
What is Particulate Matter? 

Particulate matter is a mixture of very small particles and liquid droplets. This means particulate matter can be 

made of nearly anything and comes from lots of different sources.  

Where does it come from? 

Particulates come in many different shapes, sizes and materials. Dust, smog, soot and dirt are all different forms 

of particulate matter and come from a variety of sources. For example, cooking on a gas stove, smoking 

cigarettes and burning diesel fuel all produce some form of particulate matter. Some forms of particulates occur 

naturally in the environment, while others are made by humans. Most human sources of particulate come from 

the burning of materials (like fuel or wood). Common sources of particulate matter include:  

 Seasonal pollen 

 Cars 

 Diesel trucks 

 Buses 

 Airplanes 

 Dust storms 

 Incinerators 

 Cooking 

 Lawn mowers and snow blowers 

 Factory smoke stacks 

 Smoking cigarettes 

 Forest fire smoke 

How big is particulate matter? Size means a lot for particulate matter. Only the 

largest particulates, such as dust, can be seen 

with the human eye. Smaller particulates, 

however, can only be seen with a microscope.  

Particulate matter is measured in 

micrometers, a unit of measurement that  is 

one one millionth (1/1,000,000) the length 

of a meter. A meter is about three feet in 

length, so imagine something that is a 

millionth the size of a yard stick. As the 

picture above shows, there are two 

different size categories of particulate: 2.5 

micrometers and 10 micrometers. To give 

you an idea of exactly how small these 

particles are, PM 2.5 is thirty times smaller 

than the width of a single human hair.  



The smaller particles are lighter and they stay in the air longer and travel farther. PM10 (big) particles 

can stay in the air for minutes or hours while PM2.5 (small) particles can stay in the air for days or 

weeks. And travel? PM10 particles can travel as little as a hundred yards or as much as 30 miles. PM2.5 

particles go even farther; many hundreds of miles. 

Why Particles Matter  

When you inhale, you breathe in air along with any particles 

that are in the air. The air and the particles travel into your 

respiratory system (your lungs and airway). Along the way the 

particles can stick to the sides of the airway or travel deeper 

into the lungs and even into the blood stream effecting the 

cardiovascular system (your heart, blood, and blood vessels).   

 

Size Matters! 

 Larger than PM10 - caught in nose and throat 

 PM10 - inhaled into lungs 

 PM2.5 and smaller - Travel deep into lungs - can pass 
through the lungs into the bloodstream - Because the 
PM2.5 travels deeper into the lungs AND because the 
PM2.5 is made up things that are more toxic (like 
heavy metals and cancer causing organic 
compounds), PM2.5 can have worse health effects 
than the bigger PM10. 

 

Particle pollution interferes with the lungs' ability to do their job: breathe.   

 Causes coughing, wheezing, shortness of breath  

 Aggravates and causes asthma 

 Causes lung damage (including decreased lung function and lifelong respiratory disease)  

 Causes cardiovascular harm (e.g. heart attacks, strokes, heart disease, congestive heart failure) 

 Likely to cause respiratory harm (e.g. worsened asthma, worsened COPD, inflammation) May cause 
cancer  

 May cause reproductive and developmental harm 
 

Who is at Risk 

People at the greatest risk from particle pollution exposure include those with lung disease such as asthma and 

chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), which includes chronic bronchitis and emphysema; people with 

sensitive airways, where exposure to particle pollution can cause wheezing, coughing and respiratory irritation; 

the elderly; people with heart disease; and children. New research points to ever-larger groups at higher risk, 

including diabetics, and most recently, women over 50. 


