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Introduction

Voluntary household bans on tobacco and nicotine use are important for preventing the uptake of tobacco and
nicotine products and reducing exposure to harmful secondhand smoke and aerosol. In this perspective article,
we argue that the adoption of such bans is embedded in gendered household power dynamics. In contrast to the
dominant focus of research and interventions on individual household members, we emphasize that more effec-
tive household-level interventions should account for gendered power relations, household authority structures,
and the inclusion of smoking partners.
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The Role of Voluntary Household Bans in Tobacco

and Nicotine Use Prevention

One of the key tasks to reduce the prevalence of tobacco and nicotine use is the prevention of uptake (Ledo et al.,
2018). Risk factors for uptake include genetic, socio-demographic (e.g., educational attainment, gender, socio-
economic status, place of residence), psychological (e.g., expectations, self-efficacy, novelty-seeking, sensation-
seeking, unrealistic optimism, neuroticism), and social (e.g., social norms, perception of smoking, access to to-
bacco products) factors (National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion (US) Office on
Smoking and Health, 2012). As the majority of people who smoke start smoking daily before the age of 25 years,
prevention is typically focused on adolescents and young adults (National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention
and Health Promotion (US) Office on Smoking and Health, 2012).

Voluntary household bans on tobacco and nicotine use are among the social norms and rules that influence the
uptake of these products. As such, they offer an opportunity for early intervention in prevention. Home smoking
restrictions reduce the probability of adolescent uptake (Emory et al., 2010; Wu & Chaffee, 2020). Prohibiting
all forms of tobacco and nicotine use (smoking, e-cigarette use, etc.) at home also decreases the probability of
initiating their use and is a more effective means of prevention than parental advice (Wu & Chaffee, 2020). A
household ban on e-cigarette use has also been found to be associated with lower probability of e-cigarette use
among adults (Azagba et al., 2020). Similarly, in a matched analysis of a nationally representative US youth co-
hort, household vaping bans were associated with lower odds of adolescent e-cigarette use (Staff et al., 2024). A
complete household ban on tobacco and nicotine use is not only a tool for early prevention but also for reducing
exposure to secondhand smoke and secondhand aerosol (Amalia et al., 2023; Henderson et al., 2023). In addi-
tion, a household ban on tobacco use also supports cessation efforts and prevents relapse (Hyland et al., 2009).
However, the adoption of houschold bans is not without challenges, particularly in disadvantaged communities
(Brys et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2012) and with regard to the growing use of new and emerging tobacco and
nicotine products (O’Connor et al., 2022).

Barriers to Voluntary Household Bans

In Europe and the USA, the prevalence of voluntary, indoor household smoking bans is increasing (Gallus et al.,
2016; Helgertz et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2012); in 12 European countries, 70% of respondents aged 15 years or
older reported a smoke-free home in 2017-2018 (Tigova et al., 2025). National-level tobacco control policies are
positively associated with the prevalence of voluntary, household smoking bans in European countries (Ferketich
etal., 2014). However, within societies, disadvantaged households (e.g., those with lower levels of education, single
parents, members of racialized ethnic minorities, financial difficulties, or smokers) are typically late adopters of
smoking bans (Gallus et al., 2016; Pandey et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2012).

The rise of new and emerging tobacco products, such as e-cigarettes and heated tobacco products, poses a
challenge to voluntary in-home bans of tobacco and nicotine use. Extensive tobacco industry interference (e.g.,
lobbying against regulations, the use of misleading or distorted messages, and efforts to undermine public health
policies) further weakens tobacco control, including smoke- and acrosol-free policies (Matthes et al., 2023; Pénzes
et al., 2024; Ralston et al., 2023). Even though aerosol from e-cigarettes and heated tobacco products is harmful
(Lin et al., 2022; Perez Cornago et al., 2026), public perceptions regarding their relative harms compared with
cigarettes remain inconsistent and have shifted substantially over time (Jackson et al., 2024), which may contrib-
ute to ambiguity in household smoking and vaping bans.

Interventions for Promoting Voluntary Household Bans on Tobacco Use

Despite the importance of creating smoke- and aerosol-free home environments, interventions promoting them
often fail. A Cochrane review of family interventions to reduce children’s exposure to environmental tobacco
smoke found that only a minority of studies (26 out of 78) reported beneficial effects (Behbod et al., 2018).
However, the factors that contribute to the effectiveness of such interventions have not been clearly identified
(Behbod et al., 2018). In 2019, an intervention using personalized air quality feedback was developed to promote
smoke-free homes to improve health outcomes in disadvantaged households (O’Donnell, Dobson, et al., 2019).
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This intervention involves face-to-face sessions in which healthcare professionals guide parents using motivational
strategies, non-judgmental language, and air quality monitoring and feedback (O’Donnell, Dobson, et al., 2019).
Low-cost, minimal intervention programs (involving brief counseling, phone calls, and educational materials)
have also been developed for disadvantaged groups and appear to be effective (Kegler et al., 2015). While existing
interventions are promising, further research is necessary to understand the key components that contribute to
the successful adoption of voluntary household bans.

