Protecting children from second-hand tobacco smoke in the home: the need for a new approach
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Recent decades have seen enormous global success in tackling the harms from breathing second-hand tobacco smoke (SHS). Ireland led the way in introducing national-level smoke-free enclosed public spaces to protect non-smokers from the harms of SHS, and many countries followed suit [1]. Today, 2.1 billion people across 74 countries benefit from comprehensive smoke-free policies in indoor public places, workplaces, and on public transport [2]. In the UK, for example, the proportion of non-smoking adults who have measurable levels of nicotine in their saliva has fallen from nearly 90% in 1998 to less than 20% in 2016 [3]. Using the same method of assessment, the proportion of children exposed to SHS has reduced by a smaller magnitude, from 86% in 1998 to 35% by 2018 [4]. This commentary makes the case that this gap demonstrates the need for a new approach to protecting children from SHS.
Globally, SHS causes over 1 million premature deaths each year and an estimated 11 million life-years lost per year, of which 61% are lost to children [5]. In children, SHS exposure is associated with low birth weight, impaired lung growth, increased respiratory infections, exacerbations of asthma and glue ear. SHS exposure causes nearly 36,000 disability-adjusted life years to be lost among children in the European Union each year [6]. Children exposed to SHS in the home are more likely to become adult smokers [7] and, as adults, may suffer the health disadvantages associated with active smoking: two-thirds of active smokers die as a result of smoking related illness [8].
The World Health Organisation (WHO) Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) Article 8, through the WHO MPOWER approach, requires that the 183 ratifying countries implement measures to protect people from exposure to tobacco smoke in public places, indoor workplaces, and public transportation. There is no requirement however to tackle SHS exposure in the home setting.
Smoke-free policies protect the people who frequent work and leisure settings, primarily adults. While such policies are associated with increased adoption of voluntary smoke-free home rules [9], the absence of guidance within FCTC Article 8 about the need to protect non-smokers from SHS in the home environment is stark. The home setting is where most children who breathe SHS receive their exposure. 
This absence of guidance within the FCTC Article 8 on home settings is despite the evidence that concentrations of SHS in homes are likely to be much higher than in most public spaces due to small room volumes and poor levels of ventilation [10]. When high concentrations and long periods of exposure are considered, the exposure that children experience in the home is often higher when compared to adults [11]. Providing complete protection from SHS in the home setting has been overlooked by the tobacco control and medical communities generally with the conclusion that it is ‘too difficult’ to tackle such ‘private space’ despite the public appetite and acceptance of legislative measures to prohibit smoking in cars carrying children [12]. This hesitancy of using legislative powers to tackle SHS in the home is made explicit in the WHO Guidance for implementation of the FCTC Article 8 that states: “Public education campaigns should also target settings for which legislation may not be feasible or appropriate, such as private homes.”[13]
Measures to help encourage smoke-free homes exist [14-18]. These include changing knowledge, attitudes and perceptions using education, information and air quality feedback; and removing barriers and providing support to quit, ‘take it right outside’ or helping with temporary abstinence through nicotine replacement therapy. These personal or community level behavioural change approaches can play a role in tackling exposure to SHS in the home, but have much poorer reach and success[17] compared to the impact recorded in other micro-environments (pubs, workspaces, buses, trains etc.) where simple and comprehensive legislation prohibiting smoking protects non-smokers. 
There is support for the concept of legislative measures to protect non-smokers from the harms of SHS in their own home [19-20]. When the question of banning smoking in homes where children are present was asked in the UK Smoking Toolkit study in October 2023, 67.7% of the population supported this and only 18.3% opposed it [21]. 
Recent (2019) data in the UK [22] show that most smokers who live with children self-report that they do not smoke inside the home. By combining UK data on smoking prevalence and the data on the proportion of smokers who live with children produces an estimate that only 1.5% of the adult population smoke in homes where children also live. While this is undoubtedly good news, this small proportion still results in an estimate of upwards of 750,000 children in the UK living in a home where an adult smoker reports smoking inside the home. SHS exposure is likely to be much higher in other countries, data from a recent survey of 12 European countries [23] indicated that England had the highest proportion of smoke-free homes (84.5%), with many other countries having much lower rates: France 65%, Spain 58% and Greece 44%. In some countries in South-East Asia, smoking in the home is the norm: data from GATS indicate 58% of children in the Philippines [24] and a similar proportion of adolescents in Indonesia are exposed to SHS in their home [25]. In the 21 (mostly low and middle-income) countries where the Global Adult Tobacco Survey was conducted between 2009 and 2013 an estimated 48.7% (507.74 million) children were exposed to SHS in the home [24]. 
