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Stopping smoking 

 

Smoking is both a habit and an addiction. The methods for stopping smoking 

are the same as for breaking any other habit; and the key to stopping is 

motivation. If you really want to stop, you can. Most people who are 

diagnosed as having lung cancer stop smoking immediately, however much 

they smoked before. Feeling highly motivated helps them to.  It is a great pity 

that they did not feel so highly motivated earlier. 

The key facts about smoking 

Why stop smoking? 

The reasons for stopping smoking, in two words, are health and wealth. Some 

benefits of stopping smoking are given in Table 1: 

 

Table 1: Some benefits of stopping smoking 

A longer life 

Improved physical fitness 

More energy 

Lower stress levels 

Better sex 

Younger looking skin 

Better appearance (no nicotine stains) 

Smell better to others 

Whiter teeth 

Food tastes better 

Home healthier for your loved-ones 

More money 
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The connection between smoking and serious ill health is stronger than for 

any other environmental cause of disease, and it is not lung cancer which is 

the biggest killer. If you smoke 20 or more cigarettes a day, you are five times 

more likely to suffer a stroke than if you do not smoke, and three times more 

likely to have a heart attack. The major diseases which are strongly 

associated with smoking are listed in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Major health problems caused by smoking 

Stroke 

Heart attack 

Severe chronic bronchitis 

Poor circulation leading to leg amputation 

Lung cancer 

Stomach cancer 

Cervical cancer 

Miscarriages 

Low birth weight babies 

Secondary effects of smoking on your children: increase in chest problems—

for example, asthma, pneumonia, bronchitis—and increase in infant mortality. 

 

It is never too late to stop smoking: the health benefits of stopping are 

significant even if you have been smoking for many decades. 

Are there disadvantages to stopping smoking? 

Not really, except for the unpleasantness just after stopping. Some people, 

especially those with chronic bronchitis, find that immediately after stopping 

smoking their chest feels “tighter,” and they conclude that the smoking is good 

for their chest because it helps them cough up the phlegm. This is a very 
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dangerous and a false conclusion. It is the smoking that has caused, and is 

causing the chest problem, and continuing smoking will make this gradually 

but steadily worse. Immediately after stopping smoking, there may be a short-

lived change in the way in which secretions are cleared from the chest; but 

the important fact is that your chest will get better if you stop smoking and 

worse if you continue to smoke. 

Stop smoking without putting on weight 

Many people put on weight as they stop smoking. There are several reasons 

for the weight gain: smoking increases metabolism so that calories are burnt 

off more quickly; smoking decreases appetite; the increase in taste sensation 

on stopping smoking may lead to an increase in the amount eaten – it tastes 

better so you eat more; the habit of putting a cigarette in the mouth may be 

replaced by putting food in the mouth; and nicotine craving on first stopping 

smoking may be mistaken for hunger. 

The following steps can help to prevent weight gain. 

1. Increase exercise, for example walk for an extra 20 minutes a day. 

2. Keep healthy low calorie snacks to hand, such as vegetable sticks, to 

eat when you get hunger pangs, and keep more fattening snacks out of 

sight. 

3. Take a break of around 20 minutes after the main course – to give time 

for the main course to decrease your sense of hunger. 

4. Diet cautiously. 

5. Discuss stop smoking treatments with your doctor. 

How to stop smoking 

Applying the eight steps to stopping smoking 

Step 1. Decide to change. Motivation is the key. The most important step is 

to be quite clear that you do want to stop, and about why. The six questions 
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listed in the book section [Chapter 33 Breaking habits and overcoming 

addictions: Step 1 Decide to change] and the list of benefits and harms of 

smoking (Tables 1 and 2 above) may help to clarify your reasons and 

strengthen your motivation. It helps to write down these advantages and keep 

the list at hand. 

 

Step 2. Use awarness training. Assess your smoking, study your habit. As 

with breaking any habit, it is most helpful to have a clear idea of exactly what 

you are doing. A “smoking diary” will show you not only how much you smoke, 

but in what circumstances, when, and with whom. This is invaluable 

information when planning to make it as easy as possible for you to stop. 

