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A MESSAGE TO READERS

This guide is intended to help families remove second-hand smoke from their homes and cars.
If you are a parent who smokes, you may have heard that second-hand smoke is harmful to your
family, but you may not be aware of the extent of harm it could cause. This guide will give you
practical tips about what you can do to eliminate the harm caused by breathing in second-hand
smoke in your home and car. Hopefully, it will raise new issues that you might not have thought
about, help you talk to your family about smoking and ultimately rid your home and car of 
second-hand smoke.
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« THIS GUIDE IS

INTENDED
TO HELP
FAMILIES
R E M O V E
S ECO N D -
H A N D
S M O K E
F R O M
T H E I R
H O M E S
AND CARS.
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INTRODUCTION

Breathing in second-hand smoke causes over 1,000 deaths in Canadian non-smokers from lung
cancer and heart disease every year.1

In 2004, almost one sixth (15%) of Canadian homes with children under 18 years old reported
their children were exposed to second-hand smoke from cigarettes, cigars or pipes. Although this
number is dropping, it still means that over one million children under 18 years old continue to be
exposed regularly to second-hand smoke. If two parents smoked half a pack each a day in the
home, in one year a child may be exposed to the smoke from over 7,000 cigarettes.2

The good news is that most Canadian families agree they should avoid exposure to second-hand
smoke in their home and car. Currently, 87 percent of Canadian homes already restrict smoking
in some way,2 and parents report there is general agreement about these restrictions among
family members.3 Parents also report that the primary reason they want to cut back on the
amount of second-hand smoke in their home is because of their children.3

What do these statistics mean to you as a parent? Well, for one thing, they mean that you are not
alone. Across Canada, hundreds of thousands of families are struggling with the issue of second-
hand smoke and are looking for ways to protect their children from its harmful effects. This guide
has been developed to give families the tools they need to make their home and car smoke-free. 
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THE TRUTH ABOUT SECOND-HAND SMOKE

SECOND-HAND SMOKE IS ALSO KNOWN AS ENVIRONMENTAL TOBACCO SMOKE (ETS) OR PASSIVE SMOKE.
SECOND-HAND SMOKE IS MADE UP OF:

» Sidestream smoke that goes directly into the air from the end of a burning cigarette, cigar or pipe. 

» Mainstream smoke that is inhaled by the smoker first, then exhaled into the air.

Smoking in a closed-in space
such as a car greatly increases
the concentration of harmful
chemicals produced by second-
hand smoke.6

A non-smoker in a
smoky room is inhaling
the same chemicals as
a smoker.4

Some of the toxic and
cancer causing agents
found in second-hand
smoke include hydro-
gen cyanide, formalde-
hyde and benzene.8

Second-hand smoke has been
labelled as a “Class A” cancer-
causing substance in the United
States. Class A is considered
the most dangerous type of
cancer agent and there is no
known safe level of exposure.5

DID YOU KNOW

Second-hand smoke contains
the same 4,000+ chemicals
that are inhaled by a smoker.
About 50 of these chemicals
are associated with, or are
known to cause cancer.7
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After a baby is born … 

Children don’t have as much control over
their world as adults do. Babies and toddlers
can’t complain about smoke. Even older children
may not feel comfortable saying anything or
trying to get away from the smoke. This is
unfortunate because the health effects of
second-hand smoke on children are much
worse than on adults. 

» Babies who breathe in second-hand smoke
have a higher risk of dying from sudden
infant death syndrome (SIDS) or crib death.12

» Babies and children exposed to second-hand
smoke have more frequent lower respiratory
tract problems, such as coughs, pneumonia,
bronchitis and croup.13

» Children who are exposed to second-hand
smoke are more likely to develop asthma,
and they will suffer more from it than chil-
dren of non-smokers who have asthma.14

» Second-hand smoke increases the number of
ear infections in children.15

Many parents don’t realize that second-hand
smoke may harm their child’s behaviour and
ability to think things through (cognition).
Recently, studies have shown that children who
were exposed to tobacco smoke scored lower
on tests than children who were not.16, 17

Adults are affected, too!

