Activity traces are overlaid onto a map of nitrogen dioxide concentrations. 
Source: Map supplied courtesy of de Nazelle et al. 2011. Reprinted with permis-
sion from the author; copyright 2011. 
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BOX 5-5 Participatory Sensing 
 

Participatory sensing refers to systems of distributed data collection and 
analysis in which participants decide on what, where, and when to monitor in 
their environments (Mun et al. 2009). Such systems operate on various 
scales—for example, individual, group, urban, and global—depending on 
what is being measured (Burke et al. 2006). Participatory sensing systems 
often combine embedded and ubiquitous systems with Web-based applica-
tions that allow participants to share information on their exposures and to 
understand exposures of others in the participatory system.  

One example is the Personal Environmental Impact Report (PEIR) sys-
tem that operates in Los Angeles, California (Mun et al. 2009). The system 
measures four main outcomes: exposure to fine particulate matter (PM2.5), 
exposure to fast food outlets, output of transportation-related greenhouse-gas 
emissions, and output of transportation-related PM2.5 emissions near sensitive 
receptors. PEIR relies on cellular-telephone locational and speed information 
and on a sophisticated activity-classification system that uses information 
from GPS, cellular-telephone towers, and data on land use and traffic. Activi-
ties are classified as walking or driving with a Markov chain algorithm.  

Once activities are classified, exposures can be assessed through a 
near real-time dispersion model for PM2.5 that combines the likely exposure 
levels and a person’s location to assign a likely concentration. People also 
can examine their exposure to fast food, generation of transportation-related 
PM2.5 emissions near sensitive receptors, or their impact on transportation-
related greenhouse gas emissions. 

The PEIR system has been piloted by 30 volunteers. Respondents, us-
ing a Facebook application, can join a social network to review their expo-
sures and emissions in comparison with those of others in the social network. 
The movement of the processed information into a continuing report that can 
generate information on exposures and impacts constitutes an innovative 
fusion of new media, such as Facebook, with mobile sensing platforms. For 
example, users have access to a weekly impact report and a locational trace 
of where they have been.  

 
 

Personal Samplers for Particles, Volatile Organic Chemicals, and  
Time–Activity Information: Current and Future Technologies 

 

This section discusses personal exposure measurement devices that can be 
used to obtain information on exposures to particles and volatile organic chemi-
cals (VOCs) and time–activity information. Some of these devices have been 
fully tested; others are new and yet to be implemented.  

 
Current Microsensor Technologies  
 

This section addresses state-of-the-art microsensor systems. Some systems 
are currently in the prototype stage, while others are commercially available. 
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Microsensor Systems 
 

Miniature microsensor systems incorporating preconcentrator, microfabri-
cated gas chromatography (micro GC) systems, and microsensor arrays have 
been developed for detecting VOCs with detection limits below parts per billion 
(Kim et al. 2011). The sensor systems include a miniature pump for sample col-
lection. The VOCs are first separated by a high-performance GC system before 
detection by sensor arrays (Kim et al. 2011; Kim et al. 2012a,b). Sandia Na-
tional Laboratory has also developed a microsensor system based on micro GC 
and surface acoustic-wave sensors (Lewis et al. 2006).  

 
Volatile-Organic-Chemical Monitor (Arizona State University HYBRID) 
 

A portable (“wearable”) VOC monitor was recently developed (Iglesias et 
al. 2009; Chen 2011). It uses a “hybrid chemical sensor” for nearly real-time 
measurement and wireless transmission of data via a cellular telephone. The 
sensor combines a miniature gas chromatographic system for preconcentration 
and separation of chemical species with a novel detector that consists of a tuning 
fork coated with molecular imprinted polymers. The operation is controlled by 
an internal microprocessor. Benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene, and xylene compo-
nents can be individually measured at concentrations as low as 1 ppb. The com-
ponents and operating characteristics can be varied to measure other types of 
VOCs. 

 
Pretoddler Inhalable Particulate Environmental Robotic Bioaerosol Sampler 
 

A Pretoddler Inhalable Particulate Environmental Robotic (PIPER) per-
sonal sampler to measure indoor particulate matter (PM) and bioaerosols was 
recently developed (Shalat et al 2011; Wang et al. 2012). It is used as a surro-
gate to substitute for direct personal monitoring of very young children (it is not 
practical for them to wear conventional personal samplers). The PIPER sampler 
can hold up to two personal air-sampling devices and can mimic the speed and 
pattern of motion and the breathing height of boys and girls in three age groups: 
6 months–1 year, 1–2 years, and 2–3 years. 

 
Dual-Chamber Particle Monitor 
 

A small, portable, data-logging particle monitor was recently developed 
(Litton et al. 2004; Edwards et al. 2006; Chowdhury et al. 2007). The device 
combines an ionization detector that is sensitive to submicrometer particles with 
a photoelectric detector that is sensitive to micrometer particles. Because the 
detection limit is 50 μg/m3, it is not sensitive enough for typical ambient concen-
trations of particles found in many developed countries. However, the monitor 
was designed for use in locations with much higher concentrations of particles, 
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such as households in many developing countries, including kitchens with wood 
stoves. Simplicity of operation, low cost, battery operation, low weight and 
small size, and quiet operation are potentially useful features. 

 
University of California, Berkeley Time–Activity Monitoring System 
 

A time–activity monitoring system was recently developed by Allen-
Piccolo et al. (2009). It uses small, lightweight ultrasound transmitter worn by 
participants and an ultrasound receiver (locator) attached to a data logger that is 
fixed at indoor locations to record accurately when and how long each partici-
pant is in each location. The method provides more reliable time–activity infor-
mation than is typically available in diaries maintained by participants. The 
time–activity information is used to estimate overall personal exposures on the 
basis of exposure measurements made with fixed monitors in each microenvi-
ronment. 

 
Black-Carbon Monitor (microAeth) 
 

This instrument is small, lightweight, portable, and battery-operated and is 
commercially available (AethLabs 2012). It measures real-time black carbon by 
using light transmittance for particles collected on Teflon-coated glass-fiber 
filters. Its dimensions are 4.6 x 2.6 x 1.5 inches, and it weighs 0.62 lb. Flow may 
be 50, 100, or 150 mL/min. Battery power will operate the instrument for a 
minimum of 24 hours with a flow of 100 mL/min and a 5-minute time base.  

 
Personal Multipollutant Sampler 
 

This compact personal and microenvironmental monitoring system, devel-
oped by Chang et al. (1999) and Demokritou et al. (2001), allows simultaneous 
active collection of particles on filters and passive sampling of pollutant gases. 
Different configurations allow use of selected combinations of Teflon mem-
brane filters to measure PM10 and PM2.5 mass, PM2.5 trace elements with x-ray 
fluorescence and inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry, black carbon 
with reflectance, elemental and organic carbon (on quartz fiber filters) with 
thermal optical methods, and passive ozone, nitrogen dioxide, and sulfur dioxide 
with diffusion badges. The sampler can be mounted on a backpack strap on the 
subject’s chest, and the battery-operated pump is carried in the backpack (it al-
lows 24 hours of continuous sample collection). 

 
RTI Micro-miniature Personal Exposure Monitoring 
 

A personal particle monitor recently developed by RTI International, mi-
croPEM Model v3.2 (RTI 2008), is a small, lightweight nephelometer (using 
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light-scattering) that provides nearly real-time particle concentration data (PM10 
or PM2.5) with simultaneous collection of particles on a gravimetric filter. With 
careful filter measurements and 24-hour sampling, the monitor is suitable for 
particle concentrations as low as 3.6 μg/m3.  

 
Future Developments with Nanosensors 
 

Developing ubiquitous monitoring networks for personal exposure as-
sessment will depend on rapid advances in pollution-sensor technologies. Al-
though advances have been made with the technologies described, most of them 
are still not capable of measuring multiple pollutants continuously. A technol-
ogy needs assessment conducted by the Oak Ridge National Laboratory deter-
mined that there was a need for a rugged, lightweight, low-cost, wearable, real-
time sensor capable of multianalyte detection with minimal burden on the per-
son using the monitor (Sanchez et al. 2010). Such a sensor would need to be 
able to detect acute and subacute chemical agents simultaneously with the same 
sensing system used in the field and then link the data to a specific biologic 
event. The device would need to be capable of remote data acquisition, location 
recording, and measurement of both the level and frequency of the environ-
mental exposure (Sanchez et al. 2010).  

There are no miniature wearable sensors that can monitor multiple chemi-
cals in real time. Real-time miniature devices—such as multianalyte single-fiber 
optical sensors, sol-gel indicator composites, portable acoustic-wave sensors, 
thin-film resonators, and surface acoustic-wave array detectors—have sufficient 
sensitivity but poor chemical selectivity in the presence of interfering chemical 
vapors. Sensors currently provide only one indirect signal, for example, fre-
quency variation due to mass loading or changes in refractive index due to mo-
lecular adsorption. Selectivity in detection is often accomplished by immobiliz-
ing chemical interfaces or biologic receptors on the sensor surface. Since 
chemical selectivity is accomplished by using chemically-specific interfaces 
immobilized on sensor surfaces, their selectivity is only as good as the selectiv-
ity of the interfaces and fails when complex mixtures are present (Walt 2005). 

Small devices (for example, having roughly the size and appearance of 
cellular telephones) that could provide some temporal information (such as 5-
minute to 1-hour averages) and be downloaded remotely, could be attractive 
alternatives to personal and microenvironmental monitors. The ability to include 
multiple agents in a given medium would allow fewer measurements to be 
taken, minimizing the time for setting up and collecting samples in homes and 
the number of samplers worn or carried by a single person. A universal platform 
for measuring compounds of interest, or at least screening samples for those 
more likely to have high concentrations, would have a major influence on the 
cost of assessing exposures and allow more rapid identification of “highly ex-
posed” people to help to identify sources, factors influencing exposures, and 
means of reducing exposures. 
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The recent advances in microlithographic technologies and microfabrica-
tion and nanofabrication enable the development of smart sensors and devices 
that can also be mass-manufactured in a cost-effective and modular fashion 
(Cheng et al. 2006). These advances could be exploited and coupled with ad-
vances in electronics and computing in developing convenient, sensitive, and 
cost-effective physical, chemical, and biologic detection devices. Advances in 
nanoscience and technology offer an unprecedented opportunity for developing 
very small integrated sensors. Examples of nanosensor platforms include 
nanowires, nanoelectromechanical and microelectromechanical systems (NEMS 
and MEMS), optical resonators, nanoparticles, graphenes, and doped quantum 
dots (Khanna 2012). All those have unprecedented sensitivity (Shelley 2008). 
One of the advantages of nanosensors is that multiple sensor elements can be 
fabricated or incorporated on the same chip for monitoring multiple analytes 
simultaneously. Nanosensors also allow monitoring of multiple signals—for 
example, frequency variation due to mass loading and variation in the electric, 
mechanical, thermal, optical, and magnetic properties due to molecular adsorp-
tion—and so can provide increased chemical selectivity. These analytic-induced 
signals can be orthogonal, allowing pattern-recognition algorithms to identify a 
chemical selectively.  

The most important and desirable characteristics of a sensor include high 
selectivity, high sensitivity, real-time detection, broad dynamic range, ability to 
regenerate in a short time, miniature size, ability to detect multiple analytes si-
multaneously, low power consumption, and low cost. For nanosensors that are 
required for field deployment, wireless transmission of signals to another loca-
tion is important.  

 
Chemical Selectivity  
 

Although nanosensors have demonstrated extremely high sensitivity, their 
selectivity poses a challenge. Most of the chemical sensing of small molecules 
in the vapor phase is carried out indirectly with physical sensors modified with 
chemical interfaces or biologic receptors. The receptors or chemical interfaces, 
immobilized on physical sensors (nanosensors included), adsorb particular ana-
lyte molecules with higher affinity than other molecules that impinge on the 
receptor surface. Examples of the receptors or chemical interfaces include self-
assembled monolayers, polymer films, and biomolecules.  

Research using microsensors has demonstrated that small molecules can 
be detected with high sensitivity and specificity in the absence of other interfer-
ing molecules. The microsensor surface is immobilized with chemically selec-
tive interfaces for molecular recognition. A pattern-recognition algorithm using 
responses from an array can identify the chemical with certainty. However, the 
confidence level of pattern recognition decreases with binary mixtures and fails 
for mixtures of three or more constituents (Hsieh and Zellers 2004; Jin and 
Zellers 2008; Senesac and Thundat 2008). The failure is related to the weak mo-



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

126                  Exposure Science in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy  

lecular interactions between analyte and receptor. Selectivity between analyte 
and receptor will remain a formidable challenge provided that there is an ab-
sence of highly selective coatings that can provide a unique signal in an array 
format. Development of chemical interfaces or receptors that can provide unique 
signals is important for the advancement of personal monitors. 

However, the ability of microsensors and nanosensors to produce signals 
that are independent of adsorption chemistry potentially leads to enhanced 
chemical selectivity. A chemical sensor that is based on detecting thermal 
changes due to infrared excitation of adsorbed molecules and uses a bimaterial 
cantilever (photothermal deflection spectroscopy) that can detect a monolayer of 
adsorbed molecules has been demonstrated (Krause et al. 2008). Infrared ab-
sorption peaks are unique for specific molecules, so multiple analytes can be 
detected with pattern-recognition algorithms. Nanocantilever sensors with un-
precedented sensitivity have been demonstrated (Li et al. 2007). Combining the 
nanocantilever with photothermal deflection spectroscopy could provide high 
selectivity and sensitivity. However, miniature tunable light sources, such as 
quantum cascade lasers, in the mid-infrared region that can be incorporated into 
nanocantilevers are still under development (Capasso 2010).   

Incorporating nanocantilevers with high-performance GC also has the po-
tential for increasing chemical selectivity. For example, the ability of a cantile-
ver to measure adsorption energy due to molecular binding (cantilever bending) 
combined with measurement of adsorbed mass (resonance frequency) and high-
performance GC can enhance chemical selectivity. 

The committee envisions that future nanosensors, where each sensor pro-
vides an orthogonal signal, will be able to detect multiple analytes with an array-
based concept. In addition, the different modes of operation of nanosensors, for 
example, using variations in mass, stress, optical, electric, and thermal proper-
ties, induced by the analytes, could be incorporated without increasing the 
power demand for improving selectivity. The signals would be analyzed by us-
ing pattern-recognition algorithms for chemical identification. The nanosensor 
platform also could be equipped with wireless telemetry for data transmission.  

Many challenges need to be addressed to have field-deployable nanosen-
sors that can detect multiple chemicals with selectivity, sensitivity, and site loca-
tion in a continuous fashion for weeks. Selectivity may be the most challenging 
task. Current nanosensors have wide variability in their response because of 
uncertainties in the fabrication process and variability in the immobilization of 
functional groups (Patel et al. 2003; Senesac and Thundat 2008). In addition, 
data quality issues, including maintenance, calibration, and reference checks will 
be important.  

Because nanosensors are point sensors, they require the analyte molecules 
to adsorb onto the sensor surface to produce a signal. Therefore, collecting the 
analyte molecules through exposure of the sensor element is important. In gen-
eral, adsorption by diffusion, which eliminates the need for a pump, will reduce 
the size and power requirement of the sensors.  
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In sum, advances in nanotechnology and nanosensors offer sensor and 
sample collector platforms that could be used for developing miniaturized, low-
power personal monitors for quantitative measurement of particles and other 
pollutants in real time with specificity. Sample collection and separation could 
be accomplished with electrostatic methods, and detection could be achieved 
with NEMS and MEMS mass sensors. It will be possible to incorporate 
nanosensors that can detect the activity level of the wearer (using breathing rate 
and heart rate). Present technology allows inclusion of GPS for instantaneous 
location determination.  
 

