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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

’ W) Check for updates ‘

Hookah: a cultural risk factor for the COVID-19 outbreak in Iran

Dear Editor,

The COVID-19 was first identified in December 2019 in
Wuhan, China. The World Health Organization (WHO) declared
the coronavirus as a major global public health concern following
its rapid spread worldwide (Sohrabi et al., 2020). The arrival of
new coronavirus in Iran was officially announced on February 19,
2020, in the city of Qom. Based on the official statistics of the
Iranian Ministry of Health and Education, this disease was spread
to all 31 provinces of the country in an interval of 15 days. By
December 5, 2020 (17:15 GMT), it infected 1,028,986 people and
killed 4.9% of them (Education, 2020).

Following the outbreak of COVID-19 in Iran, government
restrictions were imposed to limit traffic and social distancing,
temporarily closure of high-risk businesses, and encouraging
people to follow personal hygiene guidelines was recommended
by the Ministry of Health and Medical Education (MOHME,
2020). In addition, general recommendations for boosting
immune system by avoiding risk factors such as tobacco use
were given by the WHO to alleviate its effects. During the
National No-Tobacco week in Iran, the role of cigarette use in
aggravating the symptoms of the COVID-19 patients was recog-
nized. The hookah is one of the devices for tobacco use that is
often shared among people. The WHO considered hookah
smoking as a risk factor for increasing the spread of the
COVID-19 that could elevate the severity of the disease
(Mirsoleymani, 2020; Shekhar & Hannah-Shmouni, 2020).

The use of hookahs has also become an epidemic in devel-
oping countries and is constantly increasing. Teahouses and
coffee shops are among places where hookahs are legally
offered to the customers, and as a result, these places play
a major role in spreading of COVID-19. Despite the restric-
tions that were imposed for close of teahouses and coffee shops,
due to the cultural use of hookahs in some private gatherings of
friends and families, the issue is still a challenge. The use of
hookahs stems from the tradition and culture of the Iranian
people and has been accepted as a social behavior in the society
(Afrasiabi & Amirmohammadi, 2018; Meysamie et al., 2010).
In 2004, a study showed that 58.9% of Iranian adolescents had
reportedly experienced smoking a hookah at least one time

(Shihadeh et al., 2004).
A common health problem related to the use of hookahs is

their sharing (Kassem et al., 2019). Viral infectious diseases
such as influenza, hepatitis A and C, tuberculosis, and herpes
can be transmitted when hookahs’ hoses are shared among
their users (Jordan & Delnevo, 2010; Patel et al., 2019; World
Health Organization, 2020). Recently, the role of hookah use
on the worsening of new corona viruses’ symptoms has been
confirmed. In a meta-analysis study, it was found that the
chance of having severe COVID-19 symptoms in hookah
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users is about 2.2 times that of those that had never smoked
(Guo, 2020). Shared use of hookahs by different people
increases the chance of a new coronavirus outbreak, as
opposed to the usually unshared use of cigarettes. The
WHO has considered tobacco as the cause of decreased
immunity, and late diagnosis of the symptoms of the
COVID-19 is because of their similarities to common clinical
symptoms of smokers (WHO, 2020). Because of this risk of
the transmission of the virus through the use of hookahs,
several countries have already imposed restrictions on its
use in public places, and the cities of Cairo in Egypt and
Abu Dhabi and Dubai in the United Arab Emirates have
banned its use. Also, in Iran, teahouses, restaurants, and
coffee shops were temporarily closed. However, with the
reopening of these places on June 26, 2020, some restrictions
were lifted, and an increase in hookah use in public places
was observed that could be a possible reason for the rising
rate of COVID-19 patients in adolescents and young people
in July 2020.

It seems that according to implicit evidence, efforts to create
a culture and to increase public awareness about the role of
hookah use in the spread of the disease, as well as cross-
sectional research to confirm it, should be considered by the
government. Also, more serious measures should be taken to
prevent the supply of hookahs in public places. It seems that
the emergence of the COVID-19 and the greater awareness of
people about health issues have been able to provide good
grounds for us to show the effectiveness of quitting tobacco
to different segments of the society, and we can take good
advantage of this opportunity.

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank all those people who have helped in the writing of
this study.

Authors’ contributions

All authors contributed equally.

Disclosure statement

The authors have no conflicts of interest to report.