Adult non-smokers who live with smokers also
suffer the harmful effects of second-hand
smoke.18, 19

» If you are a non-smoker, exposure to 
second-hand smoke may increase your risk
of getting lung cancer, heart disease, or 
respiratory problems.20

» Second-hand smoke fosters the formation 
of blood clots that can lead to heart attacks
and strokes.21

» Second-hand smoke raises your heart rate
and damages your heart muscle.21

» Second-hand smoke lowers the level of 
protective HDL-cholesterol in your blood.22

Second-hand smoke and your pets

Some studies have shown that second-hand
smoke can cause leukemia (a type of cancer) 
in cats23 and that dogs in smoking households
have a greater risk of cancer.24, 25 And your furry
friends don’t just inhale smoke; the smoke 
particles are also trapped in their fur and
ingested when they groom themselves with
their tongues.23

10

THE HEALTH EFFECTS

OF SECOND-HAND

SMOKE

Second-hand smoke affects your family 
differently depending on their age and their
health. Second-hand smoke hurts everyone,
but it is especially dangerous to little ones
because their lungs are still growing and
developing. Because they are smaller, babies
and children breathe more quickly and take in
more harmful chemicals for their size than
adults do. In addition, their immune systems,
which protect them from getting sick, are less
developed and can’t protect them as much
from tobacco smoke. 

Before a baby is born …

Second-hand smoke is even harmful to
unborn babies. 

» Nicotine found in the blood of a pregnant
woman who smokes or is exposed to 
second-hand smoke can cross the placental
barrier and decrease the blood flow to her
unborn baby.9, 101

» Nicotine can affect her baby’s heart, lungs,
digestive system and even central nervous
system.11

» Carbon monoxide contained in cigarette
smoke can affect her baby’s growth and may
lead to low birth weight.12

«SECOND-HAND SMOKE

HURTS EVERYONE, BUT IT

IS ESPECIALLY DANGEROUS

TO LITTLE ONES. »
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THE TRUTH ABOUT HOW SECOND-HAND SMOKE

TRAVELS IN YOUR HOME

MANY PEOPLE ARE MISINFORMED ABOUT HOW THEY CAN PROTECT THEIR FAMILIES FROM SECOND-HAND SMOKE.
DO ANY OF THESE MYTHS SOUND FAMILIAR?

MYTH #1: If I smoke in another room, I’m not harming anyone.

THE TRUTH: Second-hand smoke spreads from one room to another even if the door of the smoking
area is closed. In addition, potentially toxic chemicals can cling to rugs, curtains, clothes, food,
furniture and other materials and can usually remain in a room long after someone has
smoked there.26, 27

MYTH #2: If I open a window or turn on a fan in my home or car, I can get rid of most of the
second-hand smoke. 

THE TRUTH: You may think that by opening a window or turning on a fan you are clearing the smoke
from a room or your car, but that is not the case. Unfortunately, extensive studies have shown that
there is no level of ventilation that will eliminate the harmful effects of second-hand smoke.18, 19, 28

In addition, opening a car or room window can result in air flow back into the room or car which
may cause the smoke to be blown directly back at non-smokers.29

MYTH #3: If I smoke when my children aren't home or in the car, it can't hurt them.

THE TRUTH: Many parents think that it’s all right to smoke when their children aren’t around. What
they may not know is that second-hand smoke lingers long after they finish a cigarette. In a
recent study, researchers found that second-hand smoke can remain in contaminated dust and
surfaces, even if smoking took place days, weeks or months earlier.26, 27  

MYTH #4: If I use an air freshener or air filter, my second-hand smoke won’t hurt anyone. 

THE TRUTH: Air fresheners only mask the smell of the smoke and do not reduce the harm in 
any way. The sad truth is that even air filters (air purifiers) are not enough. Second-hand
smoke is composed of both particles and gases. Most air filters are designed to reduce 
fine smoke particles in the air, but they do not remove the gases. This means that many of the
cancer-causing agents in the gases remain.2812
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«WORK TOGETHER TO

M A K E
Y O U R
H O M E
AND CAR
S M O K E-
F R E E . »

IF YOU LIVE IN A

MULTI-UNIT RESIDENCE

FAMILIES THAT LIVE IN MULTI-UNIT BUILDINGS, SUCH AS AN

APARTMENT OR TOWNHOUSE, SHOULD BE AWARE THAT THE

SECOND-HAND SMOKE FROM NEIGHBOURS CAN TRAVEL

THROUGH OPENINGS DESIGNED FOR ELECTRICAL WIRING,
PLUMBING AND DUCTWORK FOR HEATING AND AIR CONDITIONING.

