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Fact sheet 

Health Effects of Exposure to Secondhand Smoke 

 

What is secondhand smoke? 

 
 Secondhand smoke (SHS) or environmental tobacco smoke (ETS) is the smoke 

inhaled by an individual not actively engaged in smoking. 1 It is also known as passive 

smoking. 

 

 SHS is a mixture of the smoke given off by the burning end of a cigarette, pipe or 

cigar (sidestream smoke) and the smoke exhaled from the lungs of smokers 

(mainstream smoke). 2, 3   

 

 

Why is secondhand smoke harmful? 

 
 SHS contains the same harmful chemicals as smokers inhale. It has over 4000 

chemicals 4 including 5 regulated hazardous air pollutants, 47 regulated hazardous 

wastes, over 50 cancer causing agents and more than 100 chemical poisons. 5  

 

 SHS lingers in the air for hours after cigarettes have been extinguished and can cause 

or worsen a wide range of adverse health effects such as lung cancer,2,4,6-8,10coronary  

heart disease 2,,6,7,10 and respiratory symptoms 2,4, 6-10 ( as in asthma).  Some reviews 

suggest a causal link between SHS exposure and nasal sinus cancers.2, 7, 8 

 

 There is a strong link between SHS and adverse health effects in children.6  SHS 

exposure can cause low birth weight, 2, 9 sudden infant death syndrome 

            (SIDS), 2, 8, 10 middle ear infections and chest infections. 2, 4, 7-10 

            SHS may induce asthma in children 2, 8 or make asthma symptoms worse. 2, 4, 8-10   

 

 Ventilation systems and smoke-free areas are not effective in reducing exposure to 

harmful substances in SHS. Ventilation will need to produce ‘tornado-like levels of air 

flow’ to achieve even minimal levels of risk. 11 

 

 Recent estimates suggest, well over 10,000 people die each year from exposure to 

SHS, in the UK.12   In the North East, SHS exposure kills about 200 people under 65, 

every year. 13 

 

 SHS increases the risk of lung cancer in adults by 20-30 per cent. and the risk of  

coronary heart diseases by 25-35 per cent.14  

 

 The impact of secondhand smoke on the heart can be measured after as little as half an 

hour of exposure.15   



 

 

SHS and Workplace exposure 

 
 There is no safe level of exposure to tobacco smoke, below which no adverse effects 

occur. 15  

 
 The BMA estimates that SHS kills about 4 times as many as accidents in the 

workplace. 14 

 

 US based studies show that restaurant workers are exposed to approximately 1.6 to 2 

times higher levels of SHS exposure whilst at work than office workers. 16 

 

 In the UK, exposure to SHS at work may cause more than 600 deaths each year, 

including over 50 deaths in the hospitality industry. 12 

 

 In the North East, around 35 people under the age of 65 are estimated to die every year 

from exposure to SHS in the workplace. 13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Reference 

 
1. Center for Tobacco Research and Intervention, University of Wisconsin Medical School. Glossary. 

   http://www.ctri.wise.edu/Home/Glossary.html 

2. California Environment Protection Agency. Health Effects of Exposure to Environmental Tobacco Smoke. 

Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment, September 1997 

http://www.oehha.org/air/environmental_tobacco/index.html 

3. Action on Smoking and Health. Passive smoking: :Factsheet no: 8 Secondhand smoke. ASH March 2005 

           http://www.ash.org.uk/html/factsheets/html/fact08/html 

4. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Respiratory Health Effects of Passive Smoking: Lung Cancer and 

Other Disorders. December 1992 

5. International Agency for Research on Cancer. Tobacco Smoke and Involuntary Smoking .2002. 

http://www-cie.iarc.fr/htdocs/indexes/vol83index.html 

6. Department of Health. Scientific Committee on Tobacco and Health (SCOTH) 

Update of evidence on health effects of secondhand smoke Nov 2004.  

COI Communications for the Department of Health. 

www.dh.gov.uk/publications.  

7. Ontario Tobacco Research Unit. Protection from second-hand smoke in Ontario. A review of the evidence 

regarding best practices. A report of the Ontario Tobacco Research Unit. University of Toronto. May 

2000 

http://www.otru.org/pdf/special/special_ets_eng.pdf 

   8.   National Health and Medical Research Council. The health effects of passive smoking. 

Australia. November 1997     

       http://www.health.gov.au/nhmrc/publicat/synopses/ph23syn.htm  

9.    World Health Organization. Tobacco Free Initiative. International Consultation on   Environmental 

Tobacco Smoke (ETS) and Child Health: Consultation Report. WHO 

Technical Document Number WHO/TFI/99.10.1999 

http://www.who.int/en/health/int-consult.html 

10. Department of Health. Report of Scientific Committee on Tobacco and Health. The          Stationery 

Office. London. March 1998 

http://www.official-documents.co.uk/document/doh/tobacco/contents.htm 

11. Repace J., Kawachi I., & Glantz S Fact sheet on second hand smoke 1999. 

http://www.repace.com/factsheet.html 

12. Jamrozik K. Estimates of deaths attributable to passive smoking among UK  adults: database analysis. 

BMJ 330: 812-5. No 7495. April 2005 

13.  Public Health Group North East. Estimates based on Jamrozik K’s paper presented to the Royal College 

of Physicians. May 2004 

       http://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/news/news.asp?PR_id=216 

14.  The British Medical Association. Toward smoke-free public places. BMA, 2004 

http://www.bma.org.uk/ap.nsf/Content/Smokefree 

15 Tsuka R, Watanabe H, Hirata K, Tokai K, Muro T, Yoshiyama M et al. Acute effects of passive smoking 

on the coronary circulation in healthy young adults. JAMA 2001;286:436-441.   

   16.   Siegel, M. "Involuntary Smoking in Restaurant Workplace: A Review of Employee Exposure and Health 

Effects." JAMA, 270:490-493, 1993. Available at: 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=8320789&dopt=A

bstract 

 

 

 

 

 

       

http://www.ctri.wise.edu/Home/Glossary.html
http://www.oehha.org/air/environmental_tobacco/index.html
http://www.ash.org.uk/html/factsheets/html/fact08/html
http://www-cie.iarc.fr/htdocs/indexes/vol83index.html
http://www.dh.gov.uk/publications
http://www.otru.org/pdf/special/special_ets_eng.pdf
http://www.health.gov.au/nhmrc/publicat/synopses/ph23syn.htm
http://www.who.int/en/health/int-consult.html
http://www.official-documents.co.uk/document/doh/tobacco/contents.htm
http://www.repace.com/factsheet.html
http://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/news/news.asp?PR_id=216
http://www.bma.org.uk/ap.nsf/Content/Smokefree
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=8320789&dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=8320789&dopt=Abstract


 

 