Sensors for Ecosystem Exposure Assessment 
 

Scientific and technologic advances in exposure assessment in nonhuman 
species have been driven largely by environmental laws and policies adminis-
tered by various state and federal agencies, but these advances have typically 
been enabled by advances in exposure and health assessments for humans.  

Three recommendations from the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) Science Advisory Board Workshop on Ecological Risk Assessment re-
lated to exposure assessment were to increase resolution and decrease uncertain-
ties in spatial, temporal, and individual-level exposure assessments (Dale et al. 
2008). The challenge for all three recommendations is that the size, scale, and 
duration of traditional approaches to exposure assessment needed to accomplish 
the improvements will be cost-prohibitive. However, recent advances in elec-
tronic miniaturization and data management will allow the development of envi-
ronmental sensor networks that can provide long-term, real-time exposure moni-
toring data on many scales. The development of both fixed and mobile sensor 
arrays has become more common, and many systems are beginning to be de-
ployed. For example, the National Ecological Observatory Network (NEON) 
will provide long-term ecosystem monitoring on a continental scale (Keller et al. 
2008), and the Global Lakes Ecological Observatory Network (GLEON) aims to 
use lakes as sentinels of global climate change with existing and newly devel-
oped arrays of sensors deployed in lakes worldwide (Kratz et al. 2006; William-
son et al. 2009).  

Multiscale systems could be deployed to conduct low-resolution monitor-
ing to detect areas of interest, where higher-resolution or higher-density sensor 
arrays would be deployed to increase resolution and frequency of measurements 
(for example, Rundel et al. 2009). Driven largely by the needs of national secu-
rity (for example, monitoring drinking water or air quality) and those of pro-
grams like NEON and GLEON, the development of new sensors is rapid. That is 
especially true for sensors based on molecular or biochemical reactions (biosen-
sors), which show great promise for use in monitoring the exposure of ecologic 
resources to stressors. In addition, the European Global Monitoring for Envi-
ronment and Security program will soon begin to launch missions to deploy high 
resolution, multi-spectral sensors that will be used to monitor environmental 
stressors from the local to the global scale (Aschbacher and Milagro-Pérez 
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2012). As improvements are made in data management and storage infrastruc-
ture on the Internet, sensor networks will play a key role in advancing the sci-
ence of exposure assessment in the environment. 

Although promising, issues of validation for ubiquitous and participatory 
sensing networks will remain a key issue. If exposure assessments are to be con-
ducted using sensing networks and nanosensors, greater assurance about meas-
urement accuracy and precision will be needed. Such efforts invariably will in-
clude laboratory and field testing against “gold” standard instruments.  

 
Conclusions 

 
Challenges and research needs are presented by ubiquitous networks, in-

cluding embedded and participatory networks for humans and ecosystems. The 
field is in its infancy, and much work remains to be done, including the follow-
ing:  
 

 Develop sensor technologies that can be scaled up to large mass mar-
kets with little additional cost, and develop the software to process the informa-
tion on the sensor platform (for example, cellular telephones or radio sensors) or 
to send it wirelessly.  

 Validate ubiquitous sensors against gold standard instruments in human 
populations.  

 Assess measurement error in cellular telephones or radio sensors in 
comparison with high-caliber instruments by using either laboratory or field 
analyses.  

 Develop robust sensors and sensor platforms that function with little 
maintenance and can tolerate harsh environmental conditions over long periods 
in remote locations.  

 Develop the database infrastructure to store, maintain, and protect in-
formation.  

 Create the analytic methods needed to understand patterns, detect out-
liers, and ultimately address the potentially enormous quantities of observations 
that come in streams or in real time; all of which will require considerable in-
vestment in methodologic research.   

 Continue to assess the optimal way of obtaining user participation.  
 Address concerns about individual privacy protection so that users un-

derstand any potential risks to their privacy and identity.  

 
BIOMONITORING FOR ASSESSING INTERNAL EXPOSURES 

 

The Opportunity 
 

Exposure science is poised to move from collection of external exposure 
information on a small number of stressors, locations, times, and individuals to a 
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more systematic assemblage of internal exposures of individuals in entire popu-
lations and multiple elements of the ecosystem to multiple stressors (Wild 2005; 
Dale et al. 2008). By providing detailed exposure information to complement 
the rapidly evolving individualized biomedical profile based on gene and gene-
expression data (Cohen et al. 2011; Auffray et al. 2012; Chen et al. 2012), 
global-exposure surveillance has the potential to become a valuable component 
of routine health care (see illustration in Box 5-6). Advances in ecologic ge-
nomic techniques and bioinformatics provide a basis for conducting routine ex-
posure assessments of broad arrays of stressors in wildlife. The use of those 
techniques in regulatory ecotoxicology and ecologic risk assessment has limita-
tions (Ankley et al. 2008), but Ankley et al. (2008) state that “Ongoing research 
will, in the long term, serve to obviate limitations related to the global identifica-
tion of gene products, proteins, and metabolites in test species relevant to eco-
logical risk assessments.” Global approaches, the use of genomewide assess-
ments of indicators of exposure to a wide variety of stressors, will continue to 
complement traditional targeted measures of internal exposure.  

 
Measures of Internal Exposure 

 
For both ecologic and human health risk assessment, internal measures of 

exposures to stressors are closer to the target site of action for biologic effects 
than external measures, and this potentially reduces confounding and improves 
the correlation of exposures with biologic effects. However, use of internal 
measures of exposure comes with a cost: the variability in the relationship be-
tween sources of stressors and effects is greater than that with the use of external 
measures of exposure. Nevertheless, the committee considers it important to 
advance measurement of internal exposures as an element of the vision for ex-
posure science.  

Analytic methods enable detection of both much lower concentrations of 
stressors internally and measurement of multiple stressors in single samples. The 
global measurement of thousands of small organic molecules (Nicholson and 
Lindon 2008) in biologic samples—metabolomics—applied initially to bio-
medical fields is now being applied to biomonitoring of chemicals in human and 
wildlife populations (Ankley et al. 2008; Stahl et al. 2010; Villenueuve and Gar-
cia-Reyero 2011; Soltow et al. in press). Such global approaches have the dis-
tinct advantage of not being limited to a chemical or class of chemicals selected 
in advance and provide broader, agnostic assessment that can identify exposures, 
potentially improving surveillance and elucidating emerging contaminants. Ap-
proaches specific to chemical classes are becoming equally powerful; for exam-
ple, the simultaneous determination of 50-77 polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) 
(Korrick et al. 2000; Bloom et al. 2009) and 28 polychlorinated dibenzodioxin, 
polychlorinated dibenzofuran, and dioxin-like PCB congeners (Todaka et al. 
2010) is now routine, as is the measurement of the steroidome—69 steroid hor-
mones in human blood (Hill et al. 2010). Proteomics and adductomics expand 
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the types of internal measures of exposure that can be analyzed to include com-
pounds with short half-lives in the blood, including the critical class of reactive 
electrophiles, for example, oxidants in cigarette smoke (Tang et al. 2010; Jin et 
al. 2011) and acrylamide, glycidamide, and styrene oxide (Fustinoni et al. 2008; 
Feng and Lu 2011). Whether the biologic fluid is blood, urine, or saliva, rapidly 
evolving sensor platforms linked to physiologically based pharmacokinetic 
(PBPK) models are expected to enable field measurements in humans and in 
ecosystems and rapid interpretation of concentrations of chemicals in these 
biofluids in the context of internal exposure (Timchalk et al. 2007). However, 
inferring the sources and routes of these internal exposures remains a research 
challenge (Tan et al. 2007). 

 
Biosignatures of Exposure 

 

An alternative to global surveillance of internal exposure to specific 
stressors is the use of biosignatures that reflect the net biologic effect of internal 
exposure to stressors that act on a specific biologic pathway. For example, oxi-
dative modifications of DNA or protein (Zhang et al. 2010) can be used to rep-
resent the net internal exposure to oxidants and antioxidants, the presence of 
liver enzymes in blood may reflect internal exposure to liver toxicants (Shi et al. 
2010), induction of the cytochrome P4501A gene pathway reflects exposure to 
planar aromatic hydrocarbons in humans and wildlife (Nebert et al. 2004), and 
the presence of the egg-yolk protein precursor vitellogenin in juvenile or male 
fish can be used to assess exposure to estrogenic compounds in the laboratory 
(for example, Scholz and Mayer 2008) or in the field (for example, Kidd et al. 
2007; Sanchez et al. 2011).  
 
 

BOX 5-6 Potential Application of -omics and  
Exposure Data in Personalized Medicine 

 
Applications of combined exposure–disease -omics methods in personal-

ized medicine provide a conceptual framework for use of exposure surveil-
lance in health management. For example, if a cost-effective global analysis 
were used in routine health care, children exposed to second-hand smoke 
could be readily identified by detection of cotinine. An important transition 
might occur if such a test were extended to detect a broad array of exposures 
to contamination in well water or to household pesticides simultaneously by 
using laboratory-on-a-chip or chemical profiling. Increasing use of -omics 
methods in personalized medicine means that integration of exposure science 
with personalized medicine could allow the cost of a top-down approach to 
exposure surveillance to be borne largely by the health-care system with sys-
tematic acquisition of information on exposures in routine health care without 
considerable additional cost. Such analyses would require considerable ex-
pertise of physicians to interpret and to communicate the health significance 
of this exposure information to patients. 
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Using biosignatures has several advantages. Biosignatures can overcome 
the analytic and informational challenges of identifying all stressors of a com-
mon biologic pathway and understanding their individual and summed poten-
cies. The identities of the stressors do not need to be known in advance; rather, 
their presence is inferred from disruption of a specific biologic pathway. The 
close connection between the exposure measure and the adverse effect or dis-
ease process allows better exposure–disease correlations. A major challenge of 
the approaches is that using complicated, dynamic biologic systems to measure 
internal exposure will require overcoming substantial variability in response, 
temporal variability, the deconvolution of biologic processes into influences 
from external vs internal stressor-related processes, and the relative inability to 
target reduction of any specific compound or source on the basis of biosigna-
tures. 

 

Biochemical Modifiers of Internal Exposure 
 

Adsorption, distribution, metabolism, and elimination—which contribute 
to the relationship between external and internal exposures—are themselves the 
results of biochemical and physical processes. The state of those processes, as 
they are related to a stressor of concern, has a substantial effect on the internal 
exposure that receptors experience. Knowledge of the processes is needed to 
characterize or predict internal exposures in humans and environmental systems. 
The committee envisions the extension of traditional biomonitoring to include 
the monitoring of the processes at the individual level and the population level 
through emerging technologies. 

Transcriptomics, proteomics, and to a smaller extent metabolomics offer 
the ability to measure the status of key biologic processes that affect the phar-
macokinetics of chemical stressors across time, species, and populations. And 
that information can be used qualitatively to identify populations expected to 
have greater internal exposures to a given external exposure (for example, be-
cause of differences in metabolism or higher absorption) or quantitatively by 
inclusion in PBPK–pharmacodynamic (PBPK-PD) models that are used for ex-
posure assessment and prediction of doses. PBPK models have been widely used 
in risk assessment to predict the dose to a target tissue from external exposures 
(Clewell and Andersen 1987; Teeguarden et al. 2005; Clewell and Clewell 
2008) and to address the effect of individual and population variability. For ex-
ample, PBPK–PD models describe the induction of Phase I and Phase II me-
tabolism in the liver and other tissues to account for the effects of increased me-
tabolism from chronic exposures on internal exposure to one or more 
compounds (Sarangapani et al. 2002; Emond et al. 2006). While the Bayesian, 
Monte Carlo, and other computational approaches for applying PBPK models to 
population-level exposure assessments are well developed, the limited availabil-
ity of population-level data on variability in external exposures and on individ-
ual genetic variation, hinders consistent application to populations. The commit-
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tee’s vision for exposure science is anticipated to help motivate the generation of 
the data needed to support wider application of these computational approaches. 

 
Ecologic Exposure Assessment 

 
Advances in molecular biology and a desire to provide high-throughput 

assessment of exposures of organisms in the natural environment have led to the 
development of numerous tools to provide surrogate or direct measures of expo-
sure to contaminants (Table 5-1). The expansion of biochemical and molecular 
measures has been particularly rapid. However, the use of molecular techniques 
as biomarkers to assess ecologic exposure to contaminants is limited in that most 
of these techniques cannot be linked quantitatively to the level of exposure and 
are not highly selective. Most biomarkers can provide information on whether 
exposure to general classes or groups of stressors has occurred and, given the 
current state of the science, cannot be related causally to susceptibility or to risk 
of developing disease in natural populations (Stahl et al. 2010). Whereas the 
qualitative information has been useful in directing the need for higher-
resolution studies and focused analytic-chemistry measures (for example, Rob-
erts et al. 2005; Smith et al. 2007), it does not in isolation provide exposure-
assessment information that can be useful in ecologic risk assessment.  

 
Conclusions 
 

Monitoring of ecologic resources for exposure to stressors can play many 
roles, including determination of stressor presence, stressor type, and stressor 
level. With few exceptions (for example, analytic chemistry), however, monitor-
ing techniques do not provide the quantitative information needed for use in 
ecologic risk assessments.  
 

 There is a need to develop rapid-response, quantitative exposure-
assessment tools that can provide information useful for exposure assessment in 
ecologic risk assessments.  

 The use of molecular techniques as biomarkers to assess ecologic expo-
sures to contaminants has been the subject of much attention and development in 
recent years. However, the uses of these techniques is limited in that most can-
not be linked quantitatively to the level of exposure and to the level producing 
an adverse outcome. Efforts need to be made to make biomarkers more quantita-
tive. 

 Linking quantitative analytic chemistry and biochemical adverse-
outcome pathways with biomonitoring tools will be essential to move ecologic 
exposure science into the 21st century.  
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MODELS, KNOWLEDGE, AND DECISIONS 
 

Models of the processes, dynamics, and distribution of exposures to 
chemical, physical, and biologic agents in association with other stressors are an 
essential element of exposure science. The ability of models to provide a reposi-
tory for exposure knowledge, to aid in interpreting data and observations, and to 
provide tools for predicting trends has been and will continue to be a corner-
stone of exposure science. Here we consider the role that exposure models need 
to play in supporting exposure science in the 21st century. 

 
Types of Models in Exposure Science 

 
The types of models used in exposure science vary widely. Activity-based 

models track the history of individuals and populations through multiple envi-
ronments using activity information, whereas process-based models track the 
movement of chemicals and other stressors from a source to a target (receptor).  

The Stochastic Human Exposure and Dose Simulation (SHEDS) model is 
a widely used activity-based model (EPA 2012a). It simulates individual expo-
sure patterns by using the Consolidated Human Activity Database (CHAD), 
simulating a person’s contact with environmental concentrations probabilisti-
cally, estimating the person’s exposure–time profile for multiple pathways, and 
applying Monte Carlo sampling to simulate population exposure (Zartarian et al. 
2000). SHEDS estimates exposures of specific subpopulations (for example, 
children) on a national scale. SHEDS is among a class of models that was de-
veloped to carry out rapid exposure characterization of numerous stressors, often 
in the context of policy analyses, when alternative controls were being exam-
ined. In such situations, when screening assessments are needed in counterfac-
tual situations, exposures must be modeled.  

