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Secondhand Smoke Exposure Decreases by Nearly Half Over Past Decade;
Smallest Decreases Seen in Young Children

Fewer people were exposed to secondhand smoke (SHS) during the period from 1999 to 2004 than a 
decade earlier, according to a recent report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
Less than half (46%) of U.S. nonsmokers had a detectable serum cotinine level (a biological 
indicator of SHS exposure) during 1999-2004, compared to 84% in 1988-1994. The majority of this 
decrease stemmed from the change in SHS exposure among nonsmokers ages 20 and older (from 
84% to 42%).  Young children ages 4 to 11 had the smallest decreases in SHS exposure over the 
period (from 85% to 61%). According to the authors, these findings “underscore the need to continue 
surveillance of SHS exposure and to focus on strategies to reduce children’s SHS exposure” (p. 745), 
such as reducing parental smoking in the home.
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NOTES:  Data are from the 1988-1994 and the 1999-2004 National Health and Nutrition Examination Surveys 
(NHANES). The sample size for nonsmokers in the 1988-1994 survey was 17,261 (ages 4 to 11 n=3,926; ages 
12 to 19 n=2,508; ages 20 and older n=10,827). The sample size for nonsmokers in the 1999-2004 survey was 
17,931 (ages 4 to 11 n=3,395; ages 12 to 19 n=5,127; ages 20 and older n=9,409).


