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Abstract: 

Cobalt is a naturally occurring trace element that plays an essential role in human health as a component 

of vitamin B12. However, excessive exposure to cobalt through environmental, occupational, and 

industrial sources has raised significant public health concerns worldwide. This review paper examines 

the toxicological and epidemiological evidence regarding the impact of cobalt exposure on human 

health. The study synthesizes findings from scientific literature, environmental health reports, and 

epidemiological investigations to evaluate the sources, pathways, and health consequences of cobalt 

exposure. Evidence indicates that prolonged or high-level exposure to cobalt may lead to adverse health 

effects, including respiratory disorders, cardiovascular complications, thyroid dysfunction, neurological 

impairments, skin allergies, and potential carcinogenic outcomes. Occupational exposure among 

workers in mining, metallurgy, battery manufacturing, and related industries has been identified as a 

major risk factor. Epidemiological studies further suggest associations between cobalt exposure and 

chronic health conditions, particularly in populations residing near industrial areas. The review 

highlights the mechanisms of cobalt toxicity, including oxidative stress, inflammation, and cellular 

damage, which contribute to adverse biological outcomes. Additionally, the paper discusses current 

regulatory standards, risk assessment approaches, and preventive measures aimed at minimizing cobalt-

related health hazards. The findings emphasize the need for continuous environmental monitoring, 

occupational safety measures, and public health interventions to reduce exposure risks. This review 

contributes to the growing body of knowledge on cobalt toxicity and provides valuable insights for 

researchers, policymakers, and health professionals concerned with environmental and occupational 

health protection. 
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Introduction  

Heavy metal contamination has emerged as a significant environmental and public health concern due to 

rapid industrialization, urbanization, and technological advancements. Among various heavy metals, 

cobalt occupies a unique position because it is both an essential micronutrient and a potentially toxic 
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element. In trace amounts, cobalt is necessary for human health as a constituent of vitamin B12, which is 

vital for hematological and neurological functions. However, excessive exposure to cobalt can result in 

adverse health effects and pose serious risks to human well-being. The growing global demand for 

cobalt, particularly in the production of lithium-ion batteries, electronic devices, metal alloys, and 

industrial equipment, has increased the likelihood of environmental and occupational exposure. Mining 

operations, metallurgical industries, battery manufacturing units, and waste disposal activities contribute 

significantly to the release of cobalt into the environment. Consequently, human populations may be 

exposed to cobalt through contaminated air, water, soil, food, and workplace environments. 

Scientific investigations have demonstrated that prolonged or excessive cobalt exposure may affect 

multiple organ systems. Respiratory disorders, cardiovascular abnormalities, thyroid dysfunction, 

dermatological reactions, neurological impairments, and reproductive health issues have been reported 

among exposed populations. Occupational studies have particularly highlighted the increased health 

risks among workers involved in cobalt mining and processing industries. Furthermore, recent 

toxicological research suggests that cobalt-induced oxidative stress, inflammation, and cellular damage 

may play a critical role in the development of various diseases. 

Epidemiological evidence regarding cobalt exposure has expanded considerably over the past few 

decades. Studies conducted in different geographical regions have examined the association between 

cobalt exposure and human health outcomes, providing important insights into exposure pathways, 

susceptibility factors, and disease risks. However, the findings remain scattered across diverse scientific 

disciplines, making it necessary to synthesize existing knowledge in a comprehensive manner. 

Therefore, the present review aims to critically examine the available toxicological and epidemiological 

evidence concerning cobalt exposure and its effects on human health. The study seeks to identify major 

exposure sources, evaluate health consequences, discuss underlying mechanisms of toxicity, and 

highlight strategies for risk management and public health protection. Such an assessment is essential for 

developing effective environmental policies, occupational safety measures, and preventive interventions 

to minimize the adverse impacts of cobalt exposure on human populations. 

 

Review of literature  

Leyssens et al. (2017) Leyssens and colleagues reviewed the toxic effects of cobalt exposure and found 

that excessive cobalt accumulation can adversely affect the cardiovascular, neurological, endocrine, and 

respiratory systems. The study highlighted the importance of monitoring occupational exposure to 

cobalt. 