 

Assess also why you smoke. Table 3 lists the seven major reasons why 

people smoke. What are your reasons? You may think of one which is not on 

the list. If you understand which reasons are important for you—and there 

may be more than one reason for your smoking—you will be better able to 

plan how to stop. 

 

Seven Major Reasons Why People Smoke 

It helps you to relax. 

Handling cigarettes feels good. 

You like the taste. 

It gives you confidence, particularly in company. 

You think it helps you to concentrate, and gives you energy. 

You just automatically light one up. 

You are addicted, and feel ill if you don’t have a cigarette. 
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Step 3. Plan your strategy. Decide the time and time course for stopping 

smoking. There are times in life when the motivation to stop can be 

particularly strong so you may want to capitalise on these. Examples of such 

times are: becoming pregnant; becoming a grandparent (so as not to risk the 

health of the grandchild); becoming ill; going into hospital. You can also create 

opportunities. It is easier to quit smoking if this is part of a broader goal of 

increasing fitness which includes increasing exercise, such as taking up a 

sport or an exercise programme. New Year is a good time to make a 

resolution although it will be important to plan carefully for periods of 

decreased motivation [see Chapter 33: Breaking habits and overcoming 

addictions; Chapter 10: Goals and how to use them]. Some people are 

helped by the Stoptober Challenge (see: 

http://www.nhs.uk/smokefree/stoptober/coming_soon). You can sign up to this 

and receive a free starter pack to help you give up smoking for the 28 days of 

October. If you stop smoking for 28 days you are five times more likely to stop 

smoking for good than if you simply have a strong desire to stop. 

 

Do you prefer to gradually cut down on smoking or to stop completely all at 

once? On which precise day will you stop or start to stop? If you choose to 

stop over several days the best plan is to smoke fewer cigarettes each day. 

For example, if you currently smoke 20 cigarettes a day, plan to decrease 

each day by four, so that on the fifth day you have stopped smoking. One of 

the easiest ways of doing that might be to have the first cigarette of the day 

later and later. 

 

Is there anyone who may help you to stop? How are you going to reward 

yourself for your success? If you know other people who also want to give up 

smoking, it can be helpful to everyone to form a group to help each other quit. 

Plan together, and use the group to report on progress. Some groups plan 

http://www.nhs.uk/smokefree/stoptober/coming_soon
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treats as a way of marking successes, and they may also use “punishments” 

or demand a “forfeit” for continued smoking. Each member of one successful 

group put a “deposit” into a kitty. If someone smoked, the deposit (or a portion 

of the deposit) would be paid to that person’s least favorite charity (a hated 

political party, for example). 

 

You may find it helpful to start a “ciggy bank”. When you stop smoking, you 

will have more money. It is easy for this money to be “hidden” in your day-to-

day living expenses. In order to see just how much you are saving, put the 

money you would have spent on cigarettes into a “ciggy bank.” You can then 

use this money for something special. 

 

Freshening yourself up can help sustain motivation. Ask your dentist to clean 

all the stains off your teeth, and air your clothes and your house. Throw away 

all ashtrays. You will soon dislike the stale smell of smoke and this dislike will 

help you to keep off cigarettes. Taking up exercise will also help because you 

will feel and enjoy the fitness which smoking otherwise takes away. 

 

Plan how you are going to be assertive in refusing cigarettes. You will be 

offered cigarettes, particularly by those who know you as a smoker and do not 

know that you have given up. Simply say: “No thanks, I don’t smoke.” If they 

say that you did smoke, reply: “I did smoke, but now I don’t.” Practice saying 

these phrases until they feel right. There is no need for further explanation 

(see Chapter 17: Assertiveness). 

 

Some people are helped to stop smoking through hypnosis. This can be 

particuarly useful for people who have a strong motivation to give up smoking 

but who keep failing to do so. If you do seek the help of hypnosis make sure 

that you see a qualified and registered hypnotherapist. Some doctors are 
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trained hypnotherapists. Your doctor may be able to advise on finding a 

therapist local to you. In the UK a suitably qualified hypnotherapist can be 

found through the British Society of Clinical and Academic Hypnotherapists 

(http://www.bscah.com). 