What you can do to protect your family’s unit from 
second-hand smoke.30

» Use foam or insulation to fill, seal and insulate cracks
and gaps around pipes and vents.

» Purchase special seals for electrical outlets and switch
plates at a hardware store. They are easily installed and
can prevent smoke travelling from room to room.

» Install door bottoms and door sweeps to prevent smoke
from leaving a room. Insulation on doors and windows
can also help prevent smoke from entering or leaving 
a room.

» Install window fans to help reduce smoke and increase
ventilation.

14
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NOTE: These actions may limit the flow of fresh air into your unit and should be
taken only if you are experiencing extreme problems with second-hand smoke
from your neighbours. It is advised that you talk to building management prior to
making any modifications to your unit.
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FURTHER BENEFITS OF A

SMOKE-FREE HOME AND CAR

Beside the obvious health benefits, there are many of other reasons why
you should keep your home and car smoke-free.

» You will be a healthier role-model for your children. 

» The air in your home and car will be much fresher, cleaner and will 
smell better.

» You will lower the chances of fire in your home.

» Your cooking will taste better because your ingredients have not
absorbed the smell of second-hand smoke.

» You will save time, money and energy by not having to clean your 
curtains, walls, windows and mirrors as often.

» You won’t need to paint your walls and ceilings as often. 

» The resale value of your home and car may be greater.

» You will be less distracted while driving and you will lower the chances
of traffic violations and accidents.31. 

» There won't be any cigarette burn marks on your car upholstery 
or furniture in your home.

» Your car will be cleaner and you won't have to empty the ashtray in
your car anymore.
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WORKING TOGETHER AS A FAMILY TO

PLAN FOR A SMOKE-FREE HOME AND CAR

The best way to protect your family from second-hand smoke at home is not to allow the smoking
of cigarettes, cigars or pipes in your residence or car. It’s that simple . . . and it’s also that 
complicated. Getting through the process will be much easier if you make it a family project. Once
you have made the decision to make your home and car smoke-free, you need to make a firm
step-by-step plan and stick to it, even when your children aren’t around. This guide will help you.

Your family is unique and ever-changing. Making your home and car smoke-free will be an
ongoing project. If you are going to reach your smoke-free goal as a family, you must talk, as
well as listen. Everyone will have to cooperate. Above all, be ready for challenges that will
come up when you least expect them.

Steps in planning for a smoke-free home and car:

STEP ONE: Hold a family meeting 

The first step toward protecting your family from the dangers of second-hand smoke is to call a
family meeting to discuss making your home and car smoke-free. This meeting will give you an
opportunity to talk openly about how you are going to work together. 

Even before you actually meet, you may want to talk individually to family members. Show them
this guide and ask them how they feel about going smoke-free. This may help reduce their anxiety
and will give you a chance to prepare for any problems that may arise.

If you smoke, be prepared to be honest with your family about the harmful health effects of smok-
ing and second-hand smoke. If this upsets anyone, comfort them by telling them you are doing
everything you can to stay healthy for them.

Try to set a time for your meeting when everyone is available. During the meeting, make sure that
you reduce the number of distractions. 

Make it very clear that the purpose of the meeting is to discuss going smoke-free at home and
in your car. If there are other issues to discuss, ask that they be put aside until later in the meeting.
During the meeting, get everyone’s input, even those who may not agree with the decision.

STEP TWO: List your family’s reasons for a smoke-free home and car 

During this step, it is important that you let everyone speak up about their feelings about mak-
ing your home and car smoke-free. Use the form on page 29 to write down the top five reasons
why your family wants to have a smoke-free home and car.

Remember, this subject will be more difficult for members of your family who smoke, even if they
are cutting back or trying to quit. If they are opposed to the idea, you will need to talk it through
as a family. Listen to the reasons why they are opposed and show them the facts in this guide
about the dangers of second-hand smoke. Be supportive, but firm about the whole family’s right
to live in a smoke-free home. Let them know how much you appreciate what they will be doing
and offer to help in any way you can.

