
Implications for public health
Since 1 July 2007, smoking has been prohibited in all indoor public
places and workplaces throughout the UK, protecting many adults
from exposure to secondhand smoke. The health benefits are already
beginning to be felt.1,2 However, it is estimated that about 40% of
children in UK households – ie. around five million – are exposed to
secondhand smoke in the home.3 Unlike adults, children have little
control over the extent of such exposure. 

Health impacts
Other people's tobacco smoke can cause a wide range of health problems.4

Among children, secondhand smoke irritates the nasal passages and bronchial
airways and has been strongly linked to an increased risk of chest infections
(including pneumonia and bronchitis, sometimes leading to emergency
hospital admission), asthma attacks, glue-ear and middle-ear infection,
decreased lung function, and sudden infant death syndrome (‘cot death’).3

However, the public's understanding of these risks is poor. In 2006, a national
survey revealed that in response to prompted questions, just over half (57%)
of adults believed that secondhand smoke increased the risk of cot death
whilst even fewer (36%) thought that tobacco smoke exposure increased the
risk of ear infections.5

In addition to the adverse health impacts of secondhand smoke, children
whose parents smoke are around three times more likely to become smokers
themselves, thus further increasing their risks of ill health both in the short
and long-term.6 Repeated absence from school, as a consequence of ailments
caused by secondhand smoke, can increase the risk of under-achieving with
longterm implications for health and wellbeing.7

Health inequalities
Smoking is increasingly concentrated in disadvantaged groups. The difference
in smoking rates between social groups is stark: 15% of adults in managerial
and professional groups smoke compared with 29% in routine and manual
occupations.8 Lone parents are also more likely to smoke. A recent survey
found that 47% of lone mothers smoked compared to 21% of mothers in
'couple families'.9 Thus, children living in disadvantaged households are much
more likely to be exposed to secondhand smoke.
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What needs to happen?
Parents may not realise that they may be affecting their children's health
whenever they smoke in the home, car or other enclosed space. 

• The only sure way to protect children from secondhand smoke is by not
smoking in the home, car or other enclosed space, and making these
places smokefree. Simply opening windows or smoking in another room
does not offer sufficient protection.6 

• Parents and other carers of children should be encouraged to stop
smoking and be offered appropriate support, such as referral to stop
smoking clinics. 

• Those parents who find it difficult to quit or who are reluctant to do so
should be encouraged to use nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) as an
alternative to smoking whilst in the presence of children. NRT is available
without prescription at high-street pharmacies.

• Adults should be strongly discouraged from smoking in cars when
children are present. Some places (eg California, South Australia and
Cyprus) have already banned smoking in cars in order to protect children
from secondhand smoke, which is particularly highly concentrated in the
confined space of a car.10

• Educational campaigns to raise awareness of the health impact of
secondhand smoke on children should be implemented.11 

Recommendations
Government should be lobbied to: 

• Educate parents/carers and health professionals:i

- about the health effects of secondhand smoke on children. Media 
campaigns such as the "If you smoke, I smoke" TV ads should be 
repeated, and additional resources made available for similar 
campaigns;

- about what does and does not protect children from secondhand 
smoke exposure.

• Fund research into effective ways of helping parents to stop smoking and
to prevent their children's exposure if parents do not stop smoking, with
particular focus on helping people in disadvantaged groups.  

• Ensure that the stop smoking services are adequately funded and
continue to be targeted towards disadvantaged smokers. 

• Consider extending the smokefree regulations to cover private cars.  

• Run specific advertising campaigns on the health hazard of smoking in cars.
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