Smith et al. (2018)examined environmental cobalt exposure and reported that long-term exposure to 

cobalt-contaminated air, water, and soil may increase the risk of respiratory disorders and other chronic 

health problems. 

Czarnek et al. (2019) investigated the biological effects of cobalt ions and found that cobalt can induce 

oxidative stress and cellular damage, which may contribute to various health complications in humans. 

European Chemicals Agency (ECHA) (2020) report emphasized that occupational exposure to cobalt 

and cobalt compounds poses significant health risks, including respiratory sensitization and potential 

carcinogenic effects, requiring strict safety regulations. 

Simonsen et al. (2021) reviewed cobalt metabolism and toxicity and concluded that prolonged exposure 

to elevated cobalt levels can disrupt normal physiological functions and negatively affect human health. 
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World Health Organization (WHO) (2022) WHO highlighted that while cobalt is an essential 

micronutrient, excessive environmental and occupational exposure remains a public health concern due 

to its potential toxic effects on multiple organ systems. 

Most previous studies have focused either on the toxicological mechanisms or specific health effects of 

cobalt exposure. However, there is limited comprehensive synthesis of recent toxicological and 

epidemiological evidence regarding the overall impact of cobalt exposure on human health. Therefore, 

the present review attempts to integrate and analyze recent findings to provide a broader understanding 

of cobalt-related health risks. 

 

The review aims to focus on the role of Cobalt regarding its effects, both beneficial and as well as 

adverse effects on the Human population  and will attempt to address the following issues: 

1. To examine the major sources and pathways of cobalt exposure in human populations. 

2. To review the toxicological evidence regarding the effects of cobalt exposure on human health. 

3. To analyze the epidemiological studies investigating the association between cobalt exposure and 

various health outcomes. 

4. To assess the impact of cobalt exposure on respiratory, cardiovascular, neurological, dermatological, 

and endocrine systems. 

5. To identify the mechanisms of cobalt-induced toxicity, including oxidative stress, inflammation, and 

cellular damage. 

6. To evaluate the occupational health risks associated with cobalt exposure in industrial and mining 

sectors. 

 

Cobalt Toxicity  

Cobalt toxicity refers to the harmful effects caused by excessive accumulation of cobalt in the human 

body through occupational, environmental, medical, or dietary exposure. Although cobalt is an essential 

trace element required for the synthesis of vitamin B12, excessive exposure can adversely affect various 

organs and physiological systems. 

Sources of Cobalt Exposure 

❖ Mining and metallurgical industries 

❖ Battery manufacturing and recycling plants 

❖ Hard metal and alloy industries 

❖ Contaminated air, water, and food 

❖ Medical implants containing cobalt alloys 

❖ Excessive dietary supplements 

 

Cobalt is essential for human health in trace amounts; however, excessive exposure can cause serious 

adverse effects on the respiratory, cardiovascular, neurological, endocrine, and dermatological systems. 

Effective monitoring, occupational safety measures, and environmental regulations are necessary to 

minimize cobalt-related health risks and protect public health. 

 

Need for the Study 

1. The increasing use of cobalt in industries such as mining, metallurgy, electronics, and lithium-ion 

battery production has led to rising levels of environmental and occupational exposure. 
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2. Growing industrialization and technological advancements have increased concerns regarding cobalt 

contamination in air, water, soil, and food sources 

3. Although cobalt is an essential trace element for human health, excessive exposure may result in 

adverse health effects affecting various organ systems. 

4. Occupational exposure among workers in mining, battery manufacturing, and metal-processing 

industries poses significant health risks that require systematic assessment. 

5. Scientific evidence on cobalt toxicity is scattered across different disciplines, creating a need for a 

comprehensive review of toxicological and epidemiological findings. 

6. There is a growing concern regarding the long-term health consequences of chronic cobalt exposure 

on vulnerable populations. 

7. Understanding the health effects of cobalt exposure is essential for developing effective public health 

policies, environmental regulations, and workplace safety measures. 

8. The study is needed to identify existing research gaps and provide directions for future investigations 

on cobalt-related health risks. 

 

Significance of the Study 

1. The study contributes to the understanding of the relationship between cobalt exposure and human 

health outcomes. 

2. It provides a comprehensive synthesis of toxicological and epidemiological evidence related to cobalt 

toxicity. 

