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BACKGROUND
• Hookah smoking is a centuries-old form of 

tobacco use also known as waterpipe, narghile, 
shisha, goza, and hubble-bubble.1

• The exact origin of hookah smoking is unclear, 
but the practice has historical roots in the Middle 
East, North Africa, and India.1-4

• To smoke hookah, typically a form of moist 
tobacco is placed in the head of the hookah and 
covered with perforated aluminum foil, with 
charcoal placed on top of the foil to provide a 
heat source. Hookah users inhale through a 
mouthpiece, drawing air over the charcoal and 
through the body to heat the tobacco and create 
tobacco smoke. This smoke is pulled down 
the body of the hookah into the bowl, which is 
filled with water. The smoke passes through the 
water and is inhaled by users via the hose and 
mouthpiece.5

• Hookah is often smoked in group settings and 
at commercial establishments such as hookah 
bars.6-8 

• Hookah is available in a variety of fruit and candy 
flavors.3,4,8 

• In May 2016, the United States Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) finalized a rule that brings 
hookah products under its regulatory authority 
and extends many of the provisions under the 
Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control 
Act to hookah.9 

hookah

A national study found 
that young adults  
who perceived hookah 
to be less harmful  
than cigarettes at 
baseline were more  
likely to use hookah in 
a six-month period.
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PATTERNS OF USE IN THE U.S.

Youth
• From 2011 to 2015, significant 

increases were observed for past 
30-day hookah use. The prevalence 
more than doubled for middle school 
students and largely high school 
students from 2011 to 2014.10  
(Figure 1)

• According to the National Youth 
Tobacco Survey (NYTS), the prevalence 
of past 30-day hookah use was 7.2% 
among all high school students 
and 2.0% among all middle school 
students in 2015.10

• Among youth, hookah use is higher 
among Hispanic high school and 
middle school students.10 (Figure 2)

• In past 30-day hookah users in 2014, 
the prevalence of past 30-day flavored 
hookah tobacco was 63.8% among all 
high school students and 44.3% among 
all middle school students.14 

Young Adults & Adults
• Adult hookah use is higher among younger adults. 

• Respondents in the 2012-2013 National Adult 
Tobacco Survey (NATS) reported that “every 
day” or “someday” use of hookah was 0.5% 
in adults overall, but 2.5% in 18-24 year olds 
and 0.5% in 25-44 year olds.15

• From 2012-2013, those who reported hookah 
use “every day,” “someday,” or “rarely” was 
3.9% in adults, with the highest prevalence 
in 18-24 year olds (18.2%) and 3.9% in 25-44 
year olds.15 
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Figure 1. Past 30-Day Prevalence of Youth Hookah Use Among 
Middle and High School Students, NYTS 2011-201510-13
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Figure 2. Past 30-Day Prevalence of Youth Hookah Use Among Middle  
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HEALTH & SAFETY

• A typical 1-hour long hookah smoking session 
can result in inhalation of the amount of 
smoke produced by 100 or more cigarettes.5 

• Hookah smoke exposes users to many 
of the same toxicants found in cigarette 
smoke.16,17  Hookah use is associated with 
significant nicotine and toxicant exposure 
including carbon monoxide, tobacco-specific 
nitrosamines, and polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons.18-21 As a result of this exposure, 
hookah users may be at risk for many of the same diseases as cigarette smokers.22-25  

• Youth use of nicotine in any form is unsafe. Nicotine use during adolescence can disrupt the 
formation of brain circuits that control attention, learning, and susceptibility to addiction.26,27

• While research on the health effects of hookah use is limited, it indicates that hookah users 
may have a greater risk of lung cancer and respiratory illness,22-25 periodontal disease,22 and 
coronary artery disease relative to non-hookah users.28  

• Using hookah while pregnant may increase the risk of low birthweight.22 

• Current research shows that non-users are exposed to secondhand hookah smoke29,30 and that 
high levels of particulate matter are present in hookah cafes, or indoor smoking venues.31,32

1 HOUR 100 CIGARETTES

=

LUNG CANCER & 
RESPIRATORY ILLNESS

PERIDONTAL DISEASECORONARY 
ARTERY DISEASE

HOOKAH USERS FACE
GREATER RISKS OF



pg 4Truth Initiative – hookah

PERCEPTIONS OF HOOKAH IN THE U.S.

Awareness
• In 2012, more than half (51.3%) of high school students and more than a quarter (28.1%) of 

middle school students were aware of hookah.33

Harm Perceptions 
• Individuals largely perceive hookah as less harmful than cigarettes34 and in U.S. college 

and graduate students, perceptions of hookah as less harmful and less addictive relative to 
cigarettes are positively associated with past year and past 30-day use of hookah.35-37 Young 
adults who report using hookah more frequently are also more likely to indicate that hookah is 
less harmful than cigarettes.38

• A national study found that young adults who perceived hookah to be less harmful than 
cigarettes at baseline were more likely to use hookah in a six-month period.39 

• Respondents from a nationally representative sample of young adults 18-34 were more likely 
to rate hookah (24.5%) as being less risky compared to noncombustible snus (10%) and other 
smokeless tobacco products (7.1%) relative to cigarettes.40

MARKETING IN THE U.S.

