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u  Smoking/Vaping and COVID-19

u  Secondhand Smoke

Smoking/Vaping May Increase Risk of COVID-19 Infection 
for People with and without Disabilities

Why COVID-19 might make you rethink your smoking habits

Over the past ten months, three serial 
waves of severe acute respiratory illnesses 
have strained the American emergency care 
delivery system: e-cigarette/vaping associ-
ated lung injury (EVALI), influenza season, 
and the COVID-19 pandemic. Smokers and 
vapers should make every effort to quit 
to protect their lung health. Repeatedly 
inhaling from an e-cigarette (possibly coated 
with viruses or bacteria) could increase 
the risk of contracting COVID-19. While 
cigarette butts are discarded after each use, 
e-cigarette devices are used repeatedly.

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome corona-
virus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), the “novel coronavi-
rus” identified as the cause of the outbreak, 
works by attacking a person’s respiratory 
tract, leading to a case of coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19). The exact fatality 
rate is still uncertain and awaiting further 
analyses, as these statistics are inherently 
linked to the number of undiagnosed and 
asymptomatic cases. Thus far, most fatalities 
and serious COVID-19 illnesses are among 
the elderly, those with compromised 
immune systems (i.e., chemotherapy 

Given the adverse effect on respiratory 
health, the current coronavirus pandemic 
should serve as a message to both smok-
ers and vapers to quit promptly and take 
immediate action to reduce their risks of 
viral transmission. If doing so seems too 
big of a task, other measures like regularly 
sanitizing e-cigarette devices should be 
taken. Ultimately, COVID-19 presents a 
teachable moment to break the cycle 
of nicotine addiction and accelerate our 
nation towards the dual goals of smoking 
and vaping cessation.
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patients or those who are HIV+), and those 
with underlying health issues – especially 
those with respiratory conditions.

While very few studies are investigating 
specific links between the two, smoking/
vaping could potentially increase an 
individual’s risk for developing severe 
complications of COVID-19. Previous 
health research shows the adverse effects 
smoking can have on the respiratory 
system, including increased tissue damage, 
suppressed respiratory immune func-
tioning, and induced inflammation of the 
respiratory tract.

In addition, emerging data suggest the expo-
sure to aerosols via e-cigarettes damages 
lung cells and reduces their ability to fight 
off infections. In one study supported by the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH), exposure 
to these aerosols caused increased inflam-
mation and tissue damage in influenza- 
infected mice (Madison et al., 2019). 
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Secondhand smoke (sometimes called 
“passive smoking”) refers to the mixture of 
smoke that comes from the burning end of a 
cigarette or similar products, smoke exhaled 
by smokers, or residual environmental 
smoke. It is still dangerous, as it contains 
more than 7,000 chemicals – many of which 
are toxins and cancer-causing carcinogens.

Health Effects of Secondhand Smoke

•  Over the past 55 years, approximately 
2.5 million nonsmoking adults have died 
from the effects of secondhand smoke 
exposure.

•  There is no risk-free level of exposure 
to secondhand smoke

Increased Risk of Cardiovascular 
Disease

Exposure to secondhand smoke can have 
negative effects on the cardiovascular system 
and can lead to coronary heart disease. 
Simply breathing secondhand smoke can 
also have negative effects on your blood and 
blood vessels.

•  Secondhand smoke causes nearly 
34,000 premature deaths from heart 
disease each year in the United States 
among nonsmoking individuals.

•  Nonsmokers exposed to secondhand 
smoke increase their risk of developing 
heart disease by 25–30% and the risk for 
stroke by 20−30%.

•  Secondhand smoke exposure causes 
more than 8,000 stroke-related deaths 
annually.

•  Even brief exposure to secondhand 
smoke can damage blood vessel lining 
and cause blood platelets to stick 
together, increasing your risk for heart 
attack or stroke.

People who already have heart disease are 
at especially high risk of suffering adverse 
effects from breathing secondhand smoke 
and should take special precautions to avoid 
even brief exposures.

Increased Risk of Lung Cancer

Secondhand smoke causes lung cancer in adults – even for nonsmokers. Non-
smokers exposed to secondhand smoke increase their risk of developing lung 
cancer by 20–30%. Secondhand smoke leads to nearly 7,500 lung cancer deaths 
annually among nonsmokers in the United States.

Even brief exposure to secondhand smoke can cause damage to cells in 
ways that may catalyze the development of lung cancer. Like active smoking, 
increased length and levels of exposure to secondhand smoke greatly increases 
the risk of lung cancer development.

Increased Health Risks for Children

Previous research has shown that older children of parents who smoke tend to 
get sick more frequently. Their lungs develop smaller than children not exposed 
to secondhand smoke; they also are more likely to get sick with bronchitis and 
pneumonia.

Secondhand smoke can also trigger an asthma attack in children. Children 
with asthma also have more severe and frequent asthma attacks when around 
secondhand smoke, which creates greater health risks for the child.

Parents can help protect their children from secondhand smoke by taking the 
following actions:

• Do not allow anyone to smoke anywhere in or near your home.
• Do not allow anyone to smoke in your car – even with the window down.
• Verify that your children’s day care centers and schools are tobacco-free.
•  If your state still allows smoking in public areas, look for restaurants and 

other places that do not allow smoking.
          “No-smoking sections” do not necessarily protect you and your family 

from secondhand smoke.
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