
Approximately 46.6 million adults smoke cigarettes. Smoking and exposure to cigarette smoke is the leading 
cause of premature, preventable death in the United States, causing more than 440,000 premature deaths 
each year. Quitting smoking reduces the health risks caused by exposure to tobacco smoke.

Why is Tobacco Addictive?
Nicotine is the drug that is primarily responsible for tobacco addiction. 
Nicotine occurs naturally in the tobacco plant and, when smoked, 
enters the lungs and is absorbed quickly into the bloodstream and 
travels to the brain in a matter of seconds. The addiction to tobacco 
products caused by nicotine is similar to the addiction produced by 
using drugs such as heroin and cocaine.

Quitting smoking is difficult and may require multiple attempts. Users 
often relapse because of stress, weight gain, and withdrawal symptoms, 
including irritability, anxiety, difficulty concentrating, and increased 
appetite. 

Health Problems Caused by Tobacco
•	 Smoking is a leading cause of cancer and death from cancer. It 

causes cancers of the lung, esophagus, larynx, mouth, throat, 
kidney, bladder, pancreas, stomach, and cervix, as well as acute 
myeloid leukemia.

•	 Smoking also causes heart disease, stroke, aortic aneurysm  
(a balloon-like bulge in an artery in the chest), chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD; chronic 
bronchitis and emphysema), asthma, hip fractures, and cataracts. Smokers are also at higher risk of 
developing pneumonia and other airway infections.

•	 A pregnant smoker is at higher risk of having her baby born too early and with an abnormally low birth 
weight, as well as increased risk of infant death from Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS). Men who 
smoke are at greater risk of erectile dysfunction.

Benefits of Quitting Smoking
Immediate:

•	 Return of normal heart rate and blood pressure, which are elevated due to smoking
•	 Decrease in the level of carbon monoxide in the blood (carbon monoxide reduces the blood’s ability to carry 

oxygen)
•	 Improved circulation, less phlegm production, and less coughing or wheezing
•	 Substantial improvements in lung function within a few months of quitting
•	 Improved sense of smell and taste

Long Term:

•	 Reduced risk of cancer and other diseases, such as heart disease and COPD
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•	 Regardless of age, people who quit smoking are less likely than those who continue to smoke to die from 
smoking-related illness:
– Quitting at age 30: Reduced chance of premature death due to smoking-related diseases by more than 

90 percent

– Quitting at age 50: Reduced risk of premature death by 50 percent compared with those who continue 
to smoke

– Quitting at age 60: Even people who quit at about age 60 or older live longer than those who continue to 
smoke

Tobacco Cessation

How to Quit
The following evidence-based cessation treatments are proven 
effective for smokers who want help to quit:

•	 Brief clinical interventions (i.e., when a doctor takes 10 
minutes or less to deliver advice and assistance about quitting)

•	 Counseling (e.g., individual, group, or telephone counseling 
and quit lines; online smoking cessation programs)

•	 Behavioral cessation therapies (e.g., training in problem 
solving)

•	 Treatments with more person-to-person contact and intensity 
(e.g., more time with counselors)

Cessation medications have also been found to be effective for treating tobacco dependence. Some of these 
medications include:

•	 Nicotine replacement products
•	 Over-the-counter (e.g., nicotine patch, gum, spray, lozenge)
•	 Prescription (e.g., nicotine inhaler, nasal spray)
•	 Prescription non-nicotine medications, such as bupropion SR (Zyban®) and varenicline tartrate 

(Chantix®)

For More Information on Quitting
•	 CDC’s Smoking & Tobacco Use Web site: CDC’s one-stop shop for information about tobacco and 

smoking cessation (http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/)
•	 BeTobaccoFree.gov is the Department of Health and Human Services’ comprehensive Web site providing 

one-stop access to tobacco-related information from across its agencies. This consolidated resource 
includes general information on tobacco as well as federal and state laws and policies, health statistics, and 
evidence-based methods on how to quit (http://betobaccofree.hhs.gov/)

•	 Smokefree.gov provides free, accurate, evidence-based information and professional assistance to help 
support the immediate and long-term needs of people trying to quit smoking (smokefree.gov)

•	 Quit Tobacco: Make Everyone Proud is a Department of Defense-sponsored Web site for military 
personnel and their families (http://www.ucanquit2.org/)

•	 NCI Smoking Quitline at 1–877–44U–QUIT (1–877–448–7848) offers individualized counseling, printed 
information, and referrals to other sources