• Currently the marketing of hookah is largely limited to specialized stores and the Internet.4,41

• Some hookah venues offer a variety of Mediterranean and American food and even alcohol, 
whereas others may attract customers through belly dancers, poker nights, musical 
performances, or free Wi-Fi access.42

• Websites advertising for hookah cafes use text, images, or audio stimuli to promote hookah 
smoking as a safe, fun, relaxing, and “tasty” way to socialize with friends.43

• Many hookah companies offer multiple flavors in their product lineup, which may entice hookah 
use among young people.42

* actual hookah promotions found online
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POLICY IN THE U.S.

Youth Access
• A federal minimum age of 18 for hookah sales.9 Some research shows repeated failures of age 

verification at cafes or on websites in the United States, which may entice minors to hookah 
cafes, making this provision all the more important.42  

• Retailers must verify age by photographic identification.9 The FSPTCA required FDA to issue 
regulations to establish age verification requirements for the internet and other non-face-to-face 
purchases of tobacco products. However, FDA has yet to promulgate such regulations.44

• Prohibits free samples of hookah and prohibits vending machine sales of hookah.9

Flavored Hookah Tobacco  
• Currently there are no federal laws or regulations 

restricting the manufacture of flavored hookah products.  

• Several localities, including Providence, RI; New York, NY; 
Chicago, IL; Minneapolis and St. Paul, MN; and Boston, MA 
have instituted some form of ban on the sale of flavored 
tobacco, which includes hookah tobacco.

Warning Labels  
• FDA’s final deeming regulation required the following warning to be included on all tobacco 

products: 

• WARNING: This product contains nicotine. Nicotine is an addictive chemical.

• This is the only warning label currently required on hookah products.

Taxes 
• Hookah tobacco is considered to be pipe tobacco for tax purposes.45  

• The Children’s Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act (CHIPRA) of 2009 increased the 
federal excise taxes on pipe tobacco from $1.10 per pound to $2.83 per pound.46

• At the state level, hookah would be taxed in the “other tobacco product” (OTP) category. The tax 
rate in the sates for this category ranges from $0 (PA does not currently have an OTP tax) to 95% 
of the Wholesale price in WA.47
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where we stand: hookah

Truth Initiative’s mission is to achieve a culture where all youth and young adults reject 
tobacco. Consistent with Truth Initiative’s vision of a future where tobacco is a thing of the 
past, we support the following policies with regard to hookah:

• Given their well-documented appeal to youth, all flavors (including menthol) 
should be eliminated from hookah and related products. 

• The marketing of hookah products should be restricted so that it does not target or 
appeal to youth. 

• Sales of hookah products and entry to hookah bars and similar establishments 
should be limited to those 21 and older.

• Internet and other non-face-to-face sales of hookah products should be prohibited. 

• Hookah use should be covered by smoke-free laws and requirements with no 
exceptions for “hookah bars”. 

• Hookah products should carry appropriate health warning labels.  

• We support taxation proportional to the harms of each type of tobacco product 
(e.g., cigarette, hookah) to discourage use of the most harmful products. As a highly 
harmful combustible tobacco product, hookah should be taxed at a significantly 
higher rate than less harmful tobacco products.
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HOOKAH
Hookah is increasingly popular with youth. From 2011 to 2015, the prevalence of recent 
hookah use among high school and middle school students rose by more than 50%. 

In 2015, 7.2% of high school students and 2.0% of 
middle school students said they smoked hookah 
in the last 30 days. 

Flavors are driving hookah use. 63.8% of current 
hookah smokers in high school and 44.3% of 
current hookah smokers in middle school said 
they smoked flavored hookah.

Young adults are misinformed about the risks. 24.5% of young 
adults 18-34 years old say hookah is less risky than cigarettes.

The misperceptions of hookah as less harmful and less 
addictive relative to cigarettes are positively associated with 
smoking hookah among U.S. college and graduate students.

A typical 1-hour long hookah smoking session 
can result in inhalation of the amount of smoke 
produced by 100 or more cigarettes. 

BUT HOOKAH IS DEADLY

1hr 100+=
• MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep, 2016
• Health Educ Behav, 2015
• World Health Organization, 2005

2011: 2015:APPROX. 800,000 YOUTH USERS 1.26 MILLION YOUTH USERS 

24.5%

Flavored hookah is appealing to young people

MIDDLE 
SCHOOL

MIDDLE 
SCHOOL

HIGH 
SCHOOL

HIGH 
SCHOOL

44.3%2.0% 63.8%7.2%

SMOKED 
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