19

»

1.

2.

S
E

C
T

IO
N »

07



21

a. You have young children who need your supervision.

It’s important not to leave small children alone when you go outside to smoke. You may want to
consider making an arrangement with a neighbour or an older sibling to watch younger children
while you are outside smoking. Cutting down on the number of cigarettes you smoke and how
often you smoke may also make it easier to keep your home smoke-free. During those times, find
ways to deal with the cravings, such as a breath mint or nicotine gum. Or take your children with
you when you go outside to smoke. Try to make outdoor activity a regular part of your daily routine.
Set a time to be outdoors and take your children for a walk or to play in the park.

NOTE: According to the Canada Safety Council, the legal age at which a child can be left alone for short periods of time varies from province
to province and ranges between 10 and 12 years old.32

b. Guests arrive to stay for the weekend. They smoke. 

Some people are uncomfortable asking friends or family to smoke outside because they feel it’s
impolite. Remember, these days, most people expect a smoke-free environment. As a result, most
smokers are used to curbing their smoking when they are with other people. You may want to
inform visiting family members and guests ahead of time that your family has made a decision
to keep your home smoke-free. Tell them they are welcome to smoke outside. Remember, your
family’s health depends on this.

c. Your child becomes ill and you are extremely busy caring for him. You feel stressed and tired
and are not able to take him outside so you can smoke.

It is situations like this that will really test your resolve to keep your home smoke-free. If you are
a smoker, one of the reasons you probably smoke is to relax—the more stressful your situation is,
the more you may want to smoke. 

When confronted with these situations, remind yourself of the reasons why you chose to make
your home smoke-free. Your child’s health is very likely the number one reason why you chose not
to smoke indoors. If a child is sick, it’s even more important that you don’t smoke in the house.
Remind yourself that he will probably get better faster if you are not smoking inside the house.

3.

20

STEP THREE: Be prepared for challenges! 

In this step, your family will need to discuss the
difficulties in staying smoke-free and how to
manage them. You may want to write down
these challenges. If you understand everyone’s
feelings and are prepared, it will be easier to
stay committed to a smoke-free home and car.

Here are some challenges you might face and
how you might deal with them: 



e. Your child becomes angry with you when
you were found smoking a cigarette in 
the kitchen. 

Today’s parents tend to be quite willing to talk
things out with their children. The approach has
become more open and honest, encouraging
children to speak their minds.

Sometimes, the most powerful parent–child
conversations take place in situations where
you are forced to be honest with each other. If
you feel angry at your child for challenging
you, stay calm. Take a few deep breaths and
remind yourself that you agreed that your 
children have a right to a smoke-free home and
that your child is simply asserting that right. 
By the same token, your child will also need 
to understand your perspective. Take some
time to explain just how powerful your addiction
to tobacco is. Be honest about your own worries
and stresses. Use this as an opportunity to tell
your child how much you hope they won’t
start smoking.

f. You commute to work every day and drop off
your children at a day care. You are having
trouble maintaining your resolve not to smoke
in the car, especially at the end of the day.

This one is even more difficult because, like
most Canadians, your workplace is probably
smoke-free. Your commute to and from work
may be one of the last places you can light up
indoors. Your car is a direct extension of your
home environment so you should follow the
same rules that you use in your home. Remind
yourself that due to the small interior space of
the car, an increased concentration of smoke
can be produced quickly and will cling to the
upholstery and your clothing. 

Instead of smoking in your car, try to leave
home a few minutes earlier than usual to give
you time for a cigarette outside before going
into work. After work, take a few minutes to
smoke outside before getting into your car.

2322

d. An adult family member insists on smoking indoors and after repeated discussions, you are
not able to convince the smoker otherwise.

This is a tough one. If a family member insists on smoking indoors, you will need to have an open
and honest discussion about the problem. You may want to recruit the support of other family
members and/or a neutral third party to help you. Explain how important it is that the whole family
is protected from the harmful effects of second-hand smoke. Ask the smoker to try their best and
reassure them that the whole family is there to help.

