
  

  

 
Particle pollution comes from a diverse mix of solid particles and liquid droplets 

suspended in the air which are harmful when inhaled.  
They include particles of various 
shapes and sizes1:  

• smoke and soot (e.g. aromatic 
hydrocarbons, elemental 
carbon) 

• soil and dust particles 
• biological materials (e.g. 

pollen, mold spores) 
• acid droplets (e.g. sulfuric & 

nitric acids) 
• chemicals (e.g. inorganic salts 

- ammonium sulfate, 
ammonium nitrate, sodium 
chloride; organic compounds) 

• metallic compounds 
 
Some of these pollutants are coarse and visible to the naked eye while others are so fine that 
they can be seen only under a microscope.2  

Particle pollution is generated by numerous anthropogenic sources. Primary particles are 
emitted directly from sources such as industrial and power plant smokestacks, fuel combusting 
vehicles and equipment, wood-burning stoves, construction activities, unpaved roads, 
prescribed burns, etc. Secondary particles (e.g. acid rain droplets) are produced through 
complicated chemical reactions in the atmosphere of emissions from power plants, mobile 
sources, consumer products, etc. Natural events like wildfires, drought, and desertification, 
made more intense and frequent by climate change, augment atmospheric particle pollution. 
Both outdoor and indoor air contain particle pollutants.  

Exposure to particle pollution even at low levels can be deadly. Particles of all sizes are 
harmful to health when inhaled. In recent large studies, scientists found that older adults faced a 
higher risk of dying from long-term exposure to low level particle pollution.3,4 Particles penetrate 
deep into the lungs and even into the bloodstream, leading to:  
• eye, throat, and airway irritation5 • increased risk of heart attacks and strokes6 
• breathing trouble from lung damage7 • increased mortality of elderly8 
• asthma attacks9  • increased fetal and infant mortality10,11  
• lung cancer12  • increased hospital admissions and emergency 

room visits for: cardiovascular disease (e.g. heart 
attack, stroke13,14), respiratory issues (e.g. chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD)),15 asthma 
in children16,17 

• cognitive decline such as dementia18  
• adverse pregnancy and birth 

outcomes, such as preterm birth, low 
birth weight19 
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Someone in every family is especially vulnerable to harm from particle pollution, 
including:  
• Children and teens • Elderly people 
• People with low incomes • People living with chronic lung disease such as asthma, 

COPD, heart disease, high blood pressure, coronary artery 
disease, congestive heart failure, lung cancer, diabetes, and 
obesity.20 

• People of color 
• Current and former 

smokers  

We must clean up the emission sources of particle pollution and address climate change. 
Demand-side voluntary efforts Supply-side policy efforts 
• Walk, ride-share, or use public 

transportation, whenever possible 
• Support stringent NAAQS21 for particulate 

matter, nitrogen dioxide & sulfur dioxide 
• Limit the use of electricity and natural gas 
• If you can, choose non-combustion 

electricity like wind or solar 
• If purchasing a vehicle, consider electric 
 

• Support policies requiring non-combustion 
sources for electricity generation  

• Support regulations to reduce emissions 
from power plants and vehicles 

• Support transition to zero emission electric 
transportation 

Reducing particle pollution protects public health and saves lives. 

To learn more about levels of particle pollution in your community and steps you can take to 
protect yourself, visit the American Lung Association’s “State of the Air” report at 
Lung.org/SOTA. 

  

http://www.stateoftheair.org/health-risks
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