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Read This First


You’re off to a great start! Whether you’re standing in a book-shop or relaxing on the sofa at home, simply by opening this book you have taken a huge stride towards giving up smoking forever.


The SmokeFree Formula is a stop-smoking guide with a difference: it tells the truth, and it will help you make the truth work for you.


If you’ve ever searched the Internet, you’ll know there’s a huge amount of information out there about how to stop smoking. Unfortunately, much of it is wrong. If you tried to follow all the advice, you’d be trying to do several entirely contradictory things at once. That’s because most of the advice out there is based on little more than one person’s opinion or failure to understand the research evidence. You need a reliable source, based, not on guesses, wild claims or wishful thinking, but on the best research by leading scientists. That is what this book is.


Everything you will read here is based on the best available scientific evidence. I have devoted my 30-year career to discovering what works when it comes to giving up smoking. I head up a team of researchers mainly funded by governments and charities with one aim in mind: finding better ways of helping smokers who want to stop. This book combines my own research with findings from other leading scientists to give you the most accurate and reliable information there is.


So this book comes with a pledge: when I claim something is a fact, it will be backed up by hard evidence. I’ll show you how to look directly at that evidence, if you want to. But there is still much that science cannot yet tell us. So, quite often I will give you my opinion. When I give you my opinion, I’ll tell you it’s just that. I will not dress it up as fact.


I want this book to be the best investment you ever make. I want you to be healthier, happier and have more money to spend on things that you can enjoy. I want to join you in your journey to a better life and be there to help you along the way. I can’t do it in person, but I can do the next best thing through The Smoke-Free Formula. I will be with you for as long as it takes – and however many attempts it takes – until you are free from smoking for good.


The secret to stopping smoking


Here is the truth: there is no single miracle cure, no magic bullet, no one guaranteed method of stopping smoking that works for everyone every time. But there is a secret, and sometimes the best-kept secrets are out there in plain view. The secret is this:


Keep trying and each time do things that give you the best chance of lasting success.


Do this and you will find the formula that works for you. With your commitment and my expert advice you will find your own personalised SmokeFree Formula, which will help you be rid of cigarettes forever.


The first part of the secret: keep trying


If you follow my advice, there’s a good chance that your next attempt at quitting could be the last time you ever have to try. But we both know there is a chance that you might have to do it again. In fact most smokers try quitting many times before they finally kick the habit for good. There are so many things that can go wrong and drive or trick you back to smoking: an argument with your partner, incessant cravings, feeling down, one too many drinks, being with other smokers, a moment of weakness …


There’s no need to be discouraged by the thought that you might have to stop more than once. If you have relapsed before, you’re in good company. I know how hard quitting can be, but I also know that so many people just like you have persevered and are now no more likely to smoke again than I am.


If you take only one thing from this book it should be this: you have to keep playing the game long enough for the odds to start working in your favour. You may become a non-smoker after one go, 10 goes or 20 goes. On the nineteenth attempt you may think you’ll never succeed, and then on the twentieth – bingo! So never give up giving up.


In fact there’s no real downside to having a go at giving up cigarettes. The worst that can happen is that you save some money, get yourself a bit healthier and learn something that will help you last even longer next time. The best that can happen is that you will change your life forever, live longer and become a happier, healthier person.


So please don’t go into a quit attempt thinking that you will have ‘failed’ if you don’t manage to stay off for good. That is such a common misconception, and it is so wrong. I really want you to think about it in a different way. You should feel good about every cigarette that you don’t smoke: and if you keep at it, you’ll break free from the hold that cigarettes have over you … permanently.


In this sense, you can think of stopping smoking as like looking for love: if you only ever went on one date, you wouldn’t expect to have met your soulmate. Some people do, of course, and good luck to them. But if the first person you met wasn’t right for you, you wouldn’t give up, would you? You’d look for someone else. Because you never know when the right person might come along.


Trying to quit is like that: the right moment could be just around the corner. Every time you try, you increase your chances of stopping for good. I can’t promise you love, but the rewards of quitting – a happier, healthier life – are also pretty good!