If it appears the smoker is not going to budge, as an absolute last resort, and perhaps as a 
temporary compromise, you should demand that the smoker restricts smoking to one room away
from the children. If you live in an apartment with a balcony, ask the smoker to smoke there.
Keep in mind that this will not eliminate your family’s exposure to second-hand smoke. 

If your family member is annoyed by having to go outside to smoke, remind them of the top
five reasons for having a smoke-free home, or encourage them to quit completely. For more
information on quitting smoking, turn to page 33 of this guide. 

»
«ASK THE SMOKER TO TRY THEIR

BEST AND REASSURE THEM THAT THE

WHOLE FAMILY IS THERE TO HELP.



STEP FIVE: Take Action!

All the talking and planning in the world won’t take the place of action. You need to show your
family that you are serious and that you are following through on your decision to make your
home and car smoke-free. Once your family has considered the challenges, written its pledge 
and set a date, it’s time to decide as a family what you are going to do to make your home 
smoke-free. 

Here are some specific actions your family can take:

IN YOUR HOME:

» Set up an area outside for smokers to use. Agree to sit outside or go for a walk with smokers
to show that you are not rejecting them, just the smoke. 

» Post a smoke-free home magnet on your fridge and in your car to let people know that you do
not allow smoking. 

» Remove all ashtrays from inside your home, even decorative ones.

» Ask your children’s caregivers, including babysitters, not to smoke around your children.

» Ask anyone who is doing work in your home not to smoke indoors.

» Leave a copy of this guide in a place where your family and friends will see it. 

» Post your smoke-free pledge on your fridge or bulletin board. 

» Buy some fresh flowers or bring them in from the garden.

» Tell your non-smoking friends about your decision and invite them to visit.

IN YOUR CAR:

» Let all passengers know that your car is smoke-free. 

» Clean out your car’s ashtray and fill it with sugar-free candies, change or potpourri.

» Wash your car and give it a good cleaning, including a thorough vacuuming. 

» Post a smoke-free decal in your car to let everyone know that you do not allow smoking.

2524

STEP FOUR: Set a date and make a family smoke-free pledge

An effective way to get everyone on board is to develop a family smoke-free pledge, which you
can write down on the form on page 29. Everyone should have a chance for input, including smok-
ers and non-smokers, parents and children. Your pledge might say something like this:

Our family believes that everyone has a right to clean and fresh air. We pledge to do everything we can to make our home
and car smoke-free. 

Setting a date is also important. Don’t put it off too long after your meeting. One week from your
meeting date should give everyone time to get organized and to prepare to make your home and
car smoke-free.

4.

5.
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7.STEP 7: Dealing with setbacks 

Making your home smoke-free and keeping it that way will
not be easy. It’s a good idea to have a follow-up meeting
after you have gone smoke-free to discuss how you are
doing and whether or not any changes are needed.

If you need some help to stay on track, your Public Health
Department should be able to provide support and assis-
tance, and also refer you to other resources and agencies
in your community that can help.

If you encounter serious family conflict issues over going
smoke-free, you may want to contact your family doctor
for help. You could also ask your family doctor to talk 
to members of the family about health concerns with 
second-hand smoke.

STEP 6: Celebrate!

You’ve done it! You’ve gone smoke-free! Now it’s time to celebrate! Treat this like
a special occasion. Think about things you do during these occasions and choose
something everyone really enjoys. Here are some ideas for things you can do to
reward your family for going smoke-free:

» Have a party! Invite all your friends and family to celebrate with you.

» Plan a special family celebratory dinner.

» Go out to eat in a restaurant together. (Remember to choose a smoke-free
restaurant.)

» Plan a fun outing to go tobogganing or play in the park.

» Watch a special television show or movie together as a family.

» Declare a special family board game or puzzle night where everyone participates.

Don’t forget to pay special attention to those family members who may have had
a tougher time going smoke-free ... the smokers. They deserve a special reward!

26
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OUR PLEDGE FOR A
SMOKE-FREE HOME AND CAR

The date we will go smoke-free »

Our TOP 5 reasons for going smoke-free:

1.

2.  

3.

4.  

5.  

Challenges and how we will face them:

Post this on the fridge or bulletin board for everyone to see.

