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What is a hookah?
A hookah is a water pipe used to smoke tobacco. Burning charcoal is placed on tobacco in a bowl at 
the top of the hookah. The smoke from the burning tobacco travels through a tube and into a water 
chamber. After going through the water, the smoker inhales the smoke through a mouthpiece on the 
hose. The tobacco used comes in different flavors. Hookah pipes vary in size and shape. 

Is hookah smoking safe?
Hookah tobacco contains nicotine. This is the same addictive drug found in cigarettes. Even 
though the water seems to cool the smoke, hookah smoking is not safer than smoking cigarettes. 
In fact, users inhale the smoke deeper into their lungs and hold the smoke there longer. So they 
are exposed to the nicotine and dangerous chemicals in the smoke longer. Hookah smoking may 
be more dangerous than cigarettes because groups of people often smoke for an hour or more at 
hookah bars or cafes. They pass the mouthpiece of the hookah from person to person. Sharing a 
hookah could expose users to communicable diseases. In an hour-long hookah smoking session, a 
person could take 200 puffs or more. Smoking a cigarette involves 20 puffs.
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Hose
The smoker draws smoke 
through the mouthpiece at the 
end of the hose. As a smoker 
inhales, the pressure in the 
water chamber changes pulling 
more air through the tobacco 
and charcoal.

Water Chamber
The smoke from tobacco 
passes through the water, 
gaining moisture and lowering 
the temperature. The smoke 
bubbles up to the top of the 
water and into the hose.

Bowl
A bowl holds tobacco and 
charcoal which is burned during 
smoking.

Hollow Tube
The smoke from the burning 
tobacco goes through the tube 
and into a water chamber.
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Hookah tobacco and smoke contain many toxic chemicals that come from burning the charcoal, 
tobacco, and flavorings. Hookah smoking has the same or more health risks as smoking cigarettes.

• Heart disease
• Stroke
• Lung diseases
• Many types of cancers

Lung, throat, stomach, bladder, and oral cancer
• Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD)

Including emphysema (a breakdown of lung tissue)
• Increased risk of bronchitis and pneumonia
• Voice changes
• Loss of bone density

May lead to broken bones
• Diseased teeth and gums

May cause teeth to fall out or need to be removed
 
These diseases may occur later in life, but there are also problems for teen hookah smokers.

• Carbon monoxide poisoning
Symptoms include headache, nausea, lethargy, fainting, and may require emergency medical help

• Stale smoke smell on clothes and hair
• Harms parts of the brain that control:

Learning, attention, impulses and moods
• Increased risk of addiction

Due to the developing teen brain
• Reduced athletic performance 

Due to rapid heartbeat, decreased circulation, and difficulty breathing 
• Greater risk of injury
• Slower healing time for injuries 

Due to the body’s reduced ability to heal
• Increased risk of illness from sharing a hookah mouthpiece

Illnesses such as, colds, flu, bronchitis, pneumonia, cold sores (herpes), tuberculosis, hepatitis

Would you choose to put these chemicals in your body?
Hookah smoke also contains other chemicals that can harm the body when they are breathed into 
the lungs. 
• Benzene (found in gasoline and car exhaust)
• Nitrosamines (cancer causing agents formed during the growing, curing, fermenting, and aging of 

tobacco)
• Formaldehyde (used to preserve dead bodies)
• Arsenic (rat poison) 
• Chromium (found in stainless steel)
• Carbon monoxide (found in car exhaust)
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Is it safe to smoke a non-tobacco product in a hookah? 
Sweetened and flavored products are advertised as being safe to smoke in a hookah. But it’s not 
true. The flavored product and the smoke from the charcoal contain carbon monoxide and other 
toxic agents. 

What about hookah pens?
Hookah pens are basically another type of e-cigarette. Advertisers claim they contain no tobacco, 
nicotine, or tar. Since these claims have not been studied, no one really knows if it’s true. Even if it 
is true, hookah pens still contain flavorings that might be harmful when heated. Using a hookah pen 
may also lead to smoking cigarettes.

Is it safe for a person to go to a hookah bar if  they don’t smoke?
Secondhand smoke from hookah smoking is just as dangerous as secondhand smoke from 
cigarettes. The air in a hookah bar contains smoke from the tobacco and charcoal and significant 
amounts of toxic chemicals, including very high levels of carbon monoxide. Nonsmokers who inhale 
secondhand smoke can have health problems in the future and as a teen.

Thirdhand smoke is the residue that is left after a person is no longer smoking. It lands on clothing, 
furniture, carpet, and other surfaces. It reenters the air 
when it is disturbed. Nonsmokers who inhale, ingest or 
touch the residue can have health problems. Children 
are particularly vulnerable because they put many 
things in their mouths.

Most teens DO NOT use hookahs.

Source: Monitoring the Future,                     
www.monitoringthefuture.org