3. The findings will help researchers and health professionals better understand the biological 

mechanisms and health impacts of cobalt exposure. 

4. The study highlights occupational and environmental health risks associated with cobalt 

contamination. 

The study is significant because it provides a comprehensive evaluation of the health effects of cobalt 

exposure and offers valuable insights for researchers, healthcare professionals, policymakers, and 

regulatory agencies in protecting human health from environmental and occupational cobalt-related 

risks.                                                       

 

Mechanisms of cobalt’s toxic effects:  

Cobalt has been found to alter the sensing mechanisms of hypoxia(Conditions of Oxygen Deficiency).  

Cobalt probably stabilizes the transcriptional activator ‘hypoxia inducible factor’ and can simulate 

conditions of oxygen deprivation which in turn, stimulates Erythropoietin production. Also it must be 

noted that these same processes serve as a part of biochemical adaptive measures. Under normal 

conditions the Divalent Cobalt form is reportedly beneficial for in situation of tissue hypoxia. However 

Chronic Cobalt exposure may cause Polcythemia.      

At larger doses the acute effects have found to be harmful for the physiology of cells as there are 

evidences of Cellular Apoptosis stimulation, which at higher doses may lead to processes like Necrosis 

and inflammation. 

Cobalt metal and its salts also may exert genotoxic effects, mediated by Reactive Oxygen Species (ROS) 

production, which in turn causes damage to DNA and also inhibits its consequent repair mechanisms.  

Cobalt metal and Cobalt Sulfate have been implicated in generation of Carcinogenicity. ROS generation 

may in turn stimulate events like Lipid peroxidation. 
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Moreover, the toxic effects of Cobalt  are also arise due to the inhibition of divalent Calcium entry in the 

cells, perturbations in Ca-II ion mediated signaling and  that divalent Cobalt’s binding with the normally 

divalent Calcium binding proteins within the cells.  Organs like Kidney, Liver, Pancreas and Heart serve 

as sites for Cobalt accumulation. Also the skeletal structures have been found to show a time dependent 

increase in Cobalt levels. The toxicity of Cobalt has been to be residing in its divalent ionic form. 

Conditions of oxidative stress, induced by excessive levels of free Cobalt may lead to damage to 

Myocardium, thyroid and the respiratory tract. Persons involved in cobalt related occupations and 

environments, mostly the exposure are in the form of Co-metal particles. In patients with MoM Hip 

implants are subjected to exposures of both Co-nano particles as well as Co-ions. The particles reactions 

include tissue reactions at a local level. Cobalt effects have also been found to adversely affect neural 

functions like altered sensory and motor performances, hearing loss and balance, Visio impairment, 

cognitive function.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

 

Conclusion  

Cobalt is an essential trace element required for normal human physiological functions, particularly as a 

component of vitamin B12. However, excessive exposure to cobalt through environmental, 

occupational, and industrial sources can pose significant risks to human health. The review of 

toxicological and epidemiological evidence indicates that prolonged or high-level cobalt exposure may 

adversely affect multiple organ systems, including the respiratory, cardiovascular, neurological, 

endocrine, and dermatological systems. Occupational groups such as miners, metallurgical workers, and 

battery manufacturing .employees are particularly vulnerable to cobalt-related health hazards. 

The findings of various studies suggest that cobalt toxicity is associated with mechanisms such as 

oxidative stress, inflammation, and cellular damage, which may contribute to the development of 

chronic diseases and other adverse health outcomes. Epidemiological investigations have further 

demonstrated a relationship between cobalt exposure and increased risks of respiratory disorders, skin 

sensitization, thyroid dysfunction, and other health complications. As industrial demand for cobalt 

continues to grow, particularly in the renewable energy and battery sectors, concerns regarding human 

exposure and environmental contamination are expected to increase. 

Therefore, effective monitoring of cobalt levels in occupational and environmental settings, strict 

adherence to safety standards, and implementation of preventive measures are essential for minimizing 

health risks. Greater awareness, continuous research, and stronger regulatory frameworks are required to 

protect human populations from the harmful effects of excessive cobalt exposure. Future studies should 

focus on long-term exposure assessment, vulnerable populations, and emerging sources of cobalt 

contamination to ensure sustainable industrial development while safeguarding public health. 
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