28
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«WE’RE READY
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TALKING TO YOUR FAMILY ABOUT SECOND-HAND SMOKE WON’T BE

EASY, BUT IT WILL PAY OFF IN THE END. HERE ARE SOME TIPS THAT

MIGHT HELP:

» Be honest and open with your family about how important it is
to you that your home and car is smoke-free.

» Try not to nag or bring it up in a way that will turn them off.
Instead, you may want to say something like: “I love you. 
I want everyone to live a long and healthy life.” 

» Tell your family how second-hand smoke makes you feel,
inside and out. 

»

You are probably reading this
because you are concerned
that someone in your home
smokes. You know that smok-
ing is bad for your health and
you may be worried that your
parents might be harmed by
their smoking. 

The first thing to understand is that smoking
is more than just a habit. It’s a powerful
addiction. Basically, that means it’s really
hard to quit. Your parents probably want to
quit, but they are having a tough time with
that. One thing you can be sure of though,
your parents don’t want you to get sick. They
want to protect you from second-hand
smoke. The good news is that there are
things you can do to help and that by doing
them, you may be able to provide just the
support they need to eventually quit.

YOUTH ZONE

What should I say? Will my 
parents get upset? I just wish
they would stop smoking. 
Why do they have to smoke
around me?

The best thing you can do is to work together with your family to ban all smoking in your home
and family car. This guide can help your family set some rules about smoking. It also has tips on
actions your family can take to limit smoking in the home and car, and keep it that way. Write a
family pledge to go smoke-free and make sure you add your own reasons to the Top Five List (see
the form on page 29).

Above all, remember that going smoke-free won’t happen overnight. There will be challenging 
situations and probably more than a few setbacks. Sometimes, your parents might get angry and
frustrated. If they do, be patient and respect that this is a difficult time for them. Talk to an adult,
such as an aunt or uncle or teacher, and ask for help if you need to. Remember that you are a
family and you all must work together to keep everyone healthy and happy.



YOU’RE ON A ROLL!
WHAT ELSE CAN YOU DO?
ONCE YOU HAVE ESTABLISHED YOUR SMOKE-FREE HOME AND CAR, YOU MAY WANT TO

TAKE IT ONE STEP FURTHER. HERE ARE SOME IDEAS FOR THINGS YOU CAN DO TO KEEP

THE MOMENTUM GOING.

Talk it up!

Tell your friends, family and neighbours about your decision to live in a
smoke-free home. Be honest with them about the challenges and offer your
support if they seem interested in doing the same thing.

Keep talking!

Keep talking as a family. If you are going to stick to your decision, you will need
to keep the dialogue going. Talk to your children about smoking and its harmful
effects. Tell them about your own challenges with smoking and accept their help
when they offer it.

Organize a smoke-free policy where you live 

If you live in a multi-unit housing complex, you may want to work with neigh-
bours and the building owner to advocate for a smoke-free policy. These policies
can govern a variety of spaces, including common areas, outdoor child play
areas, apartments, and blocks or floors of units. Phase-in policies where units
occupied by smokers are converted to smoke-free areas when they leave are
also an option. 

STEPS TO DO THIS MAY INVOLVE:

» Speaking to neighbours and the building owner regarding their beliefs about
second-hand smoke and smoke-free areas.

» Raising awareness through campaigns, health fairs and by talking to your
neighbours.

» Developing policies and presenting them to decision makers.

QUIT SMOKING!
Although this guide was not written with the intention of convincing you to quit smoking, now
that your home and car are smoke-free, you may decide that this might be a good time to quit
smoking for good. You will find that living in a smoke-free home presents fewer cues and
reminders to smoke and that quitting will be much easier than it has been in the past. 

Talk to your doctor about options that can make it easier, such as the nicotine patch. Or call 
1 800 O-Canada for a copy of On the Road to Quitting, Health Canada’s guide to quitting smoking. 
In On the Road to Quitting, you’ll find a list of the toll-free quit lines which are available in the provinces
and territories to support you as you quit smoking. 

For more information about second-hand smoke and quitting smoking, check out Health Canada’s
website: www.GoSmokefree.ca.
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DON'T LET YOUR CHILDREN BE A TARGET.
MAKE YOUR HOME AND CAR SMOKE-FREE.

www.GoSmokefree.ca


