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Introduction
Nanotoxicology is a rapidly growing field of research that explores 

the potential risks and impacts of nanoparticles (NPs) and nanomaterials 
on human health and the environment. With the increasing application 
of nanotechnology across various industries, including medicine, 
electronics, cosmetics, and energy, there is a pressing need to 
understand the possible harmful effects of nanoparticles on biological 
systems [1]. The small size, unique properties, and diverse shapes of 
nanomaterials can make them behave differently from bulk materials, 
leading to concerns about their safety. This article delves into the science 
of nanotoxicology, its applications, and its significance in ensuring 
the safe use of nanomaterials [2]. In the past few decades, the rapid 
advancement in nanotechnology has led to the development and use of 
nanomaterials across a diverse range of industries, from electronics to 
medicine, agriculture, and energy. These materials, which are typically 
between 1 and 100 nanometers in size, exhibit unique properties that 
are not observed in their larger counterparts. These properties, such as 
increased surface area, enhanced reactivity, and quantum effects, have 
propelled nanomaterials to the forefront of scientific innovation [3,4]. 
While their applications hold immense potential for technological 
breakthroughs and improvements in quality of life, they also raise 
significant concerns regarding their potential impacts on human 
health and the environment. Nanotoxicology, a specialized branch of 
toxicology, is dedicated to studying the biological effects, mechanisms 
of toxicity, and environmental implications of nanomaterials. This field 
is crucial for understanding the risks associated with the exposure to 
nanoparticles, both in occupational settings and through consumer 
products [5,6].

As nanomaterials continue to permeate everyday life—found in 
products like sunscreens, cosmetics, food packaging, medical devices, 
and even textiles—the potential for widespread exposure increases. 
However, their small size and novel properties present challenges in 
predicting their behavior and interactions in biological systems and 
ecosystems [7]. Unlike traditional chemicals, nanomaterials can easily 
enter the body via the skin, lungs, or gastrointestinal tract, raising 
concerns about their accumulation and long-term effects in organs 
and tissues. The ability of nanoparticles to interact with biological 
molecules such as proteins, lipids, and DNA, and potentially cause 
oxidative stress, inflammation, or cell damage, presents a new frontier 
in the study of toxicology.

In this context, nanotoxicology emerges as an interdisciplinary 
field that bridges the gap between nanotechnology, biology, chemistry, 
and environmental science [8]. Researchers are working tirelessly to 
uncover the mechanisms by which nanomaterials induce toxicity, 
identify vulnerable populations, and establish safety standards to guide 
the responsible use of these materials. As regulatory bodies worldwide 
begin to implement policies aimed at managing nanomaterial risks, a 
comprehensive understanding of nanotoxicology becomes increasingly 
important for ensuring that the benefits of nanotechnology are realized 
without compromising human health or environmental integrity.

Nanomaterials and nanoparticles

Nanomaterials are materials with structures or properties at 
the nanoscale, typically ranging from 1 to 100 nanometers (nm). 
At this scale, materials exhibit unique physical, chemical, and 
biological properties that are not found in larger-scale versions of 
the same substance. For instance, the surface area-to-volume ratio of 
nanoparticles is much higher than that of bulk materials, which can 
result in increased reactivity, strength, or electrical conductivity.

Nanoparticles can be engineered from a variety of substances, 
including metals (such as gold, silver, and titanium dioxide), carbon-
based materials (like graphene and carbon nanotubes), and polymers. 
These materials have found applications in diverse industries, such as 
drug delivery systems, cosmetics, sensors, solar cells, and environmental 
remediation.

The emergence of nanotoxicology

As nanomaterials began to proliferate in consumer and industrial 
products, concerns about their potential toxicity arose. Nanotoxicology 
emerged as a field dedicated to understanding the potential risks 
associated with exposure to nanoparticles. The small size and high 
surface area of these materials mean they can interact with biological 
systems in ways that larger particles cannot.

Research in nanotoxicology focuses on assessing the behavior of 
nanoparticles in living organisms, their interactions with cells and 
tissues, and the potential for accumulation in vital organs. Studies 
have also explored how nanoparticles can enter the human body and 
the environment, and how they might cause harm if they persist or 
accumulate in biological systems over time.

Routes of exposure to nanoparticles

Humans and animals can be exposed to nanoparticles through 
several routes, including:

Inhalation is one of the most common routes of exposure, 
particularly for nanoparticles used in industrial processes or found in 
airborne pollutants. Once inhaled, nanoparticles can reach the lungs 
and potentially enter the bloodstream, leading to systemic exposure.

Nanoparticles can be ingested through contaminated food or water. 
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Some nanoparticles are also intentionally included in food products, 
pharmaceuticals, or dietary supplements.

Nanomaterials are often incorporated into cosmetics, sunscreens, 
and personal care products. These particles can be absorbed through the 
skin, particularly if they are in the form of nanostructured liposomes or 
emulsions.

Medical applications, such as drug delivery, often involve the 
injection of nanoparticles into the body. This is typically done to 
enhance the delivery of drugs to specific tissues or organs.

Understanding these exposure routes is crucial in assessing the 
potential risks associated with nanomaterials and developing strategies 
to mitigate their harmful effects.