Household Power Dynamics

Addressing tobacco use in the home calls for a shift in perspective from the individual to the family system.
Except in single-adult households, decisions to introduce bans are not made by a single person; rather, they
emerge through negotiation among household members who differ in their health behaviors, health beliefs,
and decision-making power. A thematic synthesis of 18 qualitative studies accordingly identified social influ-
ence as one of the core themes shaping whether households establish and maintain smoke-free homes (Passey
et al., 2016). In the Cochrane review by Behbod et al. (2018), 24 of the 78 studies targeted mothers only,
and three invited partners to participate on an optional basis, whereas the remaining 51 did not explicitly
report the involvement of other household members. Despite their importance, clean air interventions often
overlook smoking male partners (O’Donnell, Angus, et al., 2019; O’Donnell et al., 2022). We also argue that
a key element of success might be the consideration of household power dynamics. Although comprehensive
theories of household-level health behavior that account for the complex interactions, dynamics, and collective
decision-making processes within households are currently lacking, we can draw upon theories from family
psychology (family systems theory; Goldenberg et al., 2017), cultural anthropology (family as a cross-cultural
phenomenon, committed housechold members, and cultural norms), community psychiatry and nursing (com-
munity settings and empowerment), and family sociology (family roles, authority structure, and gendered
power dynamics) (Bonacich et al., 1985; Kwai-Choi Lee & Collins, 2000; Pandey et al., 2017). Household
health rules result from a dynamic process shaped by household composition, gendered power imbalances (Brys
etal., 2025; Pandey et al., 2017), and cultural norms that legitimize these imbalances as fair (Deb et al., 2024).
A recent qualitative study of women in Germany similarly concluded that maintaining a smoke-free home is
embedded in social relations, gender roles, and structural constraints (Barrera et al., 2026). Houschold-level
decision-making typically depends on each member’s bargaining power and on the coalitions that members
form with one another (Bonacich et al., 1985; Kwai-Choi Lee & Collins, 2000). In Chinese extended families,
mothers used non-smoking relatives as mediators to reduce senior men’s smoking in the home (Mao, 2015).
Women typically initiate household smoking rules (Berg et al., 2015; Kegler et al., 2007), but they often lack
the authority to enforce them when the primary authority figure in the household smokes (Villarreal et al.,
2026). However, fathers can be motivated to create smoke-free homes when they recognize their role in protect-
ing their children’s health, and they may benefit from tailored, family-centered interventions and the cultural
reinforcement of positive fatherhood norms (O’Donnell, Angus, et al., 2019; O’Donnell et al., 2022). Open
marital conflict over such rules appears to be rare. In a qualitative study of 102 rural US households, Kegler et
al. (2007) found that the vast majority of families reported no disagreement about household smoking restric-
tions and that resistance, where it occurred, took the form of complaints, negotiation, or continued smok-
ing in the home. In Shanghai, husbands similarly responded to such requests by ignoring them (Berg et al.,
2015). These findings suggest that latent, gendered asymmetries in decision-making power, rather than mani-
fest marital conflict, may be the operative mechanism in the adoption of household bans. Children also shape
these negotiations: they may actively complain about secondhand smoke, and health problems among children
frequently trigger the adoption of restrictions (Kegler et al., 2007). In addition, when a community-based ap-
proach is deemed appropriate in the given cultural milieu, interventions should consider including influential,
high-power male figures from the wider community, such as community leaders and facilitators, in order to
increase the prevalence of smoke- and aerosol-free households (Nichter et al., 2015). Recent evidence from a
systematic review of interventions involving non-smoking household members suggests that home-based in-
terventions show promise (Nawawi et al., 2025), although intervention effectiveness remains heterogeneous.
However, the role of household decision-making processes, gendered power relations, and smoking household
members in intervention effectiveness remains unexplored.
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Conclusion

Voluntary household bans on tobacco and nicotine use constitute a valid component of tobacco prevention, and
we posit that the path to developing more effective interventions is likely to depend on a better understanding of
gendered household power dynamics. Future research should investigate how gendered intra-household bargain-
ing processes, gendered decision-making power, and sociocultural norms shape the adoption of bans. Studies
should also examine how household authority structures, children’s influence, and the inclusion of smoking male
partners influence uptake. Findings of these studies could guide the development of the houschold-level, multi-
actor interventions proposed here. Such voluntary, household-level interventions may also complement recently
proposed legislative approaches that frame the protection of children from secondhand tobacco smoke in the
home as a children’s right to clean air (Semple et al., 2026).
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