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 Exposure to secondhand smoke leads to acute and chronic health problems 
among non-smokers.  The 2006 U.S. Surgeon General’s report on secondhand 
smoke indicates that there is evidence to conclude that secondhand smoke 
leads to respiratory illnesses, heart disease, and cancer. It affects fetal 
development and birth outcomes as well as later infant health and development.  

 
Listed below are proven health effects of secondhand smoke:1,2,3 

• Arterial (blood vessel) changes 
(e.g., clotting) 

• Heart disease & related deaths 
• Respiratory infections (e.g., 

colds, bronchitis, pneumonia, 
RSV) (children) 

• Asthma, asthma exacerbation 
(asthma attack) (children and 
adults) 

• Chronic respiratory symptoms 
(e.g., coughing, wheezing, sore 
throat) (children) 

• Eye and nasal irritation (adults) 
• Middle ear infections and hearing 

loss (children) 
• Lung cancer 
• Nasal sinus cancer 
• Breast cancer (pre-menopausal 

women) 
• Low birth weight  
• Sudden Infant Death Syndrome 

(SIDS) 
• Pre-term delivery

 
There is suggestive evidence that secondhand smoke increases the risk for:2,3  

• Stroke 
• Allergies 
• Decreased lung function (adults 

and children) 
• Slowed lung development 

(children) 
• Exacerbation of cystic fibrosis 

• Cervical cancer 
• Brain cancer 
• Lymphomas (children) 
• Slowed fetal growth 
• Miscarriage 
• Infertility

 Children are particularly vulnerable to the effects of secondhand smoke due to 
smaller airways, higher breathing rates, and less mature immune systems.  
• According to a 1997 study, exposure to secondhand smoke leads to over 

500,000 physician visits for asthma, 1.3 million visits for coughs, 115,000 
episodes of pneumonia, 14,000 tonsillectomies or adenoidectomies, 260,000 
episodes of bronchitis, and two million cases of middle ear infection.4  

• Healthcare costs associated with prenatal and post-natal exposure to 
secondhand smoke ranges from $1.4 billion to $4.0 billion spent annually in 
the U.S.5 
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 Children and youth who are exposed to secondhand smoke are more likely to 

experience learning and behavioral problems,6 become a smoker in adolescence 
or adulthood,7 and develop metabolic syndrome, a disorder associated with 
excess fat around the abdomen and increased risk for type 2 diabetes, heart 
disease and stroke.8 Furthermore, children exposed to secondhand smoke have 
a greater chance of getting lung cancer during their lifetime than children who 
were raised in a smoke-free environment.9 

 
 Secondhand smoke causes heart disease.  A 2009 report by the Institute of 

Medicine finds that there is sufficient evidence to conclude that secondhand 
smoke exposure causes heart disease and increases the risk for heart attacks, 
and that smoke-free laws reduce the number of heart attacks and save lives.10 

 
 Secondhand smoke is the cause of many deaths in the U.S.  
• According to the CDC, nearly 50,000 adult non-smokers in the U.S. will die 

each year from either lung cancer (3,400) or heart disease (46,000) 
attributable to secondhand smoke exposure.11 Other studies estimate the 
total number of secondhand smoke deaths to be as high as 73,000.12  

• It is estimated that each year, 280 children die from respiratory illness 
caused by secondhand smoke.13   

• An average of 1,040 (and as many as 1,650) non-smokers in Virginia will die 
each year from secondhand smoke.14 
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