There are different types of process-based models. For example, source-
to-dose models (that is, models that link environmental fate and transport, expo-
sures, and pharmacokinetics) relate exposures, both conceptually and mathe-
matically, at any biologic level to exposures at any other level or to dose 
(McKone et al. 2007; Georgopoulos et al. 2009). The challenge is to be able to 
model from dose to source or source to dose, by using newly developed internal 
and external markers of exposures (see Figure 5-1). 

In addition there are also process-based models (or mass-balance models) 
that have been developed for screening potential exposures, to ecosystems and 
humans, at local and global scales. The development of these models has been 
motivated in part by the need for more accurate characterizations of chemicals 
transported over regional, continental, and global scales—with a focus on the 
impacts to both humans and ecologic receptors (MacLeod et al. 2010). Such 
motivations have stemmed from widespread observations of organic pollutant 
compounds in vegetation, soil, animals, and human tissues. These process-based 
models use the principles of mass balance and chemical thermodynamics to 
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track the fate of chemical, physical, and biologic stressors, in indoor environ-
ments, and on regional and global scales. Box 5-7 examines the use of large-
scale process models to assess human and ecologic exposure potential with re-
gards to long-range transport and persistence.  

Some process-based models have high spatial resolution, others focus on 
regional mass-balance methods. Some are deterministic and attempt to capture a 
small number of representative scenarios, others are stochastic and probabilistic 
and attempt to capture the uncertainty and variability of model inputs. There is a 
growing need for structure–activity models that can classify chemicals with re-
gard to exposure and health-effects potential.  

The use of computational exposure models within the regulatory decision 
process at the EPA and other regulatory agencies continues to grow (NRC 
2007). According to NRC (2007): 
 

“This growth is in response to greater demands for quantitative assessment 
of regulatory activities, including analysis of how well environmental 
regulatory activities fulfill their objectives and at what cost. Models are 
essential for estimating a variety of relevant characteristics—including 
pollutant emissions, ambient conditions, and dose—when direct observa-
tion would be inaccessible, infeasible, or unethical.” 

 
Predictive exposure models have become particularly important in risk, 

life-cycle, and sustainability assessments, where there is a need for rapid expo-
sure assessment (NRC 2007, 2009). One concern that arises in using exposure 
models is the reliability of the exposure estimates. This has resulted in a demand 
for a more formal treatment of uncertainty in exposure models using qualitative 
methods and quantitative methods such as Monte Carlo analysis (IPCS 2008; 
NRC 2009). Although widely endorsed, the use of Monte Carlo methods in ex-
posure modeling remains constrained because of insufficient information on 
many parameters affecting exposure. 

The goals of exposure models include explaining observations, guiding 
data collection, identifying new questions, bounding outcomes within plausible 
ranges, predicting exposures of individuals for epidemiologic studies, and illu-
minating key uncertainties and sensitivities. As discussed earlier, models may 
also describe internal exposures. Models will continue to provide training, edu-
cate the public, and link exposure results more closely to risk assessment and 
risk-management decisions. 

 
Future of Modeling Methods and Technologies 

 
To support the emerging technologies, the committee focused on several 

modeling approaches that will be needed to extract useful information from the 
masses of data that will be generated. 
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BOX 5-7 Global-Scale and Regional-Scale Models Used to  
Assess Human and Ecologic Exposure Potential in Terms of  

Long-Range Transport Potential and Persistence 
 

Global scale mass-balance and exposure models have supported devel-
opment of the concepts of persistence and long-range transport—key hazard 
indicators used in chemical assessment (Fenner et al. 2005). The multimedia-
mass-balance models initially focused on a “unit” or “evaluative” world ap-
proach in which mass balance is applied to an archetypal world made up of 
soil, water, sediments, and biota (MacLeod et al. 2010). Those types of 
evaluative models were instrumental in elucidating the mechanisms of bio-
concentration and biomagnification (McKone and MacLeod 2003). Global-
scale multimedia models illustrate the potential for some persistent pollutants 
to migrate to and accumulate in polar regions (Wania and Mackay 1993; 
Scheringer et al. 2000; Wania and Su 2004). Multimedia mass-balance mod-
els provide a basis for quantifying cumulative, multipathway exposure to pol-
lutants that originate in contaminated air, water, and soil (McKone and 
MacLeod 2003). For example, they have been used to characterize the rela-
tive importance of local and distant sources of contaminants for human and 
ecosystem exposures (MacLeod et al. 2002), to identify environmental and 
chemical processes that control concentrations of pollutants (Scheringer et al. 
2004), and to motivate empirical and theoretical studies to improve knowl-
edge of the physicochemical properties and degradability of commercially 
important chemicals and byproducts of industry and energy production (Ja-
worska et al. 2003; Schenker et al. 2005).  

More detailed global mass-balance models have been introduced in 
which detailed spatial differentiation is obtained by linking unit world models 
with flows of air and water estimated on the basis of long-term averages 
(MacLeod et al. 2010). Wania and Mackay (1999) argued that the unit world 
structure and generally low spatial and temporal resolution of multimedia 
models are appropriate for describing the behavior of persistent contaminants 
in the environment. However, limitations of that approach have been identified 
by developers of contaminant fate and transport models. Those models de-
scribe the temporal and spatial variability of the circulation of the atmosphere 
and oceans with high resolution (Lammel 2004). Such detailed chemistry-
transport models are increasingly being developed or adapted to describe 
concentrations and transport pathways of trace environmental contaminants. 
They have been used to address aspects of chemical pollution that cannot be 
readily addressed by models that are based on the unit world approach, such 
as how persistence and long-range transport of substances depend on the 
specific time and location of release, and how episodic transport events can 
deliver pollutants to remote ecosystems (MacLeod et al. 2010). 

 
Model Performance Evaluation  
 

Key to the future of exposure models is how they incorporate the ever-
increasing amounts of observations of natural and human processes and envi-
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ronmental effects. Vast new measurement programs in fields as diverse as ge-
nomics and earth-observation systems, ranging from the nanoscale to global 
dimensions, present important opportunities and challenges for modeling. Al-
though observations alone can influence policy, it is their analysis with models 
that will allow the full realization of their importance (NRC 2007). 

The interdependence of models and measurements is complex and itera-
tive (NRC 2007; EPA 2009). Historically, the cycle of models and observations 
tended to begin with observations used to build a model, then a second set of 
observations to calibrate the model, and a third set to “validate” or evaluate the 
model performance. But in place of validation or even calibration with observa-
tions, an alternative approach is to use models and observations (such as bio-
marker data and environmental samples) as independent tools to evaluate hy-
potheses about source–receptor relationships (see McKone et al. 2007). 

Spatiotemporal models play a central role in exposure assessment for epi-
demiologic studies and risk analysis by combining information on sources of 
exposure with measurements to arrive at predictions of exposures. In some 
cases, cost and feasibility may limit direct measurements to a modest number of 
locations for specified periods; in other cases, remote-sensing technologies may 
yield an enormous quantity of data that need to be summarized.  

An important element of any exposure assessment is quantifying the de-
gree of uncertainty about the exposure estimates. It is important to distinguish 
two fundamentally different sources of uncertainty: statistical variability in the 
finite set of measurements available on which to build the model and their in-
herent measurement errors, and misspecification of the form of the statistical 
model used—both in prediction of exposure and in the sampling and measure-
ment error distributions.  

The first of those relies on statistical inference. Well-established tech-
niques are available to estimate the standard errors of parameter estimates and 
model predictions. The measurement-error literature distinguishes two principal 
classes of measurement-error models on the basis of the relationship between a 
“true exposure” and a “measured exposure”. In both, the health outcome is as-
sumed to depend only on true exposure, not its measurement; the relationship 
between the outcome and true exposure, commonly known as the health-effects 
model, and the population distribution of true exposure (Richardson and Ciampi 
2003) (possibly in relation to other predictors, such as traffic density, land use, 
and other exposure sources) is known as the exposure model. The models differ 
in terms of the form of the “measurement-error model”. In the “classical error 
model”, the measured value is assumed to be distributed randomly around the 
true value with some deviations caused by instrument or model error. In the 
“Berkson error model”, individual exposures are assumed to be distributed 
around some applied exposure of a group (for example, ambient pollution). The 
“classical error model” is an appropriate model for situations in which personal 
measurements that are subject to some error are used. It tends to induce an at-
tenuation bias toward the null in the “naïve” regression of outcome on measured 
exposure. The “Berkson error model” is appropriate for situations in which indi-
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viduals within a group differ because of unmeasured factors (for example, time–
activity or household characteristics); it might not produce any bias but will tend 
to inflate the variance of the estimated regression coefficient. In many instances, 
a combination of components with characteristics of classical and Berkson error 
may affect the estimated coefficients.  

The second type of uncertainty, model misspecification, is more difficult 
(Leamer 1978) because the true form of the relationships being modeled can 
never be known and the most one can hope to do is to investigate the robustness 
of the predictions in a reasonable group of plausible alternative models. This is 
generally known as sensitivity analysis. But more formal alternatives, such as 
model averaging (Hoeting et al. 1999; Hjort and Claeskens 2003), are available 
that essentially provide an average of a wide variety of models, each weighted in 
some fashion according to goodness-of-fit, and an overall estimate of uncer-
tainty that combines the statistical variability within each model and the differ-
ences between models to provide a more “honest” assessment of overall uncer-
tainty than simply quoting the standard error of some “best” model.  

Models that rely heavily on expert judgment, such as dose-reconstruction 
models used in environmental radiation-exposure studies—for example, the 
Hanford Environmental Dose Reconstruction Project (Shipler et al. 1996; Ko-
pecky et al. 2004) and the Nevada Test Site down-winders studies (Simon et al. 
1995)—have tended to use Monte Carlo methods for uncertainty assessment 
(see discussion in Box 3-2). In this case, one typically samples random values 
for each of the unknown parameters from their uncertainty distributions, com-
putes exposure predictions by using these values, and repeats this process many 
times to generate a distribution of possible exposure estimates. 

Uncertainty estimates in exposure have little utility by themselves unless 
they are exploited in the analysis of exposure–response relationships. Many sta-
tistical methods have been developed for dealing with this problem (Thomas et 
al. 1993; Carroll et al. 2006), but their use in epidemiologic and ecologic analy-
ses has been fairly narrow. For example, in radiation epidemiology, use of the 
Monte Carlo uncertainty estimates in analyzing health effects has become 
somewhat standard, as in the analysis of the Hanford Thyroid Disease Study 
(Stram and Kopecky 2003). In air pollution, Bayesian methods that entail fitting 
the exposure and health-outcome models jointly have been discussed (Molitor et 
al. 2007).  

 
Information-Management Tools 
 

In addition to models as tools to interpret, predict, and evaluate source, 
concentration, and receptor relationships, there are informatics models—the 
emerging tools for managing and exploring massive amounts of information 
from diverse sources and in widely different formats.  

Substantial investment and progress have occurred in recent years to col-
lect and improve access to genomic, toxicology, and health data. For example, 
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EPA’s ACTOR database (EPA 2012b) “is an on-line searchable warehouse of 
all publicly available chemical-toxicity data. It aggregates data from over 500 
public sources on over 500,000 environmental chemicals; the data are search-
able by chemical name, other identifiers, and chemical structure” (Judson et al. 
2012). The Comparative Toxicogenomics Database (CTD 2012) entails litera-
ture curation and integration of data that describe chemical interactions with 
genes and proteins and chemical–disease and gene–disease relationships 
(Mattingly 2009; Davis et. al. 2011). Those databases and efforts to link and 
integrate the information that they contain have revealed the landscape of 
chemical-toxicity data and helped to inform research needs. The data sources 
have historically lacked the extensive and reliable exposure data that are re-
quired to examine the environmental contributions to diseases and to assess 
health risks. EPA initiated the ExpoCastTM program to fill that knowledge gap 
(Cohen Hubal et al. 2010). Although the program was developed to advance 
characterization of exposure to meet challenges posed by new toxicity-testing 
paradigms, in the long run it will foster novel exposure-science research to link 
exposures to real-world health outcomes.  

ExpoCastDB, developed as a component of ExpoCastTM (Gangwal 2011), 
has begun the effort to consolidate observational human exposure data, improve 
access, and provide links to health-related data. It is designed to house meas-
urements from human exposure studies and encourage standardized reporting of 
observational exposure information (EPA 2012c). This database will facilitate 
linkages with many other data sources, including sources of toxicity and envi-
ronmental-fate data, and with manufacturers’ production and use data. 

In the fields of biology and medicine, the need to manage exponentially 
growing information on systems and interactions has given rise to the discipline 
of bioinformatics. Bioinformatics brings together model algorithms, databases 
and information systems, Web technologies, artificial intelligence, and soft 
computing to generate new knowledge of biology and medicine. One example is 
Genome-Wide Associated Studies (GWAS), which explores how noncommuni-
cable diseases arise from a complex combination of genetic processes and the 
environment (Schwartz and Collins 2007). The application of informatics to 
exposure science is at a very early stage and offers a substantial opportunity to 
gain new knowledge of stressor–receptor–effect patterns—in connection with 
humans and the environment.  

The fields of systems biology and exposure biology have been a staging 
area for some of this effort. One example is that of work by Patel et al. (2010) 
who conducted a pilot Environment-Wide Association Study (EWAS) in which 
exposure-biomarker and disease-status data were systematically interpreted in a 
manner analogous to that in GWAS (see Box 3-3).  

Fields that make use of informatics technologies often develop an ontol-
ogy to guide the systematic mining of databases and scientific literature that 
contain millions of observations and findings. An ontology is an explicit formal 
specification of the terms used in a knowledge domain (for example, biology, 
chemistry, or toxicology) and the relations among them. Because “an ontology 
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defines a common vocabulary for researchers who need to share information in a 
domain” (Noy and McGuinness 2001), it can be adapted to machine-
interpretable definitions of basic concepts to facilitate the use of computers for 
mining of large amounts of written material. Mattingly et al. (2012) recently 
designed, developed, and demonstrated an exposure ontology (ExO) to facilitate 
centralization and integration of exposure data. The ExO is being used to bridge 
the gap between exposure science and other environmental health disciplines, 
including toxicology, epidemiology, disease surveillance, and epigenetics (OBO 
Foundry 2012). The committee sees these types of efforts as important for defin-
ing and expanding exposure science in the 21st century.  
 

Conclusions 
 

The data and analytic challenges posed by the emerging exposure-
assessment technologies are growing at an exponential rate in scale and com-
plexity.  
 

 Statistical and computational research must continue to expand to keep 
pace with these developments. For example, satellite imaging and personal-
monitoring techniques are generating enormous quantities of data on spatiotem-
poral exposure and on people's movements and activities. Meanwhile, biologic 
assays are capable of monitoring millions of genetic variants, metabolites, ex-
pressions, and epigenetic changes in thousands of subjects at an affordable cost.  

 Without comparable investments in the development of new statistical 
analytic techniques to address correlated data on many more variables than sub-
jects and without advances in computation, such as parallel-processing tech-
niques, the analysis of the mountains of data threatens to become the new limit-
ing factor in further progress. 