 

Step 4. Get rid of the cues or use them as early warning systems . The 

awareness training and smoking diary will tell you what the cues are to 

smoking. One major cue for most people is having cigarettes to hand, so a 

simple strategy is to make sure that there are no cigarettes around. Your 

smoking diary will show which places are particularly dangerous for you, for 

example, you may tend to smoke when in the car. In that case it is wise to 

take special care not to have cigarettes available there, and to establish a 

substitute behavioural routine (see step 5) such as chewing gum or listening 

to music. Or you may tend to smoke after meals, especially if you also have 

coffee, in which case consider leaving out the coffee as well and occupying 

yourself in some other way at this time for example by clearing the table and 

washing the dishes, or playing a game on your phone. The craving for the 

cigarette will pass once you are out of the situation which normally prompts 

you to smoke, and once you are well past the time at which you habitually lit 

up. Meat tends to make cigarettes more satisfying whereas cheese, fruit and 

vegetables make cigarettes taste unpleasant, so changes in diet or the time in 

a meal when you eat these foods may make stopping smoking easier. 

Similarly different drinks affect the pleasure from smoking. You might 

experiment before starting to quit smoking, to see which drinks encourage 

and which discourage you from smoking. In general it is easier to resist a 

smoke after drinking water or juices than after coffee, tea or fizzy drinks. 

 

Step 5: Replace the habit with a new routine. In devising one or more 

behavioural routines to replace smoking, it is helpful to think about the 

http://www.bscah.com/
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reasons why you smoke and about the physical act of smoking. The most 

effective routines will relate to the reasons and the act. For example, if you 

like the feel of the cigarette in your mouth then what else could you put in your 

mouth? A pencil when at work? Sticks of carrot when cooking or waiting for a 

meal? lf you smoke to help relax, look for less harmful ways of relaxing. If you 

smoke to boost confidence you may find it helpful to look at Chapter 5 

Building self-esteem and self-confidence and Chapter 17 Assertiveness. If 

smoking makes you less anxious,  Chapter 23 Getting the better of worry may 

be helpful. 

 

Step 6.  Give yourself the same reward. In step 2 you used awareness 

training to find out, amongst other things, what reward you obtained from 

smoking – what reasons you had for smoking. Does smoking relax you, or 

make you feel confident, or give you something to do with your hands? Are 

there ways to give yourself the same reward(s)? Can you add a small routine 

at the end of a meal to help relax you – sipping a non-alcoholic drink, or ten 

minutes listening to music; a short walk or a Sudoku puzzle.? You may need 

to be imaginative in thinking up way of giving yourself a reward with the same 

benefit without being a cue for a cigarette. 

 

Step 7: Persist and keep track of progress. Motivation will wane from time 

to time, and situations will arise – a particularly stressful meeting, for example 

– that make it particularly hard to resist a smoke. To keep the momentum 

going, enlist support from friends and family. Other people can help, and if 

they do not know that you have given up smoking they may offer you 

cigarettes and thus tempt you. So let key people know that you no longer 

smoke and discuss ways in which they can help you.  
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Some of the risky situations can be foreseen and steps can be taken to 

reduce the risk of smoking. For example making sure that you will not have 

easy access to cigarettes, or involving someone else, someone who will be at 

the stressful meeting for example, to help you not to smoke. To maintain 

motivation keep the list of reasons for stopping smoking to hand, and continue 

to keep the habit record so that you know, when you are about to light up, that 

you will be recording that lapse. Allowing yourself an extra reward for resisting 

a cigarette in a particularly testing situation, and reminding yourself of that at 

the crucial time, will help, as will thinking about any ‘punishment’ that you 

have planned for lapses. 

 

When you feel a great desire to smoke. The feeling of craving will pass 

shortly. So when it comes over you, remind yourself that it will pass. Take a 

few slow deep breaths; do something to distract yourself; and take a drink of 

water to occupy both you and your mouth. 