The second part of the secret: make every quit attempt count


If you leave everything to chance and just try to stop without using what literally billions of pounds and dollars of research has taught us, you may make it the first time or it could take a while. If you make use of the decades of scientific research compiled in this book, however, the evidence tells us you can expect to get there around four times faster.




Loading the dice


If you have played Monopoly or any other game involving rolling dice, you will have an understanding of the process of stopping smoking. Every time you try to stop it’s another roll of the dice.


With dice, your odds of success – let’s say in trying to get a ‘double’ – are no worse each time than they were before. And if you keep rolling, then sooner or later you are likely to get that double. That is what the research tells us about stopping smoking. It doesn’t matter how many times you have tried in the past, the odds of lasting success each time don’t go down, and the more you keep trying, the greater your chance of making it permanent.


But … with stopping smoking, you can actually load the dice in your favour. You can improve the odds to help you achieve lasting success sooner rather than later. Put the right weights on the bottom of the dice and that double will come up a lot faster. That is what this book will help you to do.





With the right knowledge you can make your own luck. So the second part of the secret to quitting is to use your own experience along with the science in The SmokeFree Formula to give yourself the best possible chance every time you try to quit.


How the SmokeFree Formula works


There is no one way of quitting that works for everyone. This book will give you the facts you need so that you can decide for yourself what are the best methods to try on each attempt.


Over the course of this book, I am going to tell you about all the ways we know that can help you stop smoking. Everything that can help you quit is what I call an ‘ingredient’. The ingredients do many different things and I will advise you on how to combine them in a personalised combination that will work for you. This is your Smoke-Free Formula.


What ingredients you choose to use is entirely up to you. My aim in this book is to give you all the information you need to help you to pick the best options for you. My motto is: I guide – you decide.


What will happen is this: Part One of the book will tell you why you really smoke – which is not the same as why you may think you smoke – and how you can tap into your reserves of motivation to get your quit attempt off to a flying start.


Then in Part Two I’ll tell you about all the things you can use to boost your chances of success – from nicotine products, prescription medicines and talking to a ‘stop-smoking advisor’ to websites, physical exercise, deep breathing and many more. I’ll then show you how you blend these ingredients together into your own personal formula to be free of smoking forever.


It’s worth reading up on all the ingredients you might want to use because just as important as picking the right ones is making sure you use them properly. Here’s an example.


Let’s say you have stopped smoking and you are using a nicotine product such as the gum or lozenge to help you. Now let’s say that you find that you are beginning to feel edgy and bad-tempered. Your friends are telling you to go back to smoking because you are becoming unbearable to live with.


You don’t have to be. Being bad-tempered is a classic symptom of nicotine withdrawal and should be completely eliminated if you are getting enough nicotine from your nicotine product. Yes, you read that right – one of the most notorious and frustrating side effects of giving up smoking is completely unnecessary and will go away if you use your nicotine products properly. And most people don’t. There are all kinds of perfectly understandable reasons why people fail to use enough of their nicotine products, but they are based on misconceptions that I can dispel. That’s just one example of why expert help can be so useful.


Obviously I can’t give up smoking for you – if I could, believe me, I would! Your mental approach is crucial. Just ‘trying not to smoke’ will not cut it. You need to make a commitment to quitting that involves a clear mental rule with definite boundaries. Normally this is quite simply: ‘I will not smoke another cigarette – ever’. But if that is too daunting, it could be – ‘I will not smoke for the next four weeks and see how it goes after that’. The crucial thing is that you set clear boundaries that you will not cross.


To stick to that rule you must make it part of yourself. You need to think about your self-identity as someone who may have smoked in the past, but will not smoke in the future. From now on, not smoking is part of who you are.


I’m not saying that you have to make the break immediately once you decide to stop. There may be things you have to do to prepare the ground – for example, you might decide to book an appointment with a professional stop-smoking advisor.


Once you are ready to go, I strongly recommend that you decide on a date within the next two weeks before you go off the idea.The research is pretty clear on this – if you set your quit date further ahead than a couple of weeks, you are much less likely to quit when the time comes.


If you are not quite ready, that is fine. As you go through this book you will learn more about what ingredients to put into your formula and at some point you will decide to take the step. Whatever your choice, once you have stopped, you have to be clear: right now, today, you will not take a single puff on a cigarette.