 Exposure models will continue to support diverse efforts, such as risk 
analysis, impact assessments, life-cycle and sustainability assessments, epidemi-
ology, and energy analysis. As is the case with all models, exposure models 
must balance the need for transparency with the need for fidelity and credibility. 
That requires concurrent development of model performance-evaluation efforts 
in any model-development program. 
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Promoting and Sustaining Public  
Trust in Exposure Science 

 
The vision of exposure science articulated in the preceding chapters re-

quires broad public support for gathering information on human and environ-
mental exposures. That support involves understanding the aims of exposure 
science and a perspective that exposure science is integral to decision-making, 
including developing mitigation and prevention strategies that advance societal 
goals and objectives. If support is to weather the inevitable challenges, it is criti-
cal that researchers and stakeholders share values of and expectations for expo-
sure science. In addition, appropriate safeguards and definable ethical standards 
to protect volunteers who give their time for exposure research are needed. 
Those considerations illustrate that the long-term success of human and envi-
ronmental exposure science requires that attention be focused on the ethical and 
societal issues raised by modern research practice. 

Although human exposure studies typically present only minor risks to re-
search volunteers, several studies have sparked controversy. For example, the 
Children’s Environment Exposure Research Study (CHEERS), a proposed study 
that was intended to examine how children may be exposed to pesticides and 
other household chemicals generated considerable mass-media interest and con-
tributed to fears that children would be placed at increased risk. The concerns 
prompted the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to cancel its plans for the 
study (Resnik and Wing 2007). Reactions to the proposed study resulted in rais-
ing the bar for the conduct of observational exposure studies and led to the pub-
lication of Scientific and Ethical Approaches for Observational Exposure Stud-
ies (EPA 2008), which provides guidance for conducting observational studies. 
The CHEERS study, together with other controversial studies, highlight a num-
ber of ethical and societal issues that need to be navigated successfully to 
achieve the committee’s vision for human and environmental exposure science. 

In this chapter, the committee addresses considerations related to the pro-
motion of public trust in exposure science. Although none of the issues dis-
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cussed is peculiar to exposure science, how they present themselves can pose 
special challenges for observational studies. That is particularly true of ethical 
issues associated with ubiquitous technologies—new personal and environ-
mental monitoring tools—whose use and availability are expected to become 
more prevalent. As technologies evolve our capacity to detect chemicals and 
other stressors at increasingly lower levels is outpacing our capacity to interpret 
what the findings mean for health, subclinical effects, or even for elucidating 
potential exposure reduction strategies, creating scientific and ethical challenges 
for society. 

 
PROTECTING RESEARCH VOLUNTEERS 

 
Exposure-science research may involve observational studies of humans 

and the environments in which they live. The ability to conduct exposure studies 
in all populations, particularly among the most vulnerable (for example, the eld-
erly, children, and the infirm) is critical to understanding and preventing harmful 
exposures and risks in society. As with all research involving human subjects, it 
is vital that measures be implemented at the beginning of a study to protect the 
rights and welfare of participants (volunteers). In cases that lack such protec-
tions, research subjects may be needlessly placed at increased risk, which can 
threaten not only their well being but the long-term success of human and envi-
ronmental exposure-science research. 

All exposure-science research involving human subjects must be reviewed 
and approved by an appropriate institutional review board (IRB) and be consis-
tent with national ethics standards. Many of the ethical considerations that 
should guide the conduct of observational exposure studies are discussed in the 
recent EPA report Scientific and Ethical Approaches for Observational Expo-
sure Studies, which provides well-defined and documented procedures for con-
ducting exposure-related research. That report describes two primary elements 
for human-subject protections: review by an impartial IRB and informed consent 
of research subjects. 

High standards of ethical conduct in human-subjects research are enforced 
by multiple oversight committees or review boards, which examine both scien-
tific and ethical details of the proposed research. IRBs include appropriate medi-
cal and scientific experts who are not directly involved in the conduct of the 
research and who do not have any personal interests in the study. They also have 
members outside the scientific community. In deciding whether a research study 
is acceptable, IRB members are asked to consider whether or not the foreseeable 
risks to participants are appropriately minimized and acceptable in light of the 
potential benefits to participants and to society.  

The process of seeking informed consent of participants is a second key 
element of ethical conduct in research. Informed consent ensures that subjects 
give their voluntary and informed consent to be participants in a research study.  
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In addition to consenting to participate in a study, participants can consent on 
whether or not they want their results (Morello-Frosch et al. 2009). (Additional 
discussion is found in the section, Returning Research Results.)  Researchers 
conducting observational exposure studies are expected to seek permission from 
research subjects who must be informed about the goals of the research, the spe-
cific procedures involved, and the potential benefits of and risks posed by par-
ticipation. That kind of communication does not end when a research subject 
signs a permission form or otherwise indicates his or her willingness to partici-
pate. As a study progresses and new findings are discovered, investigators are 
expected to communicate to research subjects any changes that have been made 
in the study protocol. It is through such regular communication that consent to 
participate is reaffirmed. If an important risk is detected, the investigators are 
also obliged to report it to the participants and the funding agency involved. 

Typically, observational studies that do not involve efforts to mitigate hu-
man exposures present minor risks to the people who participate as research 
subjects. However, in addition to minor burdens associated with the collection 
of exposure data, without full communication such studies may also increase 
participants’ exposure in unintended ways, for example, by promoting an unwar-
ranted sense of protection to subjects through their wearing of exposure-
monitoring devices. Observational studies can also present risks related to the 
unintended disclosure of private information; for example, release of medical 
records might impair a person’s ability to obtain employment. To address those 
possible risks, investigators should strive to ensure that data are protected and 
that research subjects understand any potential risks associated with their par-
ticipation. 

The committee acknowledges in addition to observational exposure stud-
ies, there are intentional dosing studies that can involve potential increases in 
harmful exposures. For example, a study conducted in London, England, had 
asthmatic volunteers walk routes with low and high exposures to air pollution 
(McCreanor et al. 2007). In another study, men suffering from congestive heart 
failure were exposed to high concentrations of diesel exhaust, which has been 
linked to an increased risk of a coronary event (Mills et al. 2007). Such studies 
raise additional ethical considerations (see NRC 2004); but these studies fall 
outside the scope of this committee’s charge. 

It is critical that scientists conducting research with human subjects not 
have conflicts of interest that may impair their ability to conduct the research 
ethically. Financial relationships with industry sponsors of research should be 
disclosed to IRBs and other research-oversight boards, such as university com-
mittees on conflict of interest. Sources of research funding should be disclosed 
to potential volunteers when they are approached to participate in a study, as 
should any financial relationships of the investigators with commercial entities 
that may be affected by the outcome of the research. Such disclosures can pro-
mote public trust by increasing transparency and giving study volunteers the 
opportunity to assess the full array of potential benefits and risks associated with 
their participation in the research. 
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PROMOTING PUBLIC TRUST 
 

Public trust must be promoted to foster support for exposure-science re-
search. Mass-media coverage of higher-visibility studies has at times mischarac-
terized key aspects of study design, reinforcing distrust of regulatory agencies 
and fueling concerns about the identification of human and environmental 
stressors. To maintain public confidence in the integrity of exposure science, 
innovative forms of public engagement are required. They should foster public 
understanding of the purpose, benefits, and limitations of human and environ-
mental exposure-science research and its potential contributions to public health. 

Engaging the public through education may be needed to improve under-
standing of how exposure-science studies have made great strides in identifying 
and reducing harmful exposures. Examples are described in earlier chapters and 
in a recently published series of exposure-science digests (Graham 2010). These 
and other exposure-science studies have contributed to greater understanding of 
the health effects of hazardous environments and have helped to reduce the like-
lihood of future adverse exposures. 

Exposure scientists should engage members of the public in identifying 
and addressing relevant health concerns. To advance that goal, it is critical that 
members of the public be able to access information from human and environ-
mental exposure studies. Although exposure studies are often intended to serve 
as the basis of regulatory policy, the data that they produce may have relevance 
for other purposes. In particular, members of the public may find results of ex-
posure studies useful in addressing local environmental conditions—for exam-
ple, in modifying local planning or zoning ordinances or blocking construction 
of new facilities on the basis of data showing that the community will be bur-
dened by increased exposure to environmental stressors. Exposure information 
may also help members of the public in making personal choices about their 
environments, including their behaviors, diet, housing, employment, or the pur-
chase of personal products, and can be used by community organizations and 
individuals to provide input to decisionmakers. 

 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND  
STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATION 

 
Exposure science can help communities to identify and address differen-

tial, cumulative, and emergent exposures. Community members can be among 
the first to identify an exposure of concern. Once the design of a community-
based exposure study begins, community members may be found to have a 
wealth of information about the exposures of potential concern. Communities 
are all too often the “subjects of” health studies and have little input into the 
problems to be studied. Recognizing potential community knowledge and adopt-
ing a spirit of openness in disseminating exposure-related data are pivotal for 
building trust. Correspondingly, conducting exposure studies in the absence of 
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community input or failing to maintain communication with affected communi-
ties may greatly diminish public confidence in exposure science and reinforce 
distrust of scientists engaged in this work (NRC 1989; 1996). Engaging mem-
bers of differentially affected communities is critical for increasing public trust 
and improving stakeholder participation in exposure science. Federal and private 
funding agencies have been providing increased support for community-engaged 
exposure studies, recognizing that this contributes to improving study results 
through better recruitment and retention of study participants and through dis-
semination of study results to diverse public audiences (Brown et al. 2012). 

Open discussion is necessary if community members are to have input into 
problem formulation and ultimately to benefit from research findings. The 
groundwork for such discussion lies in effective multidirectional communication 
among all stakeholders, including members of affected communities, scientists, 
public-health agencies, and policy-makers (Chess et al. 1988; NRC 1989, 1996; 
Lundgren and McMakin 2009). Effective communication underlies all stages of 
research, from identifying the stakeholders who should be at the table to under-
standing how research findings can best be shared with community members. 
Outreach and engagement not only provide the vehicle for disseminating the 
results of exposure studies but provide the opportunity for researchers to listen 
to community members so that they can identify preferred approaches and for-
mats for dissemination. Such information may assist communities in developing 
new public-health interventions, environmental policies, or community-
development initiatives to reduce harmful exposures. 

 
USE OF COMMUNITY-BASED PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 

 
A trend in public-health research is the engagement of affected communi-

ties and populations through the use of community-based participatory research 
(CBPR). Members of differentially burdened and exposed communities have 
turned to CBPR as an approach to communicate their environmental-health con-
cerns to scientists and promote collaborative research. As part of CBPR, com-
munity-based organizations use their grassroots activism and resources, “expert 
local knowledge”, and university partners to develop a framework for studying 
differential health effects at the local level (Wilson et al. 2008; Baron and Wil-
son 2011). Critical to this approach is an effort to put scientific knowledge into 
practice by dissolving traditional boundaries between knowledge and action. 
CBPR acknowledges the community as a unit of identity and builds on commu-
nity strengths and resources to facilitate more equitable partnerships that involve 
power-sharing and community empowerment (Israel et al. 1998).  

Many community-based environmental justice and health organizations 
exist across the United States, for example, West Harlem Environmental Action, 
in New York City; Concerned Citizens of Tillery, North Carolina; Alternatives 
for Community and Environment, based in Boston, Massachusetts; and the En-
vironmental Health Coalition, in San Diego. Many of these organizations have 
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engaged in community-driven research to obtain locally relevant exposure data 
on a variety of environmental health issues, including air pollution in metropoli-
tan areas, housing stock, burden of pollution from industries, locally unwanted 
land uses, transportation issues, and industrial animal production (Shepard et al. 
2002). Using CBPR, they and other organizations have leveraged their local 
knowledge in collaboration with university partners to develop a framework for 
addressing environmental health and justice issues at the local level (Wilson et 
al. 2008). Using that approach, community-based organizations have become 
more involved in creating research agendas that advance the goals of differen-
tially affected communities (see for example, Box 6-1 which describes the role 
of CBPR in reducing adverse exposures and advancing the health of the com-
munity of Spartansburg, SC).  
 
 

BOX 6-1 Case Study of Exposure Justice and Community  
Engagement: ReGenesis in Spartanburg, SC 

 
The city of Spartanburg is in northwestern South Carolina and has a 

population of 40,000, about 50% black and 50% white (EPA 2003, 2006). 
This former “textile town” has undergone a transformation with its revitalized 
downtown and a concentration of international business firms within the city 
limits (EPA 2003, 2006; Fleming 2004). However, the Arkwright and Forest 
Park neighborhoods, just beyond the city’s downtown, are two predominantly 
black neighborhoods with a combined population of almost 5,000 residents 
that has not benefited from the revitalization efforts (EPA 2003, 2006; Fleming 
2004). The closing of local mills and plants and the lack of zoning regulations 
and land-use controls (EPA 2003, 2006; Fleming 2004; Habisreutinger and 
Gunderson 2006) left the population poor (25% in poverty) and underem-
ployed (10% unemployment) (EPA 2003, 2006).  

The two neighborhoods are affected by environmental exposures. For 
example, the residents were exposed to a 40-acre International Mineral and 
Chemicals (IMC) fertilizer plant (a Superfund site); the Arkwright dump, a 30-
acre former municipal landfill (a Superfund site); the Rhodia chemical plant (in 
operation); the Mt. Vernon textile mill (in operation); and six brownfields (EPA 
2003, 2006; Fleming 2004; Habisreutinger and Gunderson 2006; ReGenesis 
2008). About 4,700 people lived within 1 mile of the IMC site and 200 within 
0.25 mile of the landfill (EPA 2003, 2006; Fleming 2004; ReGenesis 2008). 
Those exposures have been associated with a high rate of cancer—
particularly bone, colon, and lung cancer—and high rates of respiratory ill-
nesses, adult and infant mortality, miscarriages, and birth defects (EPA 2003, 
2006; ReGenesis 2008). In addition, neighborhood residents had a poor 
transportation infrastructure, inadequate sewer and water services, lack of 
access to medical care, public-safety issues, few economic opportunities, and 
declining property values (EPA 2003, 2006).  
 

(Continued) 

 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

160                  Exposure Science in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy  

BOX 6-1 Continued 
 

In 1997, Harold Mitchell, a resident concerned about the environmental 
contamination in his community, began organizing community meetings to 
discuss environmental justice and health issues (EPA 2003, 2006; Fleming 
2004; ReGenesis 2008). The meetings empowered local residents and moti-
vated efforts by the government and industry to clean up the contaminated 
Superfund sites and brownfields. This community-driven collaboration be-
came known as the “ReGenesis Project”. ReGenesis built an environmental-
justice partnership with the city of Spartanburg, the county, the EPA Region 4 
Office of Environmental Justice, the Department of Health and Environmental 
Control, the Spartanburg Housing Authority, the county’s Community and 
Economic Development Department, local industry, and the University of 
South Carolina to address environmental effects on local health and adopt 
strategies to revitalize the Arkwright and Forest Park neighborhoods (EPA 
2003, 2006). 

With help from EPA Region 4, in 2000 ReGenesis was designated a na-
tional demonstration project of the Federal Interagency Working Group on 
Environmental Justice, giving it access to financial resources, technical ex-
perts, and information (EPA 2003, 2006). With that designation, new funding 
was made available, and local, state, and federal agencies began to under-
stand that action was needed in the Arkwright and Forest Park neighborhoods 
to improve public health (EPA 2003, 2006). Spartanburg County was awarded 
additional funding through EPA’s Brownfield Initiative to perform site assess-
ments of the brownfields (EPA 2003, 2006; Habisreutinger and Gunderson 
2006; ReGenesis 2008). The brownfields assessment found contamination 
and led to government agencies’ providing additional funding to clean up the 
sites for redevelopment (EPA 2003, 2006; Habisreutinger and Gunderson 
2006; ReGenesis 2008). The success of ReGenesis in working with its col-
laborative partners for assessment, cleanup, and redevelopment of brown-
fields and other industrial sites also led to additional efforts to improve the 
health-promoting infrastructure of the Arkwright and Forest Park neighbor-
hoods. 