There is also substantial inequality in exposure to SHS with children living in poorer areas much more likely to suffer the harms of exposure to SHS at home in Europe [26] and globally [27]. By stopping smoking in homes, we can reduce one of the major causes of health inequalities. Tailored interventions that target socio-economically deprived populations such as rural community smoke-free village approaches in Indonesia [28] or air quality feedback for vulnerable young mothers in Scotland [29], provide opportunities to reduce SHS exposure inequality.
The right to breathe air free from tobacco-smoke has long been considered a basic human right [30]. The right to clean air is now enshrined by the UN Human Rights Council and applies equally to indoor and outdoor settings. Protecting children from exposure to SHS at home is a human rights issue that aligns with that right to a clean and healthy environment. Similarly, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child state that: every child has the right to the best possible health, that governments must provide a clean environment so that children can stay healthy (article 24); that the best interests of the child must be a top priority in all actions that affect children (article 3); and that governments must do all they can to ensure that children are protected from all forms of neglect and mistreatment by those who look after them. 
Over 15 years ago, Jarvie and Malone [31] examined the ethics of legislating against smoking at home to protect children, noting precedents like child abuse laws and car seat regulations. Such legislation would shift social norms, empowering those exposed to SHS and enabling discussions on smoking at home. It would also support health and social care professionals in addressing the issue with families. Even if enforcement is challenging, legislation would help denormalize smoking at home and protect children from SHS exposure. The WHO note that “the best legislation is one that enforces itself, by the public through mass awareness raising that empowers them to support the law and its implementation” [32]. There are precedents for tackling smoking in (semi-) private spaces. Legislation banning smoking in cars where children are present in the UK, Ireland, France, Italy and Greece, shows that impact can come through changing social norms rather than via an enforcement-based approach.
In addition to protecting non-smokers from SHS, creating smoke-free homes has been shown to actively help smokers quit smoking. Unsurprisingly, cessation success is higher for smokers in homes that make the shift to being smoke-free [33]. Legislating to prohibit smoking in the home where children are present should be viewed as part of the tobacco control endgame. Legislation to ban smoking at home must be paired with awareness, education, and support for smokers. Mass media campaigns help shift social norms, as seen in Scotland’s ‘Take it Right Outside’ initiative, backed by a national target to reduce children’s exposure to SHS at home. A phased approach - starting with education, support, and incentives - would encourage compliance and societal buy-in.
At the European level, the 2nd Joint Action on Tobacco Control, an EU funded initiative to support tobacco control policies, noted that public housing and multi-unit dwellings ‘are prime candidates for implementing smoking bans’ [34]. We think that it is much simpler to implement legislation that covers all housing and that the focus on stopping smoking in all dwellings where children are present would be well supported by the public. At a time when the UK has proposed bold, global-leading measures for a smoke-free generation by prohibiting those born after 1st January 2009 from ever being able to purchase tobacco [35], let us start to think seriously about providing air that is free from tobacco smoke for all children in their homes. 
We call on public health professionals and child rights advocates to build an initiative protecting children from the harm of exposure to SHS at home. We need:
1. To urge governments to legislate to protect children from exposure to SHS at home and set national targets to reduce exposure and inequalities.
2. To frame the public health debate as children’s right to clean air at home, emphasizing child welfare, human rights, and the environment while ensuring children's voices are heard.
3. To track public support for legislation protecting children from SHS within homes, at local, national and global levels using a standard question.
4. To ask the WHO FCTC Conference of the Parties to modify Article 8 guidance to encourage signatory countries to include private homes as one of the key environments where children require protection from SHS exposure.
5. To change the global social norm and make it unacceptable to smoke inside a home where children are present. 
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