
Author response to Dr Wise’s
letter

We welcome the opportunity to respond
to the concerns of Dr Wise1 from the
American Chemistry Council, regarding
our report on the association between

childhood infections and use of bleach at
home.2

Dr Wise expresses disappointment with
‘design flaws’ and ‘the speculative nature
of our conclusions’. We do not agree that
our study was badly designed, and the
limitations have been carefully considered
and discussed in our original paper. We
relied on questionnaires for both exposure
and outcome, but this does not imply
flawed results or bad study design.
Obviously, future studies are needed with
better exposure and outcome assessment
to further address the causal nature of the
associations, as we acknowledge in the
discussion.

Dr Wise is particularly concerned about
the reliability of self-reported illnesses.
Indeed, no further description of the tar-
geted infections was given to the parents,
nor were these illnesses confirmed by
medical diagnosis. The use of parental
report information is a limitation of our
study already acknowledged in our paper.
Nevertheless, backed by previous evi-
dence,3 we considered that parents were
capable of distinguishing these common
illnesses, characterised by specific
symptomatology.

Another issue raised by Dr Wise con-
cerns potential confounding factors. The
term ‘confounding’ should not be used
loosely. For confounding to be present, a
factor must be associated with both the
exposure and the outcome. In our study,
confounding would occur if bleach use
was more prevalent with increasing
smoking in the home, ambient air pollu-
tion or pre-existing health conditions.
Our models were adjusted for passive
smoking and adjustment for pre-existing
asthma did not modify our results. Air
pollution was not considered, since there
is little plausibility for bleach use to be
associated with it.

Finally, Dr Wise questions our exposure
assessment. As discussed in our paper, we
had only basic information on the use of
bleach. Consequently, children with low
exposure may be classified into the same
group as children with high exposure. We
had no information on other cleaning pro-
ducts and we cannot exclude the possibility
that the observed results are due to the use
of other irritants or their combinations.

While pointing out limitations of our
study, Dr Wise fails to recognise its merits.
With the inclusion of 9102 children from
three geographically spread out regions in
Europe, our study is currently the largest
study to evaluate the association between
the use of bleach at home and infections.
Our results are also biologically plausible4

and consistent with previous research.5 6
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Although the health effects found are
rather modest and the above described
limitations need to be (and have been)
acknowledged, the highly prevalent use of
bleach makes our findings of public health
interest.

After considering strengths and weak-
nesses, we stand by our prudent conclu-
sion that passive exposure to cleaning
bleach in the home may have adverse
effects on school-age children by increas-
ing the risk of respiratory and other infec-
tions. Our results suggest a plausible
hypothesis that needs to be confirmed in
further studies including more detailed
exposure and health assessment.
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