References

Afrasiabi, H., & Amirmohammadi, Z.-A. (2018). Qualitative investigation
of smoking hookah among youth of Jiroft city. Strategic Research on
Social Problems in Iran University of Isfahan, 7(1), 65-80. http://ssoss.
ui.ac.ir/article_22674_47a7bc56e6016645e6baf068910730fd.pdf


http://ssoss.ui.ac.ir/article_22674_47a7bc56e6016645e6baf068910730fd.pdf
http://ssoss.ui.ac.ir/article_22674_47a7bc56e6016645e6baf068910730fd.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14659891.2021.1941350&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-06-16

2 LETTER

Education, I. M. O. H. A. M. (2020). COVID-19 daily epidemiology
journal. http://corona.behdasht.gov.ir/

Guo, F. R. (2020). Active smoking is associated with severity of corona-
virus disease 2019 (COVID-19): An update of a meta-analysis. Tobacco
Induced Diseases, 18(May), 37. https://doi.org/10.18332/tid/121915

Jordan, H. M., & Delnevo, C. D. (2010). Emerging tobacco products:
Hookah use among New Jersey youth. Preventive Medicine, 51(5),
394-396. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2010.08.016

Kassem, N. O., Jackson, S. R, Kassem, N. O., Liles, S., Posis, A. I. B., &
Hovell, M. F. (2019). College student beliefs and behavior regarding
sharing when smoking hookahs. American Journal of Health Behavior,
43(1), 133-144. https://doi.org/10.5993/AJHB.43.1.11

Meysamie, A., Ghaletaki, R., Haghazali, M., Asgari, F., Rashidi, A,
Khalilzadeh, O., Esteghamati, A., & Abbasi, M. (2010). Pattern of tobacco
use among the Iranian adult population: Results of the national Survey of
Risk Factors of Non-Communicable Diseases (SuRFNCD-2007).
Tobacco Control, 19(2), 125-128. https://doi.org/10.1136/tc.2009.030759

Mirsoleymani, S. (2020). Risk factors for severe coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) among Iranian patients: Who was more vulnerable? Lancet
Infectious Diseases. Advance online publication. Retrieved from https://
ssrn.com/abstract=3566216 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3566216

MOHME. (2020). Social distance and general environmental and occupa-
tional health requirements in hospitals, health care centers.

Patel, M. P., Khangoora, V. S., & Marik, P. E. (2019). A review of the
pulmonary and health impacts of hookah use. Annals of the American
Thoracic Society, 16(10), 1215-1219. https://doi.org/10.1513/
AnnalsATS.201902-129CME

Shekhar, S., & Hannah-Shmouni, F. (2020). Hookah smoking and
COVID-19: Call for action. CMAJ, 192(17), E462-E462. https://doi.
org/10.1503/cmaj.75332

Shihadeh, A., Azar, S., Antonios, C., & Haddad, A. (2004). Towards
a topographical model of narghile water-pipe café smoking: A pilot
study in a high socioeconomic status neighborhood of Beirut, Lebanon.
Pharmacology Biochemistry and Behavior, 79(1), 75-82. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.pbb.2004.06.005

Sohrabi, C., Alsafi, Z., O’Neill, N., Khan, M., Kerwan, A., Al-Jabir, A,,
Tosifidis, C., & Agha, R. (2020). World Health Organization declares
global emergency: A review of the 2019 novel coronavirus
(COVID-19). International Journal of Surgery, 76, 71-76. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ij51.2020.02.034

WHO. (2020). Tobacco free initiative: Tobacco and waterpipe use increases
the risk of suffering from COVID-19. WHO Regional Office for the
Eastern Mediterranean. Retrieved March 31, 2020, from www.emro.
who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-
increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html

World Health Organization. (2020). Tobacco and waterpipe use increases
the risk of suffering from COVID-19. http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/
know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-
of-covid-19-infection.htm

Hamid Safarpour
Non-Communicable Diseases Research Center, Ilam
University of Medical Sciences, Ilam, Iran

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6442-6081

Zohreh Ghomian

Department of Health in Disasters and Emergencies,
School of Public Health and Safety, Shahid Beheshti
University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran

@ Iran zghomian@sbmu.ac.ir

Athena Rafieepour

Department of Occupational Health, School of Public
Health and Safety, Shahid Beheshti University of Medical
Sciences, Tehran, Iran


http://corona.behdasht.gov.ir/
https://doi.org/10.18332/tid/121915
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2010.08.016
https://doi.org/10.5993/AJHB.43.1.11
https://doi.org/10.1136/tc.2009.030759
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3566216
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3566216
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3566216
https://doi.org/10.1513/AnnalsATS.201902-129CME
https://doi.org/10.1513/AnnalsATS.201902-129CME
https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.75332
https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.75332
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pbb.2004.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pbb.2004.06.005
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html

	Acknowledgments
	Authors’ contributions
	Disclosure statement
	References

