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Does the smoothness of waterpipe smoke mean it is safer than cigarette smoke? While hookah smoke is less 
irritating to the throat, it still contains tar, carbon monoxide, and nicotine. The smoothness of hookah smoke may 
actually encourage deeper inhalation and thus greater exposure to these elements. The World Health Organization 
estimates that hookah users may inhale as much smoke during one hookah session as a cigarette smoker would 
inhale consuming 100 or more cigarettes.

Does the water in a hookah filter out harmful ingredients? The water filters out only a small amount of the 
carbon monoxide, nicotine, tar, and heavy metals found in hookah smoke. For example, less than 5% of nicotine is 
filtered out into the water. This nominal reduction of nicotine may be offset by a tendency to compensate by 
inhaling more deeply or more often to get the desired amount of nicotine.

Is hookah smoking safer than cigarette smoking because the tobacco is not burned? While the tobacco in a 
hookah is heated rather than burned, it still produces smoke. In addition, hookah tobacco is often lit using 
charcoal, which itself releases high levels of carbon monoxide. The levels of carbon monoxide (CO) produced and 
absorbed by hookah smoking, which may be as high or higher than that of cigarettes, vary depending on hookah 
size (higher CO in smaller hookahs), the type of hose on the hookah (higher CO with a plastic hose), the type of 
charcoal, and the type of tobacco. 

My hookah tobacco says it has no tar. Does this mean it is safer to smoke than other tobacco? Tobacco itself 
does not contain tar—tar is created when tobacco burns. While several studies have found that tobacco smoked 
through a hookah produces more tar than tobacco smoked in a cigarette, it has been suggested that it is the 
quality—not the quantity—of tar produced that is of concern. Since the tobacco smoked through a hookah is 
heated rather than burned, it reaches much lower temperatures than in a cigarette. The temperature at which tar is 
produced from burning tobacco may be related to how hazardous and carcinogenic it is, thus the type of tar 
produced by hookah smoke may be less carcinogenic than that produced by cigarette smoke. 

Is hookah smoking safer than cigarette smoking because the nicotine content is lower? Since the nicotine 
content of both cigarettes and hookah tobacco varies greatly, it is hard to determine which product has higher 
nicotine. However, a meta-analysis of studies of hookah smokers found that a person who smokes hookah daily 
absorbs as much nicotine as someone who smokes 10 cigarettes per day, while an occasional hookah smoker 
(once during a four-day period) absorbs as much nicotine as smoking two cigarettes per day.

Can I become addicted to smoking a hookah? Hookah smoking has potentially the same risks of dependence as 
any other way of using tobacco. However, the risks may be decreased slightly because of the intermittent, 
recreational nature of hookah use. The limited research on hookah dependence suggests that a transition from 
social to individual use, sharing less frequently, and a change of behavior to accommodate hookah use may be 
signs of possible dependence.

Is smoking non-tobacco, herbal maassel harmful? While herbal maassel does not contain nicotine, it still 
produces tar and CO when burned.
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