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Secondhand Smoke in the Home: 
Children as the “Captive Smoker” 
 

Nearly half of the world’s children routinely breathe air polluted by tobacco smoke, including over 15 
million children in the U.S. who are exposed to secondhand smoke in the home every day.1  Numerous 
studies have proven that secondhand smoke can lead to countless illnesses, sometimes fatal, and its 
effects have been found to be especially damaging to growing children.2  Unlike their adult counterparts, 
children have little choice over whether or not they can exit a smoke-filled environment.  Parents, child 
care providers, medical professionals, law practitioners, family advocates, and the courts have a moral 
and ethical duty – and perhaps a legal duty as well – to be informed of the danger that parental smoking 
can pose to a child’s health. 
 

Secondhand Smoke is a Toxic Soup 
§ Secondhand smoke (or “environmental tobacco smoke”) is composed of the mainstream smoke 

exhaled by the smoker, as well as the more toxic sidestream smoke that is produced at the 
burning end of a cigarette, cigar or pipe.3 

§ Cigarette smoke contains more than 4,000 chemical compounds, more than 40 of which are 
known to cause cancer in humans or animals.4 

§ The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has found that secondhand smoke is a “known 
human carcinogen” and has classified it as a Group A carcinogen.5  Like radon, asbestos and 
other Group A carcinogens, there is no safe level of exposure for this toxin. 

 

Smoke in the home/vehicle 
§ Living in a pack-a-day smoker’s home for 24 hours is comparable to smoking three cigarettes.6 

§ The primary source of secondhand smoke that children ingest in the home is sidestream smoke, 
which contains more than twice as much tar and nicotine as the smoke that is inhaled by the 
smoker.7 

§ Riding in the car with a smoker for one hour is comparable to smoking four cigarettes.8 

§ Smoking near a window or fan, or even outdoors, does not eliminate the harmful effects of 
secondhand smoke on children.  In fact, one study showed that children whose parents smoked 
only outdoors still had a higher rate of ear infections and respiratory illnesses than children of 
non-smokers.9 

 
Harmful Effects of Secondhand Smoke on Children in the US 

§ Secondhand smoke causes over 1,000,000 illnesses and 280 deaths of children every year.10 
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§ Maternal smoking has been found to be the strongest risk factor leading to Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome (SIDS).11  Approximately 2,500 babies die of SIDS each year.12 

§ Studies show that secondhand smoke is a significant contributor to the following illnesses and 
diseases in children: 

Asthma Ear Infections    Pneumonia 
Bronchitis Hearing Loss  Sudden Infant Death Syndrome 
Cavities Low Birth Weight Other Respiratory Illnesses13  

§ The EPA estimates that up to one million asthmatic children have their condition worsened due 
to secondhand smoke, and secondhand smoke has been linked to decreased lung function and 
potential for lung cancer later in life.14 

§ Children who are exposed to secondhand smoke have more school absences per year than 
children who are not exposed to passive smoke.15 

§ Over 21.9 million children are estimated to be at risk of reading deficits due to secondhand 
smoke exposure in the home.16 

§ It is estimated that children’s secondhand smoke exposure results in $4.6 billion in direct annual 
medical expenditures.17 
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