Are you ready to make that commitment? Here’s a question to help you tell:


If you could swallow a pill right now that would make you never want to smoke again as long as you live, would you take it?


If the answer is yes, I think you are ready to quit. When you reach that point, you will benefit from help to make the most of your commitment, and that’s what I’m going to give you. Think of using The SmokeFree Formula in three simple steps:
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My story


I was once where you are now. I used to be a smoker and so I know from both personal and professional experience that quitting can be hard – but you can get there. My story is fairly typical in some ways. What is interesting about it is not so much what happened but how things might have been so very different.


Before I started smoking I was, like most children, very anti-cigarettes. My mother was a nurse and would tell me about the tragic cases she used to see of people with throat cancer or lung cancer – and smoking just seemed totally mad.


Everyone at school knew who the smokers were. You could smell it when, after break or lunch, they would come into the classroom reeking of smoke. It’s funny when I think of it because it was against school rules and the smokers thought that the teachers didn’t know, but of course they did – they didn’t need to catch the children in the act of smoking, they just had to smell them in the classroom!


Anyway, when I was about 16 something happened. The people I liked were mostly smokers. I would go out to the local woods at breaktime and just hang around with them and chat while they smoked. Then I started borrowing cigarettes. It was only a social thing at first. I never bought them and so I didn’t really think of myself as a smoker. Then, for no obvious reason that I can remember, I started to buy them. Perhaps my friends got fed up with me cadging off them.


The brand I mostly bought was John Player Special. They had a sleek black packet with a very stylish logo in gold. I thought they looked pretty cool. They weren’t too strong – not like French cigarettes – and they tasted better than the most popular brand with my friends, which was Players No. 6 (very cheap – but very nasty!).


I never thought of myself as addicted but within a month or two I was smoking about five cigarettes per day. I could go for a few weeks at a time without a cigarette when I was staying with my father in Spain, but when I returned I would take up smoking again.


There were times when I really felt the need to smoke. I remember once I didn’t have any cigarettes or enough money to buy some; I was on a station platform so I hunted down some stubs on the ground, teased out the tobacco and used an old bus ticket that I found in my pocket to roll up a cigarette and smoke it. It wasn’t the most pleasant experience of my life, but it met a need.


When I went to university, my smoking increased. I used to act in plays, and that meant a lot of time doing nothing while waiting to come on stage – so I smoked. I was not the most studious of students and spent a lot of time in the Students’ Union bar, where I honed my table football and bar billiards skills – and, again, I smoked. In my first year at university I probably got to about 20 cigarettes per day.


Early on, I don’t think I ever tried seriously to stop smoking. I may have made some half-hearted attempts. I did notice, however, that it seemed to be affecting my health. Whenever I got a cold, it went straight to my chest and I would have a cough that seemed to last a long time.


In my second year at university I started going out with someone who didn’t smoke and in fact hated the smell of it. When I look back at those years I realise that I was quite self-centred. It had honestly never occurred to me that my smoking was unpleasant for people around me.


Eventually, one evening I came back from a long rehearsal of a play and I had been smoking non-stop throughout – on stage and off. Finally my girlfriend cracked and made it clear – even to someone as thick-skinned as me at the time – that she really hated it.


I resolved to stop. It would not be hard, I thought. Except that it was. It wasn’t that I got terrible withdrawal symptoms. It was not even that I needed to smoke all the time. It was just that whenever I was in those situations where I would normally smoke, I felt strong pangs of nicotine hunger. They were combined with a sneaky feeling that it would surely be okay just to have one or two – my girlfriend wouldn’t know (yeah, right!).


So I went on like this for a few weeks at least – I was, so I thought, a secret smoker. It was like being back at school again. It is to my girlfriend’s eternal credit that she didn’t go on about it, though she must have known that I was still smoking.


The final straw was that it was actually harder to keep up the pretence of not smoking than actually to stop altogether. I think perhaps I must have cut down the amount I smoked quite a bit anyway, and I had one of those mind-shift moments where I thought, ‘This is ridiculous – I might as well just stop’. So I did.