 

Step 8: Managing lapses. A lapse is a setback but not a total relapse. You 

are not back to square one. It is not uncommon for people who have quit 

smoking to have needed several tries first – to have had several lapses. If you 

have reduced smoking once, you can do so again. Use the lapse to learn 

more about what triggers smoking and go back through the steps in the light 

of this further knowledge. Frequent lapses may indicate that addiction to 

cigarettes – to the nicotine – is strong. The fact of addiction does not mean 

that you can’t quit smoking in the same way as you can break any habit, but it 

can make it more difficult and it may be helpful to take further steps to deal 

with the addiction.. 
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If addiction is a problem 

If you have smoked heavily for a long time you are likely to be addicted. The 

addiction will show in cravings for a cigarette, and in some withdrawal 

symptoms on occasions when you have not had a cigarette for several hours. 

If, on the other hand, you regularly go 12 hours without a cigarette, then you 

are unlikely to have a significant physical addiction. The following box lists 

typical withdrawal symptoms which indicate addiction. 

 

Common symptoms of withdrawal from smoking cigarettes: 

Becoming irritable and snappy 

Gasping for a drag 

Feeling jittery and clammy 

Feeling dizzy 

Tingling feeling 

Headache 

Feeling nauseated 

 

These withdrawal symptoms are worst in the early days when you have just 

stopped and may last a few weeks if you have been a very heavy smoker. 

Although they can be unpleasant, they are not dangerous or overwhelming. 

You have a lot to gain if you can persist and beat the habit, and this is the 

hardest time. 

Nicotine chewing gum, or nicotine skin patches 

You can separate the problems of physical addiction from the difficulties in 

breaking the habit by stopping smoking cigarettes but replacing the nicotine, 

which is the drug in cigarettes to which we can become addicted. If you 

replace the nicotine then you will not experience the withdrawal problems and 
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so you will not have to deal with these while coping with the difficulties of 

breaking the habit. The three main ways of taking nicotine without smoking 

cigarettes are: with patches, which stick on your skin and from which the 

nicotine is slowly absorbed; by chewing nicotine gum; or with the use of e-

cigarettes (vaping). The latter are relatively new so the longer-term effects of 

their use are unknown. As with nicotine patches and gum they may be used to 

prevent nicotine craving when stopping smoking, and once you have 

overcome the habit of using cigarettes you can wean yourself off the nicotine 

using lower and lower doses. Many people use e-cigarettes not to stop 

smoking but to replace smoking normal cigarettes with vaping. Since much of 

the harm from cigarette smoking is due to the smoke with its tars and other 

dangerous substances, it is probably better to smoke e-cigarettes than normal 

cigarettes. But if your aim is to stop smoking altogether and come off nicotine, 

then e-cigarettes may not be as useful as patches or gum.  

 

If you make use of one of these ways of taking nicotine do not smoke on the 

same day as you take nicotine. If you do, you may have a nicotine overdose 

which can give you severe stomach pains. 

 

Obtaining help 

It helps to get support. If you cannot form your own support group and are 

finding it hard to stop smoking on your own, contact your doctor and find out if 

your local hospital has a chest clinic which organizes support groups. There 

are several organisations that can help (see web-based resources for 

stopping smoking) 
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Web-based resources for stopping smoking 

The NHS 

http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/smoking/Pages/stopsmokingnewhome.aspx 

A valuable resource of ways to cut down on smoking, information about, for 

example, the use of e-cigarettes, and contact details of support organisations. 

 

ASH: Action on smoking and health 

http://ash.org.uk/files/documents/ASH_116.pdf 

This provides useful information on the benefits of stopping smoking, and 

various methods for stopping smoking. 

 

Cancer Research UK 

http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/smoking-

and-cancer/how-to-quit-smoking 

Good quality information on stopping smoking with useful videos and further 

resources. 

 

US sources of advice, information and further help include: 

National Cancer Institute 

http://smokefree.gov/ready-to-quit 

 

American Lung Association 

http://www.lung.org/stop-smoking/ 
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