 
 

The CBPR approach allows the research process to increase a commu-
nity’s ability to study differential and cumulative exposures, address environ-
mental justice and health issues, and increase engagement of minority-group and 
low-income stakeholders (Minkler et al. 2006; Wilson et al. 2008; Baron and 
Wilson 2011). For example, CBPR was used to obtain community-generated 
dietary consumption data for subsistence anglers in the East River of New York. 
These data, together with fish tissue contaminant concentration data were used 
by EPA in calculating risk estimates for exposures to contaminants in fish (for 
example, cadmium, mercury, and dioxins) consumed by the local, ethnic popula-
tions, when no appropriate dietary assessment data were previously available for 
this high-risk group (Corburn 2002). Members of the community were essential 
for collecting this consumption data given the cultural and language barriers of 
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the anglers. Similarly CBPR has been used to help assess farmworkers’ pesticide 
exposures and associated health effects (Acury et al. 2001); a particularly diffi-
cult population to study given their transience and changing occupational status, 
language barriers, and questions regarding immigration status. Kamel et al. 
(2001) used community collaboration (working with the Farmworker Associa-
tion of Florida and relying on the members’ expertise) to identify and recruit a 
valid sample of farmworkers for an epidemiologic study. 

 

CHALLENGES AHEAD 
 

The new research paradigms and exposure-monitoring technologies de-
scribed in the preceding chapters will magnify current debates about exposure 
science and pose additional challenges in maintaining public trust. The potential 
for increasing private-sector involvement in this field of research may raise ad-
ditional concerns about personal privacy. Future studies may seek to relate envi-
ronmental exposure data to other large databases, including data on cellular-
telephone use, global positioning system location, food consumption, and con-
sumer shopping patterns. Although it may not be possible to anticipate the full 
array of challenges that lie ahead, several important issues can be identified 
now. 

 

Returning Research Results 
 

A difficult challenge in exposure studies concerns whether, when, and 
how to return exposure information to study participants (Schulte and Singal 
1996). That issue can be raised at both at an individual level and a community 
level and can be especially difficult in contexts in which exposure studies take a 
long time, there may not be a direct relationship between researchers and sub-
jects, or if the exposure data do not provide clear insights regarding the potential 
health effects, sources, or pathways of exposure. Questions about the return of 
personal exposure information will become more common as new collection 
methods obtain “personalized” forms of exposure data. Such data might be col-
lected with ubiquitous monitoring devices, such as personal cellular telephones 
(see discussion in Chapter 5). As the volume of data collected continues to ex-
pand, exposure scientists need to consider the most appropriate approaches for 
reporting information on a multitude of exposure sources, some of which might 
be ambiguous with regard to importance, might be sensitive, or might pose per-
sonal risks to individual participants (for example, in legal proceedings) (Deck 
and Kosatsky 1999; Morello-Frosch et al. 2009). In addition to returning expo-
sure data to participants, consideration will need to be given to how to place the 
data into context with respect to whether there are potential health implications 
or a need for people to take action to reduce exposures.  

At the present time there is little guidance for scientists and academic-
community researchers on reporting back individual and community-level expo-
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sure data to study participants (NRC 2006). For example, few precedents exist 
for reporting biomonitoring data back to individuals when little information is 
available for interpreting health implications (Morello-Frosch et al. 2009). Mo-
rello-Frosch et al. identified distinct frameworks used by scientists for reporting 
back biomonitoring results. For example in the clinical approach, that is bio-
medically driven, reporting individual biomonitoring results is based on whether 
the risk relationship between exposure and health effects is understood. With 
CBPR, sharing of individual and community-level exposure data are encouraged 
between researchers and participants because it is believed that these data can 
have an impact beyond individual health, including in allowing communities to 
understand sources and potentially reduce exposures.  

There appears to be movement in favor of addressing the issue of report-
ing-back exposure data in the recruitment and consent process of research stud-
ies. The ethical issues of reporting back exposure data will become more com-
plex as data are increasingly integrated, reinforcing the need to address the 
rights of study participants before, during, and after studies are conducted. This 
is particularly true if exposure samples are to be stored for use after a study is 
completed (Morello-Frosch et al. 2009). 

 

Engaging Affected Communities 
 

As noted above, there are numerous challenges related to how scientists 
engage differentially burdened and exposed populations to address health dis-
parities. With increasing recognition of the importance of social and ecologic 
stressors in human health, how we engage these populations in multiple aspects 
of exposure science—before, during, and after exposure studies—takes on even 
greater importance. 

To be effective, community engagement must be multidirectional, with 
sources and receivers of information in constant communication with each other. 
Because scientists and the public may have different perceptions of risks (see, 
for example, Slovic et al. 2000), those responsible for communicating risks iden-
tified through exposure science need to understand stakeholders’ values, con-
cerns, and perceptions. Failure to recognize the differences and address them 
appropriately can cause failures in communication. In addition, the social con-
text in which communication occurs and the extent to which sources of informa-
tion are trusted play a critical role in how information is understood (Slovic et 
al. 2000; Miller and Solomon 2003). 

 

Studying Susceptible and Vulnerable Populations 
 

Ethical issues associated with exposure studies that involve susceptible 
and vulnerable populations—such as children, economically disadvantaged 
populations, the infirm, and workers—will continue to present challenges for the 
field of exposure science and the rest of environmental health. With the increas-



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

163 Promoting and Sustaining Public Trust in Exposure Science 

ing reliance on chemicals in products and improvements in our knowledge about 
mixtures, cumulative exposures, and exposures at different life stages, the field 
of exposure science will be challenged to perform ethical studies that involve 
and will ultimately protect susceptible and vulnerable populations. There will be 
a greater demand for this type of research to advance the state of knowledge 
while balancing the needs of those populations and to perform exposure research 
that is beneficial and produces high-quality data that can be used to reduce and 
eliminate human exposures.  

 

Protecting the Natural Environment 
 

Protecting and maintaining the integrity and health of ecosystems is criti-
cal because human society depends on natural processes and goods provided by 
natural ecosystems. As discussed in Chapter 1, ecologic systems support human 
health and well-being. Thus, even from an anthropocentric perspective, altera-
tions of natural ecosystems that reduce their capacity to provide ecologic ser-
vices may harm current populations or future generations. This perspective is 
distinct from the continuing discussion within environmental ethics regarding 
the need to extend the traditional boundary of societal concerns, which center on 
human concerns, to include nonhuman elements of our world (Des Jardins 
2012).  

To the extent that human health and ecologic health are inextricably 
linked, agencies that fund exposure-assessment studies will need to consider the 
long-term value of funding studies that focus on ecologic and environmental 
consequences of exposure even when direct effects on human health may be 
unclear. This approach reflects growing awareness that our global ethical re-
sponsibilities extend beyond humans and include the nonhuman elements of 
ecosystems. In addition, environmental stewardship is essential for supporting 
the full array of ecosystem services on which human health and well-being de-
pend. Although budgetary pressures may make it difficult to advocate for studies 
of environmental exposure, advancing exposure science requires recognition of 
the interconnectedness of human health and ecologic health. 

 

GUIDING VALUES: THE RIGHT TO LEARN 
 

In developing practical approaches to societal challenges that will increase 
public support for exposure science, researchers conducting exposure studies 
should be mindful of the guiding values that shape their research. The investiga-
tion of environmental problems is an inherently ethical undertaking entwined 
with competing societal and political values. A researcher’s choice to investigate 
a particular toxicant or geographic location, for example, validates a set of socie-
tal concerns about specific risks, irrespective of the eventual outcomes of the 
research. In addition, the limitations of public resources for research require 
federal agencies and the researchers that they support to be good stewards of the 
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resources and to choose to pursue problems that have the potential to improve 
public health. Studies of human exposures can create new legal and ethical obli-
gations, both for those who have created an environmental hazard and for those 
who are exposed.  

Human and environmental exposure-science research can seem distant to 
the public. Those who are familiar with exposure science have tended to view 
the field as driven largely by regulatory and political agendas. In addition, how-
ever, there is a need to convey to the public the rich array of information gener-
ated by human and environmental exposure science. With the development of 
smart phones and ubiquitous sensing, providing such information through moni-
toring of exposures is becoming more feasible. We elaborate on the need for 
transparency and engagement below, following the general theme of moving 
from source to dose.  
 

1. Sources—We believe that people have a right to learn about sources of 
environmental exposures that potentially affect their health and well-being 
or the health of the ecosystems on which they depend. As with all research 
for public good, the exposure science community needs to make sure that 
ways are found to educate people about sources of exposures that may af-
fect their health and well-being.  

 

2. Ambient and indoor concentrations—People also have a right to 
know about exposure concentrations in all the microenvironments that 
they inhabit, and there is a reciprocal duty for researchers and others in-
volved in the translation of scientific data to educate people about ambient 
concentrations that may affect their health.  

 

3. Personal actions and exposures—People have a right to know how 
their own personal actions affect the environmental exposures that they 
encounter and how behavioral changes can reduce these exposures. To the 
extent that exposure assessment has traditionally been driven largely by 
regulatory purposes, there is a need to reorient the focus of exposure as-
sessment to engage a more diverse set of stakeholders in decisions about 
the direction of human and environmental exposure science. Needs for 
translation of exposure science to educate citizens extends from informing 
people about how they can change their behaviors to improve personal 
health to informing those responsible for sources of harmful exposures 
how they can reduce harmful emissions and thereby contribute to improv-
ing environmental and public health. 

 

4. Body burdens of exposure—With the advent of “-omics” technolo-
gies, we anticipate a wealth of information on body burdens of exposures. 
People who supply such information have a right to know about the body 
burdens of exposure that they carry, and it is incumbent on those collect-
ing exposure data to educate people who have donated the data about their 
potential consequences.  
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Those values are consistent with another major theme in our report, 
namely, that exposure science needs to move beyond the assessment of ambient 
exposures to the characterization of dose. Emerging surveillance technologies 
will soon allow ubiquitous, large-scale monitoring of body burdens from multi-
ple exposures. Although individual citizens will have different levels of interest 
and resources for learning about their environmental exposures, embracing the 
above values will help to ensure that exposure science engages a broad and di-
verse group of stakeholders who are interested in learning more about their per-
sonal exposures. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

To be deserving of the public trust entails a commitment to maintaining 
the highest standards of integrity in exposure-science research. Scientists en-
gaged in exposure assessment need to structure their studies in a way that is re-
spectful of research volunteers and minimizes the potential for harm to people 
who make their research possible by voluntarily participating in exposure stud-
ies. When conducting participatory research, scientists should engage affected 
communities and populations in order to generate useful exposure information 
that stakeholders can use to reduce and eliminate their exposures and improve 
community health. 

As we prepare for a time when new exposure-monitoring technologies and 
research paradigms expand the traditional scope of exposure-assessment studies, 
it is critical to anticipate ethical challenges that will present themselves. Several 
of the challenges stem from the collection of increasingly individualized data, 
which can present greater risk for research volunteers or create an expectation 
that results of potential importance will be returned to individual participants. 
The expanding scope of exposure-assessment studies may also create opportuni-
ties to provide citizen-volunteers with exposure data that they would find useful 
in reducing their personal exposure to environmental stressors. Scientists con-
ducting exposure-assessment studies and the agencies that support their work 
should consider how to anticipate and respond to these challenges so as to 
maximize the global impact of human and environmental exposure science and 
sustain public confidence in the integrity of this evolving field of research. 
 

 Federal agencies that support human and environmental exposure sci-
ence need to develop educational programs to improve understanding of expo-
sure-assessment research. The programs need to engage members of the general 
public, specialists in research oversight (such as members of IRBs), and specific 
communities that are differentially burdened by environmental toxicants.  

 Federal agencies and professional societies should develop programs to 
assist exposure scientists in navigating the complex terrain of human-subjects 
research. Changing regulatory requirements demand that exposure scientists stay 
current with IRB expectations. Better communication between exposure scien-
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tists and regulatory specialists can help to ensure that the expectations are trans-
parent to those engaged in exposure-science studies. 
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7 
 
 

Realizing the Vision 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
In this report, the committee has evaluated the status of exposure science 

and how the field is poised to play a more critical role in addressing the impor-
tant human health and ecologic challenges of the future. The committee’s analy-
ses established that exposure science is essential for protecting human and eco-
system health by informing decisions about prevention and mitigation of adverse 
exposures and by enabling sustainable innovations. The committee expanded the 
vision of exposure science to the eco-exposome. Adoption of this concept will 
lead to the development of a universal exposure-tracking framework that allows 
for the creation of an exposure narrative and the prediction of virtually all bio-
logically-relevant human and ecologic exposures, leading to improved exposure 
information for making informed decisions to protect human and ecosystem 
health. 

With better exposure information, the field has the ability to address mul-
tiple and complex scientific, societal, commercial, and policy demands. To pro-
vide the level and quality of exposure information on the scale required by those 
demands, the collection of relevant information—with both traditional estab-
lished methods, such as pollution-monitoring networks, and emerging methods, 
such as those in exposure biology and in application of cellular-telephone net-
works—needs to be improved. In addition, it will become important to take ad-
vantage of advances in related fields of science, including biology, informatics, 
and microsensor technologies.  

The increasingly complex global-scale interactions among the built and 
natural environments call for better, faster, and less-expensive exposure infor-
mation. Such information is essential for managing health and environmental 
risks, protecting vulnerable populations, and developing innovative and sustain-
able solutions to prevent exposures to adverse stressors and to promote expo-
sures to beneficial ones.  



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

170                  Exposure Science in the 21st Century: A Vision and A Strategy  

Embedded in the committee’s vision is the recognition of the integrative 
nature of human and environmental systems. There are no boundaries between 
organisms (including humans) and their environment or between the internal 
environment of the human body and the external environment. Historically, ex-
posure research has focused on discrete exposures—in either external or internal 
environments, concentrating on effects from sources on biologic systems, either 
human or ecologic—one stressor at a time. As a result, tools and methods 
evolved, and resources were channeled to address specific measures.  

To fulfill its vision, the committee has identified the following overarch-
ing research needs in exposure science: 
 

 Characterizing exposures quickly and cost-effectively at multiple levels 
of integration—including time, space, and biologic scales—and for multiple and 
cumulative stressors. 

 Scaling up methods and techniques to detect exposure in large human 
and ecologic populations of concern. 
 

The broader availability and ease of use of technologies, including sensor, 
analytic, bioinformatic, and computational technologies, have given rise to a 
substantial profusion of data and an overall democratization of the collection 
and availability of exposure information. The Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) National Human and Nutrition Examination Survey 
(NHANES) provides one of the most revealing snapshots of human exposures to 
over 200 environmental chemicals through the use of biomonitoring (CDC 
2011). The collaboration between CDC and national and international organiza-
tions quickly expanded the breadth and depth of data available throughout popu-
lations and subpopulations (NRC 2006). That rapid progress was predicated on 
the availability of better analytic methods and a national commitment to gener-
ate such “baseline” data.  