What lessons do I want to hand down to you from this experience? First, and most importantly, it may be pure luck that I did not end up smoking for decades and ruining my health. If I had gone out with a smoker in my second year at university, I almost certainly would not have stopped. If you are lucky enough to live with a non-smoker, treasure him or her – that person could be your lifesaver.


Secondly, my own experience very nicely illustrates what research into smoking has now shown us to be generally true – addiction to nicotine does not require you to smoke all the time. You can even go for weeks without smoking because you are in a completely different situation, and then feel the need to go back to smoking when you find yourself back in your usual smoking environment.


Thirdly, you may not be able to force yourself to have that mind-shifting moment when you think: ‘To hell with this’ – it comes from somewhere deep inside you. But you can set up the conditions that will make it happen of its own accord.


Smoking was a short interlude in my life. I liked the people who smoked who were my age. Most of us thought that we would smoke for a short while and then stop before it could do us any harm. A lot of people think that way, but – alas – it usually doesn’t work out like that.


There is one final thing I want to tell you here, and that is the importance of the story you are going to tell yourself about how you quit smoking. When the going gets tough, are you the kind of person who will be able to say later: ‘It was really difficult, but I battled through.’ Or is it going to be: ‘It was really difficult. I didn’t make it on my first attempt, but then something happened and it was easy the next time I tried’?


In my opinion, everyone needs a story for their quit attempt. A narrative that helps you to make sense of what you’re going through. Now is a good time to think about what will be your story. In five years’ time, when someone asks you if you smoke and you reply, ‘I used to, but I don’t anymore,’ how will you look back on your experience?


The prize


I’m not going to go on about how smoking is bad for you. You know that, or you wouldn’t be reading this book. Instead, to start you on your journey, I’m going to give you some facts you might not know about the benefits of stopping.


They are important because at some point while you’re reading this book, you will stop smoking. It might be for a couple of days, a week, a month or for the rest of your life. As you set off, hold this thought in your mind: every time you try to quit is a success. I will keep coming back to this because I want you to banish the thought that if you try to stop but go back to smoking, you have somehow failed.


Here are some of the ways you have succeeded with every day you do not smoke:


The first day


•  As soon as you stop smoking, you cut your risk of a heart attack. That’s because, when you breathe in smoke, your blood becomes more likely to clot, as your body struggles desperately to get rid of the tiny smoke particles that have got into your lungs. (It’s the same process that leads to an increase in heart attacks in cities when pollution levels are high.) As soon as you stop inhaling smoke, this danger disappears.


•  Within a few hours of stopping, the poisonous gas carbon monoxide – which you inhale in cigarette smoke and has been hardening your arteries – will vanish from your blood. And your heartbeat, which has been going too fast while you were smoking, will return to normal.


•  Your hands won’t shake as much. You might not have noticed it – or perhaps you have – but as a smoker you have a constant tremor. That’s because nicotine overexcites the ‘fight or flight’ part of your nervous system – the same part that makes you shake with fear. As the nicotine leaves your body, your nervous system calms down.


•  At the same time, the normal supply of blood will return to your hands and feet. You might have found that they often feel cold: that’s because nicotine causes the tiny blood vessels in your extremities to close up. But a few hours after you stub out, that nicotine melts away and your hands and feet warm up by about 1° Celsius (1.8° Fahrenheit).


•  If you make it just one day without lighting up, you’ve probably already saved more than half the price of this book.


•  More than that: you could already have helped yourself to live six hours longer. And six more tomorrow, and the same the day after; on average, you can expect to extend your life by six hours for every single day you are an ex-smoker. Quitting really is that good!


The first week


•  Within a few days without cigarettes, your lungs will start to heal. The inflammation caused by toxins in the smoke will gradually subside and the tiny hairs that clear the mucous and dirt out of your lungs will start to spring back to life.


•  You will smell better – in more ways than one! As your sense of taste and smell begin to improve, you will rediscover the true richness and flavour of what you eat.


•  After just one week of not smoking, you can expect to gain, on average, almost two extra days of healthy life …


•  … and save about three times the cost of buying this book.


The first month


•  After a few weeks without smoking, your skin will start to improve. The wrinkles that mark you out as a smoker will start to fade away. The grey pallor will go, as colour flows back to your face. Stopping smoking is the best anti-ageing treatment you can get!


