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WHY DO PEOPLE SMOKE AND WHY IS IT HARD TO QUIT?


· Smoking is a complex combination of behaviours driven by social and psychological factors as well as pharmacological addiction to nicotine.

· It is an easily learnt behaviour and children very quickly learn how to inhale as well as get addicted.

· Cigarettes are deliberately designed to give you a fast nicotine hit.  It takes just 10 seconds for the drug to reach your brain from inhaled cigarette smoke.  Nicotine causes addiction in much the same way as heroin or cocaine.  It is just as addictive as these ‘harder’ drugs.   Deprivation of nicotine from the tobacco causes withdrawal, reminding the smoker that they want and need a cigarette.

· Smoking is a habit but the psychosocial effects would be diminished if they were not reinforced and maintained by the nicotine in the tobacco and its rapid effects. (see section on addiction for evidence of nicotine addiction, nicotine levels and use of NRT)

· Nicotine is a stimulant that increases your heart rate and affects many different parts of your brain and body.  Smokers get a high because nicotine triggers the release of dopamine in the brain – a chemical linked to feeling pleasure.

· This means that smokers start to make a mental link between the act of smoking and feeling good.  Because of this, smokers can also become addicted to abstract things like the taste of cigarettes or the feeling of smoking, as well as the nicotine itself.

· Very few smokers are able to be occasional smokers.  Only about 5% are able to smoke low levels of tobacco and have periods of non-smoking without any problems. (RCP 2000:118).

· We should not forget that tobacco is a legal product, is readily accessible and is avidly marketed – from displays in shops, brand stretching on other products, to the positive images of smoking portrayed in the media.

· In some social groups smoking is an acceptable activity and in others it is not.  For some groups ostracising smokers may add to the pleasure of taking part in an anti-establishment and rebellious behaviour.

· Many people claim that smoking helps them to cope with stress; however nicotine is a stimulant and won’t help you to relax. Smokers may think that a cigarette makes them feel better because when they aren’t smoking they suffer from nicotine withdrawal.

· Other reasons for smoking may include: as a support when things go wrong, to start conversations and meet new people, make themselves look more confident and in control, help them to keep their weight down, when they need a moment to themselves, when they are feeling bored or lonely, smoking with others as a shared activity.

· Half of all smokers die from smoking-related diseases.  The tobacco industry needs new customers to replace the 114,000 people who are killed by smoking in the UK each year.  Cigarette manufactures make sure that they know exactly why people smoke and they cleverly market products to attract new customers.

· Many smokers (70%) want to quit and each year 30% will make a quit attempt but only 2-3% will succeed.

· Motivation to quit is essential.  Because the psycho social rewards of smoking are important and may have been reinforced for many years in the smoker it is important to not only treat the addiction, but to help smokers identify the functions smoking performs and support them to develop alternative behaviour patterns and cognitive approaches. (behavioural support)
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