With the availability of the emerging measurement and informatics tech-
nologies, the committee sees both the demand and the opportunity for conduct-
ing strategic data-gathering efforts to answer a multitude of environmental-
exposure questions. Such efforts could involve deploying large numbers of envi-
ronmental sensors and networking technologies and collecting biomonitoring 
samples in statistically representative populations. The resulting data could be 
integrated with informatics capabilities for collection, storing, and analyzing the 
information gathered and used to test environmental-health–related hypotheses 
or to develop exposure-reduction strategies.  

The committee recognizes that realizing its vision requires an iterative ap-
proach that will initially develop and implement innovative tools to meet the 
urgent demands for exposure information today while establishing the infra-
structure, including educational opportunities and study sections devoted to re-
search, needed to transform the science fully over the next 20 years. This chap-
ter describes a pragmatic approach to realizing the vision for exposure science in 
the 21st century whereby resources are deployed to generate and analyze the 
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maximum amount of exposure information and to develop effective and relevant 
applications of such information. One important objective should be to describe, 
reconstruct, and forecast real-world exposures more accurately and more effi-
ciently. To be effective, exposure science needs to adopt a systems-based ap-
proach that, to the extent possible, considers exposures from source to dose and 
from dose to source and considers multiple levels of integration, including time, 
space, and biologic scales in connection with multiple stressors in human and 
ecosystem populations.  

 
THE EXPOSURE DATA LANDSCAPE1 

 
In the near term, exposure science needs to develop strategies to expand 

exposure information rapidly to improve understanding of where, when, and 
how exposures occur and their health significance. Data generated and collected 
would be used to evaluate and improve models of exposure for use in generating 
hypotheses and developing policies. New exposure infrastructure (for example, 
sensor networks, environmental monitoring, activity tracking, and data storage 
and distribution systems) will help to refine or replace existing measurement and 
monitoring strategies. This process will help to identify the largest knowledge 
gaps and reveal where gathering of more exposure information would contribute 
the most to reducing uncertainty.  

In the field of environmental health, substantial investment and progress 
have been made in recent years to collect and improve access to genomic, toxi-
cology, and health data (for example, Davis et al. 2011; CTD 2012) and to pro-
vide information on chemical toxicity and inform and guide research. However, 
those data have historically lacked the extensive and reliable exposure informa-
tion required for examining environmental contributions to diseases and assess-
ing health risks. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) ExpoCast pro-
gram, initiated to address that research gap, is intended to advance the 
characterization of exposures to support toxicity testing (Cohen Hubal et al. 
2010a) and in the long term to link exposures to health outcomes. There is still a 
growing demand to collect more exposure data to populate emerging exposure 
databases (for example, Gangwal 2011) and to facilitate linkages with toxicity 
and environmental-fate data and with manufacturers’ production and use data. 

 
An Exposure Infostructure 

 
Exposure data are often scattered among such widely dispersed sources 

that it is difficult to relate them (Egeghy et al. 2012). Several initiatives in the 
United States and abroad aim at developing tools to integrate those data sources 

                                                            
1“Data landscape” is a term used in informatic and computational analyses. The term 

implies stepping back and looking at the data available, identifying data rich and data 
poor areas, and seeing what the data “landscape” looks like.  
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(for example, Mattingly et al. 2012), but more efforts are needed. The tools will 
help in the systematic mining of databases and scientific literature that contain 
millions of observations and are intended to bridge the gap between exposure 
science and other environmental-health disciplines, including toxicology, epi-
demiology, disease surveillance, and epigenetics.  

Efforts to develop and enhance exposure information can contribute to the 
development of an exposure infostructure and data-sharing approaches that in 
turn can influence the design of exposure and environmental-health studies. In 
such fields as genomics, computational toxicology, environmental toxicology, 
and cancer research, creation of infostructures has resulted in groundbreaking 
and transformative innovations in research methods and approaches. A strategic 
approach to populating the exposure knowledge base effectively will motivate 
research that informs our understanding of exposures at biologic scales, time 
durations, and locations. Consideration of the uncertainty and variability of 
measurements and models is critical because data will be gathered from dispa-
rate sources and will influence our understanding of health and ecosystem ef-
fects. 

 
Developing and Empowering Computational Approaches  
 

Environmental fate and transport models are used to estimate and predict 
environmental concentrations. However, the models are hampered by the ab-
sence of data that can be used to evaluate some of the model parameters and 
ultimately estimate the relevance and robustness of their predictions (MacLeod 
et al. 2010). Data in the exposure infostructure can be used to cross-validate the 
models against one another and bridge knowledge gaps. The models can then be 
developed further to predict exposures to a large number of chemicals or other 
stressors individually or in combination and among microenvironments. For 
example, Aylward and Hays (2011) used data from the NHANES biomonitoring 
program and pharmacokinetic studies, integrated with in vitro toxicity data from 
specific chemical case studies, to examine the physiologic relevance of tested in 
vitro concentrations and thereby helped to inform dosimetry in evaluating Tox-
Cast data. Efforts to determine how exposure models could be adapted to ad-
vance high-throughput chemical priority-setting and risk assessment have been 
hindered in part by absence of or lack of access to high-quality exposure data 
(Cohen Hubal et al. 2010a; Egeghy et al. 2012).  

 
Integrating Surveillance Systems  
 

Responding to the demand for exposure data requires creative and parsi-
monious approaches for data generation and collection. The opportunities pro-
vided by existing and emerging surveillance networks and technologies to gather 
direct exposure information or information on relevant surrogates can improve 
our assessment of exposures, for example, by combining food samples and soil 
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samples and linking ecologic surveys with food-web analysis to evaluate expo-
sure models for complex food-pathway exposures. In the near term, an impor-
tant research goal will be to identify the diversity of existing surveillance sys-
tems to improve our knowledge of data on environmental contaminants. 
Specifically, researchers will need to address the following questions: How can 
these surveillance systems be used to provide baseline information on exposure? 
How can resources be marshaled to obtain such data? What efforts can be made 
to develop surveillance systems, in particular ones that will integrate ecologic 
surveillance data with human health data. One large-scale example is the CDC 
National Environmental Public Health Tracking Network (National EPHT Net-
work), which collects information relevant for assessing environmental expo-
sures and associated health outcomes and develops the infrastructure needed for 
analyzing and integrating such information for public-health protection. That 
effort faces many challenges—the network includes 23 states—but the National 
EPHT Network constitutes the largest effort to track environmental exposures 
that are likely to contribute to disease. 

When hot spots or places of highest potential impact to vulnerable and 
susceptible populations are identified, targeted studies need to be designed for 
more detailed measurements. That will expand applications of exposure science 
to specific studies that can lead to exposure reduction or source mitigation. It 
can also include the development of new tools.  

In essence, advances in technologies and bioinformatics provide a plethora 
of opportunities to link existing surveillance systems and data infrastructures 
and to enrich them with targeted exposure-measurement studies that will pro-
mote the development of an exposure infostructure that increases our under-
standing of health and ecologic impacts of environmental exposures.  

 
A Predictive Exposure Network 

 
The combination of surveillance programs and targeted exposure-

measurement programs is integral to the strategy for building a predictive expo-
sure network that can address environmental-health questions. Information from 
the network could be used to develop exposure metrics that will provide the in-
formation needed for evaluating the overall health and resilience of humans and 
ecosystems, identifying vulnerable populations, assessing the impact of cumula-
tive exposures, and addressing exposure disparities. It could also be used to as-
sess environmental improvements and to provide early warnings of emerging 
problems. More data on exposures will allow us to forecast, prevent, and miti-
gate the impacts of such major societal challenges as climate change, security 
threats, and urbanization.  

Given the explosion of technologies and knowledge systems, this incre-
mental, iterative, and adaptive approach to developing a network is feasible even 
in a resource-constrained environment. It will require modest resources and a 
commitment from the community of exposure scientists.  
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IMMEDIATE CHALLENGES: CHEMICAL  
EVALUATION AND RISK ASSESSMENT 

 
A major demand for exposure information comes from efforts to modern-

ize chemical-management policies in the United States and abroad, including the 
European Commission’s Registration, Evaluation, and Authorization of Chemi-
cals (REACH) regulation, the Green Chemistry Initiative in California, the sus-
tainability program in EPA, and efforts to revise the Toxic Substances Control 
Act. Those efforts have highlighted the need for tools for assessing and measur-
ing exposures to a large number of chemicals currently on the market and others 
that are emerging and likely to become ubiquitous, such as nanomaterials. In 
addition, there is a need for improved understanding of multiple exposures and 
tools for assessing biologically relevant exposures, particularly during critical 
life stages. The confluence of interests with recent advances in biology, toxicol-
ogy, and computational tools provides opportunities to advance exposure as-
sessment.  

 
Setting Priorities among Exposures 

 
There is a need to characterize potential risk to human and ecosystem 

health that arises from the manufacture and use of tens of thousands of chemi-
cals (Cohen Hubal 2010b). EPA’s ToxCast program is applying new technolo-
gies to screen and set priorities among chemicals for toxicity. EPA has devel-
oped methods for using high-throughput screening and toxicogenomic 
technologies to predict potential toxicity and to set priorities for the use of test-
ing resources (Cohen Hubal 2008). In a parallel effort, ExpoCast is aiming to 
develop the required exposure-science data and tools for addressing immediate 
needs for rapid characterization of exposure potential for priority-setting and 
chemical-risk management. Through ExpoCast, EPA’s Office of Research and 
Development aims to develop novel approaches and metrics for chemical 
screening and evaluation based on biologically relevant human exposures (Little 
et al. 2011).  

EPA’s National Center for Computational Toxicology has proposed a 
Toxicological Priority Index (ToxPi) designed to integrate multiple domains of 
knowledge to inform chemical priority-setting (EPA 2011). The ToxPi frame-
work is flexible, can incorporate new data from diverse sources, and provides an 
opportunity to enrich priority-setting related to potential hazards with exposure 
information (Reif et al. 2010; Little et al. 2011).  

Combining exposure priority-setting information with hazard information, 
such as that derived from ToxCast, will help in establishing priorities among 
chemicals for evaluation on the basis of their potential for harming human 
health. With that information, it will be possible to develop exposure assess-
ments that can identify the appropriate type of information and the level of detail 
needed to address the risk-assessment and risk-management questions at hand. 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Exposure Science in the 21st Century:  A Vision and a Strategy

175 Realizing the Vision 

Assessing and Quantifying Multiple Exposures 
 

To assess the outcomes of multiple exposures (that is, both exogenous and 
endogenous stressors), there is a need to understand the joint behavior of these 
stressors, the interactions among them, and their contributions to health out-
comes. This includes research to address interactions among chemical, physical, 
and biologic stressors, along with social stressors.  Understanding the sources of 
these stressors can allow for intervention to prevent exposures or to mitigate 
their effects. 

Although it is possible to test the toxicity of mixtures of chemicals (and 
perhaps other stressors), the tests tend to be based on ad hoc combinations typi-
cally of two chemicals and are often not very representative of real-world expo-
sures. In a recent analysis, researchers in EPA investigated methods from the 
field of community ecology originally developed to study avian species co-
occurrence patterns and adapted them to examine chemical co-occurrence 
(Tornero-Velez et al. 2012). Their findings showed that chemical co-occurrence 
was not random but was highly structured and usually resulted in specific com-
binations that were predictable with models. Novel application of tools and ap-
proaches from a variety of research disciplines can be used to address the com-
plexity of mixtures, advance our understanding of exposures to them, and 
promote the design of relevant experiments and models to assess their health 
risks.  

 
Characterizing or Quantifying Biologically Relevant Exposures 

 
Systems approaches to understanding human biology together with 

knowledge of systems-level perturbations caused by human–environment inter-
actions are critical for understanding biologically relevant exposures (Farland 
2010). Understanding how early perturbations of biologic pathways can lead to 
disease requires information gathered over a lifetime. In addition, applying such 
concepts as the exposome effectively demands exposure information that is pre-
dictive of disease. The connection between exposure information for under-
standing early perturbations of biologic pathways and for predicting disease 
carries enormous promise for better ways of linking exposure and disease and 
ultimately for informing design of relevant studies. The development of ad-
vanced technologies to measure key exposure metrics that include biomarkers 
for assessing internal exposures and sensors to measure personal exposure needs 
to be supported to achieve a better understanding of exposure–response relation-
ships (Cohen Hubal 2009). Integrated application of the technologies in specific 
situations will help to elucidate the exposures that are relevant to biologic effects 
of environmental hazards. Such applications will allow us to assess the effects of 
aggregate and cumulative exposures on health. 
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Such efforts are currently funded under the National Institute of Environ-
mental Health Sciences (NIEHS) Exposure Biology Program2 (NIEHS 2009), 
and related efforts are funded by EPA and other federal agencies. These novel 
biomarker technologies are still in their infancy and require resources for devel-
oping them, scaling them, and validating them for population studies. An incre-
mental and iterative approach to creating opportunities for transdisciplinary re-
search, cross-study sharing, and validation of tools and data will help to advance 
their progress.  

 
IMPLEMENTING THE VISION 

 
Exposure information is needed to advance environmental-health research. 

Because of the relative scarcity of exposure data and the high cost of collecting 
them, environmental-health analyses and decisions have often been based on 
narrowly limited or low-quality data. However, as discussed earlier (see Chapter 
1), the absence of such data has had unintended consequences (for example, 
Graham 2011). The demand for exposure information, coupled with the devel-
opment of tools and approaches for collecting and analyzing such data, has cre-
ated an opportunity to transform exposure science to advance human and eco-
system health.  

The transformation will require an investment of resources and a substan-
tial shift in how exposure science research is deployed and implemented.  

 
RESEARCH NEEDS 

 
To implement its vision, the committee identified research needs that call 

for new methods and approaches, validation of methods and their enhancement 
for application on different scales and in broader circumstances, and improved 
linkages to research in other sectors of the environmental-health sciences. The 
research needs are organized into several broad categories: providing effective 
responses to immediate or short-term threats to health and the environment; 
supporting research on health and ecologic effects to understand past, current, 
and emerging outcomes; and addressing demands for exposure information from 
communities, government, and industry. The research needs are organized by 
priority within each category on the basis of the time that will be required for 
their development and implementation: short term denotes less than 5 years, 
intermediate term 5–10 years, and long term 10–20 years. 

                                                            
2The exposure biology program is investing in new technologies to assess how envi-

ronmental exposures, including diet, physical activity, stress, and drug use, contribute to 
human disease. This includes sensors for chemicals in the environment, new ways to 
characterize dietary intake, levels of physical activity, responses to psychosocial stress, 
and measures of the biologic response to these factors at the physiologic and molecular 
levels (NIEHS 2009). 
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Providing effective responses to immediate or short-term public-
health or ecologic risks requires research on observational methods, data 
management, and models: 
 
Short term 
 

 Identify, improve, and test instruments that can provide real-time track-
ing of biologic, chemical, and physical stressors to monitor community and oc-
cupational exposures to multiple stressors during natural, accidental, or terrorist 
events or during combat and acts of war.  

 Explore, evaluate, and promote the types of targeted population-based 
exposure studies that can provide information needed to infer the time course of 
internal and external exposures to high-priority chemicals. 
 
Intermediate term 
 

 Develop informatics technologies (software and hardware) that can 
transform exposure and environmental databases that address different levels of 
integration (time scales, geographic scales, and population types) into formats 
that can be easily and routinely linked with population-wide outcome databases 
(for humans and ecosystems) and linked to source-to-dose modeling platforms 
to facilitate rapid discovery of new hazards and to enhance preparedness and 
timely response. 