•  You’ll start to feel less stressed. Do you find that hard to believe? Many people think smoking helps them fight stress, and worry about how they will cope without cigarettes as a crutch. The truth is that, after a few weeks of not smoking, stress levels usually go down, so you can expect to feel more relaxed than when you were smoking.


•  You’ll feel fitter too. As your lungs recover you won’t be out of breath so much.


•  You’ll save about 15 times the cost of buying this book – three times as much as the average monthly mobile phone bill.


•  You can expect, on average, a full extra week of healthy life.


The first year


•  After a year without smoking, your excess risk of having a heart attack will be halved.


•  Your risk of cancer will have fallen substantially compared with what it would be if you had carried on smoking.


•  You will have saved over 160 times the cost of buying this book, the same as the price of a really good holiday.


•  You can expect to gain three months of healthy life.


•  When you get to six months without smoking, the chances are better than evens that you will never light up another cigarette ever again.


The rest of your life


•  As your life goes on, so do the benefits of not smoking. You’ll feel healthier because you’ll be healthier – being much more likely to avoid a huge range of problems, from dementia to diabetes, from hearing loss to heart attack, from chronic lung disease to cancer.


•  You can expect to live up to ten years longer than if you’d carried on smoking.


•  What’s more, the evidence now shows that as an ex-smoker, you will feel happier and more satisfied with life.


Sounds good? Let’s find out more about how you are going to get there …




Part One
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The Science of Stopping Smoking




Chapter 1
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Understanding Why you Smoke and Find it Hard to Stop


It can be hard to stop smoking, no matter who you are. Here is a headline from 2011:




Barack Obama quits smoking after 30 years


Barack Obama has quit his 30-year cigarette habit after numerous failed attempts because he wants to be able to tell daughters he does not smoke, according to his wife Michelle.


The Daily Telegraph, 9 February 2011





Whatever your politics, I think you’ll agree that President Obama is not weak-willed. Yet this man struggled to stop smoking for years, trying many times without success. In 2011 he was reported as having succeeded, and as far as I know he is still not smoking. If the president of the United States can struggle to stop, then anyone can – smoking is not a sign of weakness.


This part of the book explains the science behind smoking and why you have been finding it hard to stop. This will help because:


•  It will reassure you that the difficulty you have had in stopping up until now is not your fault; the way I like to put it is: ‘It’s not you – it’s your brain!’


•  Once you know your enemy and the tricks it can play, you are better prepared to defend yourself against it.


•  You will understand how some of the ingredients work, which might encourage you to try ones you weren’t interested in before.


Science has told us a lot about why you smoke. I hope you find it interesting, but more than that: I think it will help you understand what you have to do to stay off cigarettes and why some of the ingredients listed in The SmokeFree Formula are helpful.


Reasons for smoking


Let’s start with a questionnaire that has been filled in by thousands of people as part of my programme of research. You just have to look at the list and select the reason(s) why you smoke. Once you have filled it in, I will go through all the possible answers and tell you what other smokers said.




Reasons for smoking questionnaire


Which, if any, of the following describe how you feel about smoking?
(Put a tick by any that apply to you)






	I enjoy it
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	It helps me cope with stress
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	I am addicted to cigarettes
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	It gives me something to do
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	It helps my concentration
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	It keeps my weight down
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	It helps me socialise
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	It helps to control pain
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Let’s now go through each of the reasons you might have given for smoking, and see what other smokers said.


I enjoy it


In fact only 50 per cent of smokers report that they enjoy smoking. Young smokers enjoy it less than older smokers, and women enjoy it less than men.


Now here’s something to think about. You may be surprised to learn that how much you enjoy smoking is not linked to how addicted you are to cigarettes. It will make no difference to your chances of lasting success at stopping. Enjoyment of smoking may put some people off trying to quit, but when you get to the point where you are going to have a go at stopping, enjoyment is no longer part of the picture.


I’m not saying you won’t miss your cigarettes, and won’t feel a twinge of pleasure at the thought of smoking – especially when you see a friend lighting up or smell tobacco. But the research tells us that this will not be your main barrier to lasting success.




research


The smell of tobacco: aroma or stink?


