
            thirdhandsmoke.org            Thirdhand_Smoke_Resources                    @thsresources 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  

How can I protect my child from thirdhand smoke? 
 

Thirdhand smoke is the chemical residue from tobacco smoke. It is also called 
“tobacco smoke residue” or “stale tobacco smoke.” The chemicals in thirdhand 
smoke are toxic to humans, especially children. It can linger for years in dust and 
on household surfaces. It can also become embedded in carpets, furniture, 
clothes, and building materials. It is difficult and expensive to remove. 
 

Babies and young children are at the greatest risk of exposure to thirdhand 
smoke. Here are some simple steps you can take to minimize exposure in your 
home and car: 

 In the home:  

Make sure all your child’s indoor environments are 100% smokefree.  

• That means no smoking cigarettes, pipes, cigars, electronic cigarettes, or 
marijuana at any time inside your home or anywhere else your child 
spends time. This includes homes of friends and family, hotels, 
restaurants and entertainment venues, and playgrounds.  

• Remember that smoke can drift into your home, so don’t allow anyone to 
 smoke outside near doors, windows, or ventilation systems. 
 

• When renting an apartment or buying a new home, ask questions about 
tobacco, e-cigarette, and marijuana use by previous residents. Include 
what you learn in your overall decision process. 
 

• Before buying something used, such as furniture or clothing, ask about 
tobacco, e-cigarette, and marijuana use by previous owners. If you can’t 
find out, factor that into your decision to purchase. 
 

Make sure adults who spend time with your child are 100% smokefree, 
especially childcare workers. 

• When people smoke, thirdhand smoke residue sticks to their clothes, 
hands, face, body, and hair. 
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• Ask anyone who smokes to wash their hands, shower, and change into clean 
clothes before coming in contact with your child. 

 
It can be very difficult to remove thirdhand smoke from indoor environments, 
especially if the smoking took place for a long period of time. Depending on 
the size of the reservoir of pollutants, complete renovation may be required. If 
you cannot avoid your child spending time in a home that may contain 
thirdhand smoke, there are a few steps you can take to reduce your child’s 
exposure. 
 
Tips for reducing your child’s exposure if you believe that an indoor 
environment is polluted with thirdhand smoke. 
 

• People who smoke can carry tobacco residue into your home on their skin, 
hair, and clothes, even if they always smoke outside. Encourage them to 
shower and change into clean clothes when coming inside after smoking. 
 

• If you have items that came from a smoker’s home, especially clothes, toys, 
rugs, or blankets, thoroughly wash them or consider discarding them. 
 

• You may be able to reduce thirdhand smoke in your home by (1) opening 
windows to air out rooms each week, (2) regularly wiping surfaces with a 
diluted white vinegar solution, (3) frequent dusting, and (4) weekly 
vacuuming 
with a HEPA filter. 
 

• Regularly washing your child’s blankets, bedding, and toys. 
 

In the car: 
 
Make sure your child travels in 100% smokefree cars. 
 

• Don’t allow any smoking in your car at any time, and don’t let your child ride 
with anyone who does allow smoking in their car. 
 

• If you are buying a used car, be sure to ask about smoking by previous 
owners. Thirdhand smoke is nearly impossible to remove from automobiles. 

 
Unfortunately, it is virtually impossible to remove thirdhand smoke once it has 
become embedded in a car. Even aggressive cleaning will not rid the car of 
toxic chemicals. Young children are particularly at risk of exposure. If you 
cannot avoid your child riding in a car that may contain thirdhand smoke, there 
are a few steps you can take to reduce your child’s exposure. 
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Tips for reducing your child’s exposure if you believe that a car is 
polluted with toxic thirdhand smoke: 
 

• When your child is in a car polluted with thirdhand smoke, turn on the air- 
conditioning using the “outside air mode.” Make sure you do not simply 
recirculate the air in your car; this is sometimes the default setting in a car. 
By bringing outside air into the car using air-conditioning, you will reduce the 
concentration of thirdhand smoke pollutants in the air of the car. 
 

• Do not leave the car seat in the car. Put your child’s car seat in the car only 
when your child will be using it. The less time the car seat is in the car, the 
less time it will be exposed to toxic thirdhand smoke. 
 

• Before you put the car seat in the car, put a clean towel under the car seat. 
The towel will act as a physical barrier between the car’s upholstery, which 
contains thirdhand smoke pollutants, and the clean car seat. 
 

• When you are finished using the car seat, remove it and the towel. Wipe the 
car seat with a solution of diluted vinegar and water and throw the towel into 
the laundry. 
 

• As much as possible, limit the amount of time your child is in the car. 
 

• Because children can absorb thirdhand smoke through their skin, it is a good 
idea to wash your child’s hands and face when the car ride is completed. 

 
The best way to protect your child from thirdhand smoke exposure in a car is 
to (1) never ride in cars that have been smoked in, (2) never let anyone smoke 
in your car, and (3) always ask for a non-smoking rental car—if you smell 
tobacco odor in the rental car, ask for another. 
 
 
Updated: September 2022 
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