 Identify, test, and deploy extant remote sensing, high-volume personal 
monitoring techniques, and source-to-dose model-integration tools that can 
quantify multiple routes of exposure (inhalation, ingestion, and dermal uptake) 
and obtain results that can, for example, be integrated with emerging methods 
(such as –omics technologies) for tracking internal exposures.  

 
Long term 
 

 Enhance tracking of human exposures to pathogens on the basis of a 
holistic ecosystem perspective from source through receptor. 

 
Supporting research on health and ecologic effects that addresses 

past, current, and emerging outcomes: 
 
Short term 
 

 Coordinate research with human-health and ecologic-health scientists 
to identify, collect, and evaluate data that capture internal and external markers 
of exposure in a format that improves the analysis and modeling of exposure–
response relationships and links to high throughput toxicity testing. 
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 Explore options for using data obtained on individuals and populations 
through market-based and product-use research to improve exposure informa-
tion used in epidemiologic studies and in risk assessments.  

 
Intermediate term 
 

 Develop methods for addressing data and model uncertainty and evalu-
ate model performance to achieve parsimony in describing and predicting the 
complex pathways that link sources and stressors to outcomes. 

 Improve integration of information on human behavior and activities 
for predicting, mitigating, and preventing adverse exposures. 

 
Long term 
 

 Adapt hybrid designs for field studies to combine individual-level and 
group-level measurements for single and multiple routes of exposure to provide 
exposure data of greater resolution in space and time. 

 
Addressing demands for exposure information among communities, 

governments, and industries with research that is focused, solution-based, 
and responsive to a broad array of audiences: 
 
Short term 
 

 Develop methods to test consumer products and chemicals in premar-
keting controlled studies to identify stressors that have a high potential for expo-
sure (intake fraction) combined with a potential for toxicity to humans or ecolo-
gic receptors.  

 Develop and evaluate cost-effective, standardized, non-targeted, and 
ubiquitous methods for obtaining exposure information to assess trends, dispari-
ties among populations (human and ecologic), geographic hot spots, cumulative 
exposures, and predictors of vulnerability. 

 
Intermediate term 
 

 Apply adaptive environmental-management approaches to understand 
the linkages between adverse exposures in humans and ecosystems better. 

 Implement strategies to engage communities, particularly vulnerable or 
hot-spot communities, in a collaborative process to identify, evaluate, and miti-
gate exposures. 
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Long term 
 

 Expand research in ways to use exposure science to more effectively 
regulate environmental risks in natural and human systems, including the built 
environment. 

 
TRANSAGENCY COORDINATION 

 
Exposure science is relevant to the work and mission of many federal 

agencies. A transagency collaboration for exposure science in the 21st century 
would accelerate progress in and transform the field. 

Tox21 is a collaboration among EPA, the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH), and recently the Food and Drug Administration (Collins et al. 2008; 
Schmidt 2009). The collaboration has been extended to include research partners 
in Europe and Asia. It resulted from the National Research Council recommen-
dations (NRC 2007) that called for a long-range vision for transforming toxicol-
ogy to meet the demands of the 21st century—not unlike the vision offered in 
the present report. The primary objective of the Tox21 collaboration was to lev-
erage resources and expertise. It included sharing databases and analytic tools, 
cataloging critical toxicologic data for key target organs, sponsoring workshops 
to broaden scientific input into strategy and direction, engaging the international 
community, and promoting scientific training and outreach. The budget for 
Tox21 was developed gradually on the basis of the success of the initial re-
search, and the momentum created by this effort influenced research planning 
and budgetary directions for other organizations, including industry, non-
governmental organizations, and other federal agencies, to bring resources and 
expand on this collaboration. 

The present committee considers that the model used in establishing 
Tox21 should be extended to exposure science. This would create Exposure21. 
In addition to the engagement of those stakeholders involved in Tox21, engage-
ment of other federal agencies—such as the US Geological Survey, CDC, the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the National Science Foun-
dation (NSF), and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration—would 
promote access to and sharing of data and resources on a broader scale. Includ-
ing them would provide access to resources for transformative technology inno-
vations, for example, in nanosensors. 

 
ENABLING RESOURCES 

 
The research needs discussed in the report extend to the activities and the 

mandates of individual agencies, including EPA and NIEHS. The programmatic  
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activities of these agencies will be improved by embracing new basic and ap-
plied exposure-science research. Over time, the results of this research will pro-
vide opportunities to demonstrate its value to aligned agencies and will lead to 
the formation of new partnerships in exposure science. Such collaborative trans-
formations will improve the ability of decision-makers to use the results in risk-
management and in risk-prevention programs. Thus, the committee recommends 
that intramural and extramural programs at the EPA, NIEHS, Department of 
Defense, and other agencies that advance exposure-science research be sup-
ported, as the value of the research and the need for exposure information be-
come more apparent. 

Much of the human-based research in environmental-health sciences is 
funded by NIH. However, none of the existing study sections that review grant 
applications has substantial expertise in exposure science and most study sec-
tions are organized around disease processes. As part of stakeholder engagement 
in its 2011 strategic review process, NIEHS identified exposure science as a 
subject of high research priority (NIEHS 2011a). In light of this new emphasis 
and the role that an understanding of environmental exposures can play in dis-
ease prevention, a rethinking of how NIH study sections are organized that in-
corporates a greater focus on exposure science would allow a core group of ex-
perts to foster the objectives of exposure-science research. In addition, research 
collaborations between agencies could leverage resources for expanded expo-
sure-science research; for example, collaborations among EPA, NIEHS, and 
NSF could support integrative research between ecosystem and human-health 
approaches in exposure science. However, many other agencies engaged in ex-
posure science research could be included in the collaborations. 

An additional concern is the need to educate the next generation of expo-
sure scientists or to provide opportunities for members of other fields to cross-
train in the techniques and models used to analyze and collect exposure data. 
The effective implementation of the committee’s vision will depend on devel-
opment and cultivation of scientists, engineers, and technical experts. For years, 
academic institutions have mostly trained exposure scientists on the periphery of 
other programs, such as industrial hygiene and epidemiology. To implement the 
vision, a new crop of transdisciplinary scientists will need to be trained with 
integrated expertise in many fields of science, technology, and environmental 
health, with a focus on problem formulation and solution-based approaches. 
Exposure scientists will need the skills to collaborate closely with other fields of 
expertise, including engineers, epidemiologists, molecular and systems biolo-
gists, clinicians, statisticians, and social scientists. To achieve that, the commit-
tee considers that the following is needed 
 

 An increase in the number of academic predoctoral and postdoctoral 
training programs in exposure science throughout the United States supported by 
training grants. NIEHS currently funds one training grant in exposure science; 
additional training grants are needed (NIEHS 2011b). 
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 Short-term training and certification programs in exposure science for 
midcareer scientists in related fields. 

 Development, by federal agencies that support human and environ-
mental exposure science, of educational programs to improve public understand-
ing of exposure-assessment research. The programs would need to engage 
members of the general public, specialists in research oversight, and specific 
communities that are disproportionately burdened by known environmental 
stressors.  

 
Participatory and Community-Based Research Programs 

 
Responsiveness as articulated in the committee’s vision involves engaging 

broader audiences, including the public, in ways that contribute to problem for-
mulation, monitoring and collection of data, ensuring access to data, develop-
ment of decision-making tools, and ultimately empowerment of communities to 
participate in reducing and preventing exposures and addressing environmental 
disparities. The development of more user-friendly and less expensive monitor-
ing equipment can allow trained people in communities to collect and upload 
their own data in partnership with researchers and thereby improve the value of 
the data collected and make more data available for purposes of priority-setting 
and to inform policy. One approach would be to develop pilot programs in 
which the communities in two large American cities are engaged in implement-
ing a system of embedded and participatory sensors based on ubiquitous and 
pervasive technologies. The pilot programs would evaluate the feasibility of 
such systems to develop community-based exposure data that are reliable and 
the ability of communities to use the data to understand and improve their envi-
ronmental health. Potential issues of privacy would need to be considered. Ex-
amples of such efforts are described in Chapter 5. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
The field of exposure science in environmental health began to grow from 

its roots in occupational health during the early 1990s with the publication of the 
first National Research Council report on exposure, the formation of a profes-
sional society and a journal devoted primarily to exposure science, and the pub-
lication of a number of manuscripts on the field’s pivotal role in the environ-
mental-health sciences. The committee has illustrated numerous successes in 
addressing environmental-health problems and shown the evolution of new tools 
to address current problems. The critical nature of the field illustrated in Figure 
1-2 shows the centrality of efforts to mitigate the effects of sources and to inter-
vene or prevent disease. However, as shown in the committee’s vision (Chapter 
2), there is still much work to do to mitigate the potential and actual effects of 
stressors on humans and ecosystems (for example, nanoparticles, energy sys-
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tems and sources, and consumer products). Tools are evolving to determine in-
ternal and external exposures, to examine the behaviors that lead to contact, and 
to characterize stressors before adverse effects occur. With focus, good science, 
and sustained support for research and development, exposure science will have 
a bright future.  
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Biographic Information  
on the Committee on Human and 
Environmental Exposure Science  

in the 21st Century 

 
Kirk R. Smith (Chair) is professor of global environmental health and director 
of the Global Health and Environment Program at the University of California, 
Berkeley School of Public Health. Previously, he was founder and head of the 
Energy Program of the East–West Center in Honolulu. Dr. Smith’s research 
interests include environmental and health issues in developing countries, par-
ticularly those related to health-damaging and climate-changing air pollution 
from household energy use. His research also includes field measurement and 
health-effects studies in India, China, Nepal, Mexico, and Guatemala and devel-
opment and application of tools for international policy assessments. He devel-
ops and deploys small, smart, and inexpensive microchip-based monitors for use 
in those settings. Dr. Smith serves on several national and international scientific 
advisory committees, including the Global Energy Assessment, the National 
Research Council’s Board on Atmospheric Sciences and Climate, the executive 
committee for the World Health Organization Air Quality Guidelines, and the 
International Comparative Risk Assessment. He participated in the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change third and fourth assessments and thus 
shared the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize. Dr. Smith was elected a member of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences in 1997. He received the Heinz Prize in Environ-
ment in 2009. Dr. Smith received a PhD in biomedical and environmental health 
science from the University of California, Berkeley.  
 
Paul J. Lioy (Vice Chair) is a professor in and the vice chair of the Department 
of Environmental and Occupational Medicine at the University of Medicine and 
Dentistry of New Jersey (UMDNJ)–Robert Wood Johnson Medical School 
(RWJMS). He is also the deputy director of government relations and director of 
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exposure science at the Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences Insti-
tute of UMDNJ-RWJMS and Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey. Dr. 
Lioy is a member of the US Environmental Protection Agency Science Advisory 
Board and has served on the Board on Toxicology and Environmental Studies of 
the National Research Council. He is a fellow of the Collegium Ramazzini and 
was a member of the International Joint Commission Air Quality Board for the 
United States and Canada. He is a former president of the International Society 
of Exposure Science and was the 1998 recipient of the Wesolowski Award for 
Human Exposure Research. He was also the 2003 recipient of the Air and Waste 
Management Association Frank Chambers Award for Lifetime Research and 
Applications in Air Pollution and, among his other awards, was the 2008 recipi-
ent of the Rutgers Graduate School’s Distinguished Alumnus Award in Mathe-
matics, Engineering and Physical Sciences. Dr. Lioy’s research interests include 
human exposure to environmental and occupational pollution, multimedia expo-
sure issues for metals and pesticides, research on air-pollution exposure and 
dose relationships, and participation in the study of exposure and effects of pol-
lution on human health in urban and nonurban areas and controlled environ-
ments. He is an author of 250 peer-reviewed papers and is an Information Sci-
ences Institute Most Highly Cited Scientist in environment and ecology. Dr. 
Lioy has been a member of numerous editorial boards, including his current 
positions as associate editor of Environmental Health Perspectives and the 
Journal of Exposure Science and Environmental Epidemiology. He has served 
as a member of numerous National Research Council committees and chaired 
the 1987–1991 Committee on Air Pollution Exposure Assessment. Dr. Lioy 
received a PhD in environmental sciences from Rutgers, the State University of 
New Jersey. 
 
Richard T. Di Giulio serves as director of Duke University’s Integrated Toxi-
cology Program and the Superfund Basic Research Center. His research con-
cerns basic studies of mechanisms of contaminant metabolism, adaptation, and 
toxicity and the development of mechanistically based indexes of exposure and 
toxicity that can be used in biomonitoring. The long-term goals of his research 
are to bridge the gap between mechanistic toxicologic research and the devel-
opment of useful tools for environmental assessment and to elucidate linkages 
between human and ecosystem health. The bulk of Dr. Di Giulio’s work uses a 
comparative approach with aquatic animals, particularly fishes, as models. Of 
particular concern are mechanisms of oxidative metabolism of aromatic hydro-
carbons, mechanisms of free-radical production and antioxidant defense, 
mechanisms of chemical carcinogenesis, and developmental perturbations and 
adaptations to contaminated environments by fishes. He received a PhD from 
the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. 
 
J. Paul Gilman is senior vice president and chief sustainability officer for Co-
vanta Energy. Previously, he served as director of the Oak Ridge Center for Ad-
vanced Studies and as assistant administrator for research and development in 
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the US Environmental Protection Agency. He also worked in the Office of Man-
agement and Budget, where he had oversight responsibilities for the US De-
partment of Energy (DOE) and all science agencies. In DOE, he advised the 
secretary of energy on scientific and technical matters. From 1993 to 1998, Dr. 
Gilman was the executive director of the Commission on Life Sciences and the 
Board on Agriculture and Natural Resources of the National Research Council. 
He has served on the National Research Council Board on Environmental Stud-
ies and Toxicology and on several committees and in other activities of the Na-
tional Research Council. Dr. Gilman received his PhD in ecology and evolution-
ary biology from the Johns Hopkins University. 
 
Michael Jerrett is a professor and chair of environmental health sciences at the 
University of California, Berkeley School of Public Health. Since 2001, he has 
participated in the American Cancer Society Particle Epidemiology Project. His 
research interests include the spatial analysis of disease–exposure associations 
using geographic information science, geographic exposure modeling, and land-
use characterization. Dr. Jerrett also studies environmental accounting, focusing 
on the determinants and evaluation of environmental costs and benefits. He has 
designed and analyzed local, provincial, state, and national health and environ-
ment databases in North America, Europe, and Asia. His work opened important 
field research connecting social determinants of health, air-pollution health ef-
fects, and spatial analysis. The spatial analysis demonstrated that the health ef-
fects of air pollution are reduced but not eliminated by ecologic (population-
based) confounding and are often modified by individual and neighborhood so-
cial characteristics. Dr. Jerrett received his PhD in geography from the Univer-
sity of Toronto (Canada). 
 