For some people the smell of tobacco is a sweet aroma, and for others it is a dreadful stink. When smokers are in the process of stopping, some detest the smell of cigarettes and actively avoid smoke from other people’s cigarettes; others lift their noses and draw in the scent of tobacco, thoroughly enjoying the sensation.


You might imagine that the second group would be more likely to go back to smoking. My colleagues at the Royal London Hospital wanted to find out. So they asked more than 1,000 smokers who were attending their NHS Stop Smoking Service (one of the best in the world – see Chapter 8) about their reactions to the smell of smoke as they were trying to quit.


And guess what? Just over half of this group trying to stop smoking said they found the smell of other people’s smoke pleasant, however it made not the slightest bit of difference to their chances of staying off cigarettes.





It helps me cope with stress


About 40 per cent of smokers say smoking helps them deal with stress. Women tend to give this reason more than men, and younger smokers give it more than older smokers.


Do you think smoking helps you cope with stress? If so, let me give you some facts and see what you think after that.


•  Fact 1: Smokers report higher levels of stress than people who have never smoked.


•  Fact 2: When smokers stop, after about a week they report their levels of stress going down, not up.


•  Fact 3: If they start smoking again, their stress levels go back up again.


•  Fact 4: If you put people who don’t normally smoke in a stressful situation and give them nicotine, their stress levels go up, not down.


•  Fact 5: Drugs that reduce anxiety do not help smokers to stop.


It seems to me that smoking is actually causing stress, not helping with it. So why are so many smokers convinced that smoking is helping them cope?


What I think is happening is this. We know that after a couple of hours of not smoking, your brain starts to miss its nicotine fix. You get edgy, restless and you start to feel a bit down. Your brain has got used to nicotine and is now experiencing withdrawal symptoms because your nicotine levels are falling. Then you have a cigarette and ‘aaaah’ – blessed relief! So you think that smoking has helped with stress, when all it has done is to restore you to where you would have been if you had not smoked.


I hope I have convinced you that smoking has merely tricked you into thinking it’s helping with stress. There are plenty of other ways of tackling stress that actually do work.




Smoking’s effect on your heart rate


By the way, when you quit smoking there are also some physical symptoms we measure in our studies that you wouldn’t notice yourself. One of these is that your heart rate (pulse) goes down. On average, it goes down by about eight beats per minute.


In the first study I ever did on smoking, we measured smokers’ heart rates before they stopped and up to ten days afterwards. These were heavy smokers and the average drop in heart rate was actually 15 beats per minute. We also drew blood so that we could measure their blood nicotine levels and concentrations of various other chemicals that are related to stress, such as adrenaline and cortisol. A lot of doctors think that your adrenaline levels increase when you stop smoking – because they see stopping as stressful – but in fact they go down. Nicotine raises your adrenaline output, and when you take the nicotine away, it goes down.


You can monitor your own heart rate by taking your pulse. You might have learnt how to do this at school. It is very simple and worth doing. When you stop smoking, you will be able to tell the difference.


To take your pulse, you simply need to:


1  Get a watch or clock with a second hand. If you have a watch on, take it off. You are going to time 30 seconds.


2  Put your left arm out, palm up. Take the first two fingers of your right hand and place them quite lightly on your left wrist as shown in the picture – pressing down just a little. Move your fingers around until you feel the pulse.


3  Count the number of times the pulse occurs over a 30-second interval.


4  Now double that number. That is your pulse rate.
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Fig 1.1 Taking your pulse


Your pulse rate will probably be around 80 beats per minute. It’s unlikely to be less than 60 (unless you are pretty fit) or more than 90.


When you stop smoking it will almost certainly go down – quite a bit.





I am addicted to cigarettes


Almost 40 per cent of smokers report feeling addicted. Middle-aged smokers feel most addicted; there is no difference between the sexes.


Now if there was one thing you would think would be a barrier to quitting smoking, it is feeling addicted. You would think it would stop you from even trying to quit because you don’t think you will succeed, and it should make you go back to smoking more quickly because, well, you are addicted!


Well, let me tell you that, according to my research, feeling addicted does not put smokers off trying to stop. In fact, if anything, it makes them more likely to have a go. When you think about it, perhaps that is not so surprising. No one likes to think that they are addicts, and breaking free from addiction is, after all, the point of this book.


