BOX 38.2

ENDOCRINE-DISRUPTING CHEMICALS AND THEIR EFFECTS ON NEUROENDOCRINE SYSTEMS

Endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs) are compounds in the environment that perturb endocrine systems. Recent interest has turned to whether, and how, EDCs might affect neuroendocrine function. Early life developmental periods—fetal, infant, and pubertal—are of particular interest because during these life stages, levels of endogenous hormones vary precipitously and are sex-specific. Thus, exposures of developing organisms to even very low levels of EDCs may have permanent organizational effects on the neuroendocrine system, affecting physiology and behavior in adulthood (Gore, 2008). Current research in the field is focusing on the molecular mechanisms by which developmental EDC exposure may “reprogram” the expression and regulation of neural steroid hormone receptors, including epigenetic mechanisms including altered DNA methylation and histone modifications.
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