Petros Koutrakis is a professor of environmental sciences and director of the 
Environmental Chemistry Laboratory of Harvard University. He is also the di-
rector of the US Environmental Protection Agency–Harvard University Ambient 
Particle Center. Dr. Koutrakis is the past technical editor-in-chief of the Journal 
of the Air & Waste Management Association. His research interests include hu-
man exposure assessment, ambient and indoor air pollution, environmental ana-
lytic chemistry, and environmental management. He has more than 170 peer-
reviewed publications and seven patents and has conducted a number of com-
prehensive air-pollution studies in the United States, Canada, Spain, Chile, and 
Greece. He is a member of several national and international committees and 
has served as a member of the National Research Council Committee on Re-
search Priorities for Airborne Particulate Matter and the Committee for Review 
of the Army’s Enhanced Particulate Matter Surveillance Project Report. Dr. 
Koutrakis received a PhD in environmental chemistry from the University of 
Paris.  
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Thomas E. McKone is a senior staff scientist and deputy department head at the 
Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory and an adjunct professor and researcher 
at the University of California, Berkeley School of Public Health. Dr. McKone 
was appointed by California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger to the California 
Scientific Guidance Panel. He is a Fellow of the Society for Risk Analysis, for-
mer president of the International Society of Exposure Analysis, and a member 
of the Organizing Committee for the International Life-Cycle Initiative, which is 
a joint effort of the UN Environment Programme and the Society for Environ-
mental Toxicology and Chemistry. Dr. McKone’s research interests include the 
use of multimedia compartment models in health-risk assessments, chemical 
transport and transformation in the environment, and measuring and modeling 
the biophysics of contaminant transport from the environment into the microen-
vironments with which humans have contact and across the human–environment 
exchange boundaries—skin, lungs, and gut. One of Dr. McKone’s most recog-
nized achievements was his development of the CalTOX risk-assessment 
framework for the California Department of Toxic Substances Control. He has 
been a member of several National Research Council committees, including the 
Committee on Environmental Decision Making: Principles and Criteria for 
Models, the Committee on Improving Risk Analysis Approaches Used by the 
U.S. EPA, and the Committee on Human Health Reassessment of TCDD and 
Related Compounds. He received his PhD in engineering from the University of 
California, Los Angeles. 
 
James T. Oris is a professor in the Department of Zoology and is the associate 
provost for research and dean of the graduate school at Miami University in Ox-
ford, Ohio. Dr. Oris’s research centers on the ecologic toxicology of chemicals 
in aquatic systems. He has focused on sediment toxicity, photoinduced toxicity, 
long-term reproductive toxicity, routes of uptake, and environmental factors that 
may alter fate and effects. Those studies have ranged from the use of molecular 
biomarkers to landscape-scale ecologic assessments. Dr. Oris is also interested 
in standard toxicity-test development and methods, including the statistical 
modeling and analysis of toxicity dose–response relationships. Dr. Oris served 
as the president (2004–2005) of SETAC North America, a unit of the Society of 
Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry. He received a PhD in environmental 
toxicology and fisheries and wildlife from Michigan State University. 
 
Amanda D. Rodewald is professor of wildlife ecology in the School of Envi-
ronment and Natural Resources of Ohio State University. Dr. Rodewald’s re-
search program examines the mechanisms guiding landscape-scale responses of 
animal communities to anthropogenic disturbances on multiple spatial scales 
and across multiple levels of biologic organization. Her research touches on a 
variety of subdisciplines, including conservation biology, landscape ecology,  
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population demography, community ecology, behavioral ecology, and ecologic 
restoration. She serves on the editorial board of Studies in Avian Biology and is a 
member of the Environmental Protection Agency Science Advisory Board. She 
received her PhD in ecology from Pennsylvania State University. 
 
Susan L. Santos is an assistant professor in the Department of Health Education 
and Behavioral Sciences of the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New 
Jersey School of Public Health. She holds a concurrent appointment at the US 
Department of Veteran Affairs War-Related Illness and Injury Study Center in 
East Orange, NJ, where she serves as the risk-communication specialist dealing 
with deployment-related health risks. Dr. Santos is also the founder and princi-
pal of FOCUS GROUP, a consultancy specializing in risk communication, 
community relations, and health and environmental management. She combines 
her research and hands-on experience to aid federal, state, and local government 
agencies and private-sector clients in the design, implementation, and evaluation 
of health, safety, and environmental risk communication and community in-
volvement programs. Before forming FOCUS GROUP, Dr. Santos served as 
director of corporate risk assessment services for ABB Environmental, Inc. She 
also worked for 8 years for Environmental Protection Agency’s Region 1 in 
hazardous-waste management. She conducted research projects exploring how 
to communicate the results of health studies to community members, including 
low-literacy audiences, and methods for evaluating stakeholder involvement 
programs. Dr. Santos has a PhD in law, policy, and society from Northeastern 
University.  
 
Richard Sharp is director of bioethics research at the Cleveland Clinic. Before 
joining the Cleveland Clinic in 2007, Dr. Sharp taught bioethics at Baylor Col-
lege of Medicine and directed the Program in Environmental Health Policy and 
Ethics at the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences. His research 
examines the promotion of informed patient decision-making in clinical re-
search, particularly research that involves genetic analyses. Dr. Sharp is a mem-
ber of the Ethical, Legal, and Social Implications of Human Genetics Study Sec-
tion in the Center for Scientific Review of the National Institute of Health. He 
received his PhD from Michigan State University. 
 
Gina Solomon is the deputy secretary for science and health at the California 
Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA). Before joining CalEPA in May 
2012, she was a senior scientist at the Natural Resources Defense Council and a 
clinical professor of medicine at the University of California, San Francisco 
(UCSF), where she was also the director of the UCSF occupational and envi-
ronmental medicine residency program and the associate director of the UCSF 
Pediatric Environmental Health Specialty Unit. Her work has included research 
on asthma, climate change, and environmental and occupational threats to re-
productive health and child development. Dr. Solomon serves on the Environ-
mental Protection Agency Science Advisory Board and on the editorial board of 
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Environmental Health Perspectives. Dr. Solomon was a member of the National 
Research Council Committee on Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century. She re-
ceived her BA from Brown University, her MD from Yale School of Medicine, 
and her MPH from the Harvard School of Public Health. 
 
Justin G. Teeguarden is a senior scientist in biologic monitoring and modeling 
at Pacific Northwest National Laboratory. He previously served as chair and 
president-elect for the Dose–Response Specialty Section of the Society for Risk 
Analysis. He also served as a member of the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) Science to Achieve Results (STAR) grant-review panel on computational 
toxicology. In 2003, Dr. Teeguarden received an award from the Risk Assess-
ment Specialty Section of the Society of Toxicology for the Best Published 
Manuscript Advancing the Science of Risk Assessment. His current research 
involves developing an integrated systems-biology–directed research program 
on effects of particulate matter on respiratory health. He continues to consult 
both for EPA and for private companies on developing and applying physiologi-
cally based pharmacokinetic models and other dosimetry approaches supporting 
risk assessment. He received his PhD in toxicology from the University of Wis-
consin–Madison. 
 
Duncan C. Thomas is the director of the Biostatistics Division of the Depart-
ment of Preventive Medicine of the University of Southern California and holds 
the Verna Richter Chair in Cancer Research. Dr. Thomas was codirector of the 
Southern California Environmental Health Sciences Center (funded by the Na-
tional Institute of Environmental Health Sciences) and is director of its Study 
Design and Statistical Methods of Research Core. His research interests include 
the development of statistical methods in epidemiology, with emphasis on can-
cer epidemiology, occupational and environmental health, and genetic epidemi-
ology. He is also a senior investigator in the California Children’s Health Study. 
He has published more than 200 peer-reviewed journal articles in those fields 
and is the author of Statistical Methods in Environmental Epidemiology (Oxford 
University Press, 2009). Dr. Thomas is a Fellow of the American College of 
Epidemiology and a past president of the International Genetic Epidemiology 
Society. He has served as a member of National Research Council committees 
to review radioepidemiology tables, the biologic effects on populations of expo-
sures to low levels of ionizing radiation (BEIR V), and improving the presump-
tive disability decision-making process for veterans. He was a member of Presi-
dent Clinton’s Advisory Committee on Human Radiation Experiments. Dr. 
Thomas received his PhD in epidemiology and health from McGill University 
and his MS in mathematics from Stanford University.  
 
Thomas G. Thundat is a Canada Excellence Research Chair professor at the 
University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada. Until recently, he was a UT-
Battelle/ORNL Corporate Fellow and the leader of the Nanoscale Science and 
Devices Group at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL). He is also a re-
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search professor at the University of Tennessee Knoxville; a visiting professor at 
the University of Burgundy, France; and a Distinguished Professor at the Indian 
Institute of Technology, Madras. He received his PhD in physics from the State 
University of New York at Albany in 1987. He is the author of over 263 publi-
cations in refereed journals, 45 book chapters, and 32 patents. Dr. Thundat is the 
recipient of many awards, including the US Department of Energy’s Young Sci-
entist Award, R&D 100 Awards, the ASME Pioneer Award, the Discover 
Magazine Award, FLC Awards, the Scientific American 50 Award, the Jesse 
Beams Award, the Nano 50 Award, Battelle Distinguished Inventor, and many 
ORNL awards for invention, publication, and research and development. Dr. 
Thundat is an elected Fellow of the American Physical Society, the Electro-
chemical Society, the American Association for the Advancement of Science, 
and the American Society of Mechanical Engineers. Dr. Thundat’s current re-
search focuses on novel physical, chemical, and biologic detection using micro 
and nano mechanical sensors. His expertise includes the physics and chemistry 
of interfaces, biophysics, solid–liquid interfaces, scanning probes, nanoscale 
phenomena, and quantum confined atoms. 
 
Sacoby M. Wilson is an assistant professor at the Maryland Institute for 
Applied Environmental Health of the University of Maryland. Dr. Wilson for-
merly was at the University of Michigan in the Robert Wood Johnson Health 
and Society Scholars Program, where he developed a research agenda examin-
ing built environments, planning, and health disparities. His research interests 
include the intersection of environmental and social determinants of health and 
health disparities, the effects of the built environment on vulnerable populations, 
spatiotemporal mapping of social and environmental phenomena, community-
driven environmental-justice research on potential environmental public-health 
consequences, and geographic information system–based exposure assessment. 
Dr. Wilson received his PhD and MS in environmental health sciences from the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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Statement of Task 

 
A National Research Council committee will develop a long-range vision 

for exposure science and a strategy with goals and objectives for implementing 
the vision over the next 20 years, including a unifying conceptual framework for 
advancement of exposure science to study and assess human and ecologic con-
tact with chemical, biologic, and physical stressors in their environments. In 
developing the vision and strategy, the committee will consider exposure-
assessment guidelines and practices used by the Environmental Protection 
Agency and other federal agencies, the use and development of advanced 
knowledge and analytic tools, and ways of incorporating more complete under-
standing of exposure into risk assessment, risk management, and other applica-
tions for human health and ecologic services. The study will focus on the con-
tinuum of sources of stressors, their fate in or changes in the environment, 
human and ecologic exposure, and resulting doses or other relevant metrics that 
are relevant to outcomes of concern.  The committee's report will potentially be 
a companion document to previous National Research Council reports such as 
Toxicity Testing in the 21st Century: A Vision and a Strategy and Science and 
Decisions: Advancing Risk Assessment. 
 
Specific issues may include: 
 

 Factors that affect relationships among stressors (chemical, biologic, 
and physical) and exposed organisms along the continuum from sources to doses 
in humans, including susceptible individuals or populations, and from sources to 
ecosystems. 

 Innovative approaches for characterizing aggregate and cumulative ex-
posure to various mixtures of stressors via multiple pathways.  

 Enhancement of predictive and diagnostic modeling (including prob-
abilistic modeling) in exposure science to reduce uncertainties in risk assess-
ment, risk management, and assessment of mitigation effectiveness. 
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 Development or improvement of measurement and monitoring methods 
and interpretive tools (such as informatics) to provide data fundamental to expo-
sure science. 

 Exposure metrics (based on prediction and diagnosis) and exposure in-
dicators (based on observations) for assessing the effectiveness of risk manage-
ment and other decision-making. 

 Approaches to increase the usefulness of data from biomonitoring or 
environmental monitoring in developing risk assessments and related public 
policies. 

 Identification of exposure aspects among humans and other organisms 
that do not readily lend themselves to inclusion in a unifying conceptual frame-
work for exposure science.  

 Key research and development needs for advancing exposure science. 
 Educational approaches for training future exposure scientists. 
 Communication approaches for conveying exposure-related informa-

tion to policy-makers and others. 
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Appendix C 
 
 

Concepts and Terminology  
in Exposure Science 

 
Exposure science and allied public-health disciplines have been chal-

lenged for more than 2 decades by inconsistent definitions and applications of 
the terms exposure and dose. From a strictly observational standpoint, three de-
scriptors characterize the contact between a stressor and a receptor: amount (for 
example, concentration, mass, and energy), duration (for example, exposure 
period, duration, and frequency), and location within the system (for example, 
inhaled air, skin, or target tissue). In addition, some description of how endoge-
nous factors may affect dose is important (for example, inhalation rate is af-
fected by level of physical activity).  

The terms external exposure and internal and target-site exposure are ele-
ments of the source-to-outcome continuum (see Figure C-1) used in the envi-
ronmental-health field. The core concept is that the different levels of biologic 
or environmental organization are separated by barriers to transport or transport 
processes that need to be accounted for in understanding or describing the rela-
tionship between exposure measures on each side of a boundary or level of or-
ganization.  

From Figure C-1 it is clear that the closer measures of exposure are to the 
target site for the outcome being examined, the greater is the utility of the data 
for assessing effects of specific stressors. Conversely, the closer measures of 
exposure are to environmental concentrations the greater the utility of the infor-
mation for source emission assessment and control (Figure C-1). The choice of 
exposure measure is based on the goal of the study or intended use of the data 
but should always be selected according to what information best minimizes 
confounders and supports the study’s goal or hypothesis. Exposures at any level 
can be related conceptually and mathematically to exposures at any other level 
or to dose. On the basis of the above discussion, Figure C-2 (modified from Fig-
ure 1-2) provides a framework that more directly characterizes the theoretical 
and data-collection efforts of the field of exposure science. To accommodate 
recent advances in biologic monitoring, Figure C-2 contains the term Internal 
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Exposure instead of Dose in the “Exposure” box. This modification is intended 
to address the importance of measuring and quantifying exposure within the 
organism, but at least a level of organization away from the target site, for ex-
ample, a specific tissue, or cell, in an organism or a specific compartment of an 
ecosystem.  

The use of the term internal exposure1 is potentially a major shift for the 
field in that it can be used both in conceptual and theoretical discussions and in 
experimental design to characterize the processes associated with exposure biol-
ogy. The quantitative definition of internal exposure is the same as originally 
discussed by Lioy (1990) and others, but it was described as an internal dose. As 
the field moves forward, the internal-exposure values can help to establish co-
herence in the quantitative units that are used to describe the exposure values 
associated with different routes of entry to the target (for example, mg/kg/day), 
whether human or ecologic. Therefore internal exposure links the internal-
marker measurements of exposure (for example, blood and urine) directly to 
traditional external measures of exposure, and these in turn can be linked to a 
dose that is described for toxicologic sites of action or for clinical analyses. 
 
 

 
FIGURE C-1 Another view of the source-to-outcome continuum for exposure science. 
Exposure science can be applied at any level of biologic organization: the ecologic level, 
the community level, or the individual level—and within the individual at the level of 
external exposure, internal exposure, or target-site. 

                                                 
1Internal exposure is defined as the contact between an agent or a receptor one level of 

physical or biologic organization past the external boundary toward the target site. 
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FIGURE C-2 Core elements of exposure science. This figure is modified from Figure 1-
2, with Dose being replaced with Internal Exposure. The term environmental intensity is 
used, because some stressors, such as temperature excesses, cannot be easily measured as 
concentrations. 
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