I can also tell you that feeling addicted does not mean that you will actually find it harder to stop. If you feel addicted, you have just as good a chance of stopping as anyone else. Feeling addicted and being addicted are not the same thing at all. So take heart!




research


Medical students and exams


I used to teach medical students and, for my sins, I was put in charge of what was called ‘study skills’ – basically my job was to help the students pass their exams.


One year I did a little experiment: I asked students at the beginning of their first year of study to rate how likely they thought they were to pass the exams at the end of the year. Some were very confident and some really thought they would struggle. When the end of the year came, I compared their marks with what they had predicted at the start of the year. Guess what? There was no relationship whatsoever!


I used this information to good effect in future years, and – most importantly – I told those who were anxious about failing that they had just as good a chance as their more confident friends.


And my research tells me the same thing with stopping smoking. Don’t worry if you think you stand very little chance. The truth is that you stand just as good a chance as anyone else. And if you follow the advice in this book – you’ll have a much better chance!





It gives me something to do


Relief from boredom is mentioned by about 20 per cent of smokers when asked why they light up. This seems to be particularly important for young smokers.


When you think about it, it’s a bit odd that smoking should be seen as ‘giving you something to do’. It’s not as though smoking is particularly, well … interesting. But the fact is that the nicotine from your cigarettes fools your brain into thinking you are actually ‘doing’ something useful.




[image: Image]


Is smoking really ‘doing something’?


A lot of people think that it is the actions of smoking – holding the cigarette, putting it to your lips, sucking on it – that are keeping boredom at bay, but you only have to try a little experiment to see that this isn’t true . . .


Unless you have already stopped smoking, the next time you are bored and feel like lighting up, puff on the cigarette just as you would if you were smoking, but don’t light it.


Not only will you feel a bit of a twit, you’ll see that it really doesn’t do the business when it comes to dealing with the boredom. You might even find that it makes you more bored.





It helps my concentration


About ten per cent of smokers say they smoke to help with concentration. To be honest, I was surprised when I got this finding from my research. I would have thought it would be more – it is certainly the case that a lack of ability to concentrate is something that a lot of smokers report when they can’t smoke for a while. Older smokers report this more than younger smokers, and men report it more than women.


The tobacco industry has gone to some lengths to persuade people that smoking helps with concentration and memory. And they succeeded in persuading quite a lot of us that it does – including some eminent researchers. But the reality is that if there is such an effect, it is very weak. On the other hand, if you are a regular smoker and can’t smoke for a while, you are likely to find it hard to keep your attention focused.


So what is going on? Well, within a couple of hours of not smoking you will start to experience nicotine-withdrawal symptoms. One of these is difficulty concentrating. You then smoke a cigarette and it brings you back to normal.


You can see what’s happening here – it’s just like with stress. Smoking doesn’t really help you concentrate – it just seems to. Your powers of concentration are no different from what they would be if you had never smoked. It’s just that your brain has got used to its nicotine fix. So you have the illusion that smoking helps you concentrate, when in fact it’s just staving off withdrawal symptoms that wouldn’t exist without cigarettes.


It keeps my weight down


You may be surprised to learn that only about ten per cent of smokers report this as a reason for smoking. There are more women than men, but still not many.


If you have tried to stop before, the chances are that you will have put on weight. It is extremely common. The reason is that nicotine does two things to keep you a bit thinner: it reduces your appetite and it speeds up your metabolism.


Eating more when you stop smoking has nothing at all to do with any ‘oral’ fixation or wanting to put something in your mouth. One of the first studies I did on smoking involved switching smokers to a very low nicotine cigarette. This meant they were getting all the oral satisfaction they could handle, but they still experienced an increase in hunger. By the way, they also started to experience chest pains – from the effort of dragging on the cigarettes to get something out of them!


Another reason we know that the increased appetite has got nothing to do with oral fixation is that nicotine patches help reduce the increase in appetite when smokers stop – even though (when used according to the manufacturers’ instructions and placed on the skin rather than chewed) they don’t get anywhere near the mouth.