Toxicological mechanisms of nanoparticles

The unique properties of nanoparticles can lead to different 
toxicological effects when compared to larger particles of the same 
material. Several factors influence the toxicity of nanoparticles, 
including their size, shape, surface charge, surface chemistry, and 
composition.

The small size of nanoparticles means they have a larger surface 
area relative to their mass. This increased surface area can enhance their 
reactivity and lead to greater interaction with biological molecules, 
such as proteins, lipids, and DNA. This can result in oxidative stress, 
inflammation, and cellular damage.

Nanoparticles with a positive or negative surface charge can interact 
differently with biological membranes. Additionally, the presence 
of functional groups on the surface of nanoparticles can affect their 
toxicity. For example, nanoparticles with hydrophobic surfaces may 
aggregate more easily, leading to changes in their behavior in biological 
systems.

The shape of nanoparticles can also influence their toxicity. Rod-
shaped or elongated nanoparticles, such as carbon nanotubes, may 
cause more damage to tissues than spherical particles due to their 
ability to penetrate cells more efficiently. The mechanical properties of 
certain nanomaterials may also contribute to toxicity through physical 
interactions with cell membranes or tissues.

When nanoparticles enter the body, they can interact with various 
cell types, including immune cells, epithelial cells, and endothelial 
cells. These interactions can trigger inflammation, oxidative stress, and 
cytotoxicity, potentially leading to tissue damage, DNA mutations, and 
even cancer.

Human health impacts of nanoparticles

The health impacts of nanomaterials depend on factors such as 
their size, shape, and composition, as well as the dose and duration of 
exposure. Some potential health effects of nanoparticles include:

Inhalation of nanoparticles can lead to respiratory problems such as 
asthma, bronchitis, and lung inflammation. Some nanoparticles, such 
as carbon nanotubes, have been found to cause pulmonary fibrosis and 
other lung diseases.

Nanoparticles that enter the bloodstream can travel to the heart and 
blood vessels, potentially causing cardiovascular issues. Research has 
shown that nanoparticles can induce blood clotting, oxidative stress, 
and endothelial cell dysfunction, which may contribute to conditions 
like hypertension and atherosclerosis.

There is growing concern that nanoparticles may have adverse effects 
on the brain. Some studies suggest that nanoparticles, particularly those 
in the form of metal oxide particles or carbon-based nanomaterials, can 
cross the blood-brain barrier and accumulate in neural tissues. This 
may lead to neuroinflammation, neurodegeneration, and cognitive 
impairments.

Some nanoparticles have been shown to cause genetic damage, 
leading to mutations and chromosomal abnormalities. Prolonged 
exposure to certain nanomaterials may increase the risk of cancer, 
particularly lung, liver, and skin cancers.

Environmental impacts of nanoparticles

In addition to their potential effects on human health, nanoparticles 
can also pose risks to the environment. Due to their small size and unique 
properties, nanoparticles can be more mobile in the environment than 
bulk materials, leading to their accumulation in soil, water, and air. The 
potential environmental impacts of nanomaterials include:

Studies have shown that nanoparticles can be toxic to aquatic 
organisms, including fish, algae, and invertebrates. Nanoparticles can 
enter aquatic ecosystems through wastewater discharge or runoff from 
land, and they may accumulate in the tissues of aquatic organisms, 
leading to sublethal or lethal effects.

Nanoparticles can also contaminate soils, potentially affecting plant 
growth and microbial communities. The high reactivity of nanoparticles 
may disrupt soil chemistry, leading to changes in nutrient availability or 
the release of toxic byproducts.

Some nanoparticles can bioaccumulate in organisms, meaning they 
build up in tissues over time, potentially reaching harmful levels. This 
raises concerns about the long-term effects of nanoparticle exposure in 
ecosystems and the food chain.

Regulation and Safety Guidelines

As the use of nanomaterials continues to grow, regulatory agencies 
around the world are working to establish guidelines and safety 
protocols to assess and manage the risks associated with nanoparticles. 
The regulatory landscape for nanomaterials is still evolving, and 
different countries have adopted varying approaches to their regulation.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA), for example, have begun to develop 
guidelines for the use of nanomaterials in consumer products and 
medical devices. The European Union has also introduced regulations 
for the safe use of nanomaterials, with specific emphasis on their 
environmental and health impacts. However, challenges remain 
in establishing standardized testing methods for nanoparticles, as 
their behavior can vary significantly depending on their size, surface 
chemistry, and other factors.

Conclusion
Nano toxicology is an essential field of study as we continue to 

integrate nanotechnology into everyday life. While nanomaterials 
offer significant benefits in areas such as medicine, energy, and 
manufacturing, their potential health and environmental risks cannot 
be overlooked. Researchers are working to better understand the 
mechanisms of toxicity and develop strategies to mitigate the risks 
associated with nanomaterial exposure.

As our understanding of nanotoxicology grows, it is crucial that 
regulators, industries, and researchers collaborate to ensure the safe 



Citation: Kanica A (2024) Nanotoxicology: Understanding the Impact of Nanomaterials on Human Health and the Environment. J Mater Sci Nanomater 
8: 158. 

Page 3 of 3

J Mater Sci Nanomater, an open access journal Volume 8 • Issue 5 • 1000158

and responsible use of nanomaterials. By implementing comprehensive 
safety assessments and rigorous testing protocols, we can maximize 
the benefits of nanotechnology while minimizing its potential harm to 
human health and the environment.
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