So the big question is: how much of a barrier is this to stopping smoking? Here’s the funny thing. Smokers who report that they smoke for weight control are actually more likely to try to stop and more likely to succeed! This seems strange to me, just as it must to you. I know people who specifically said they went back to smoking because they had gained weight. Perhaps you have.


I guess, for the majority of smokers trying to give up, dieting to avoid gaining weight puts them at greater risk of relapse to smoking than feeling bad about the weight they gain. Trying to diet at the same time as stopping smoking might be just too much to cope with.


Let me give you a couple of positive messages. First of all, I want to reassure you: the effect on your health of this weight gain will be more than offset by the benefit from not inhaling cigarette smoke. Secondly, if you put into practice some of the ideas in this book about stopping smoking, they could stand you in very good stead when it comes to losing weight.


It helps me socialise


Smoking is often thought of as a sociable activity. But in fact only around ten per cent of smokers report that socialising is one of the reasons they smoke. And it is a much bigger deal for young smokers than older smokers. People who smoke for social reasons don’t find it any harder (or easier) to stop than others.


We don’t always like to admit it, but sometimes it’s good to feel part of a ‘crowd’ – people we connect with, people we have something in common with. This can be especially true now that smokers are in a small minority and often report feeling like a persecuted underclass. You can stand or sit around and chat with people on breaks. You can exchange the gifts of the cigarette and the light. Although I’m going to advise you to stay away from these kinds of situations, at least for a while, the camaraderie of smoking does not have to be a barrier to quitting: there are ways of dealing with the friendly offer of a cigarette.


It helps to control pain


Pain relief is definitely a factor for some smokers: about five per cent of you – much more for older than younger smokers.


For a long time we never asked smokers about whether they smoked for pain relief, even though there were studies showing that nicotine reduces pain in other animals. What put me on to this was a study done by one of my students in Ghana. Over there, it is quite common for people to smoke and chew tobacco to relieve pain – particularly from toothache. That got me thinking about whether it would be true in this country.


Actually, nicotine has long been known to have pain-relieving properties. Smoking rates are very high in people who suffer from chronic pain. The problem is that I suspect (though I don’t know) that it really isn’t helping and may even be making things worse. That is because I think that, just like with other painkillers, our bodies get used to the nicotine and it no longer has the desired effect.


What’s really keeping you smoking?


So those are the most common reasons people give for smoking. My guess is that several of them will apply to you. Now, let me tell you something: the things that matter most in keeping you smoking are not on that list.


Let me explain. I will start with the short version and then, for those of you who are interested, I will give you the longer version. Here goes.




Why it is hard to stop smoking: the short version


You smoke because the nicotine you have been inhaling for all those years has changed your brain chemistry to create powerful urges to smoke.


The urges come about because every puff on a cigarette sends a rapid nicotine ‘hit’ to the part of your brain that makes you do things, without you having to feel any pleasure from the experience or gain any benefit. These urges are triggered because nicotine has trained the part of your brain that gets you to do things to light up a cigarette whenever you find yourself in a situation where you would normally smoke.





That is as short as I can make it. So what does this mean for you and how you quit?


First, it means that no blame whatsoever can be attached to you because you find it difficult to stay off cigarettes. On the contrary, continuing to battle with it despite the difficulty is in my view a sign of real strength.


Secondly, it means stopping smoking involves doing everything you can to avoid, reduce and cope with the urges to smoke – and you can do a lot.


Thirdly, despite what some people claim – you are almost certainly going to need to use your willpower at some point. Whether it’s hanging on by your fingernails or resisting the little voice that says, ‘Go on! One won’t hurt you,’ you will have to show self-control. You are going to have to stop yourself smoking when your brain is telling you to smoke. At times like these, you have to care more about not taking that dreaded puff than anything else. And each time you exert self-control and fight off the urge to smoke, you are making progress. You are climbing another rung of the ladder out of the hole that smoking has dug for you.


Finally, it means that medicines that reduce the urges to smoke and the withdrawal symptoms will help you stay stopped. These may be nicotine products, such as nicotine skin patches, nicotine gum, nicotine lozenges and so on, or they may be pills, such as Champix or Zyban, that your doctor can prescribe. These medicines are safe and effective. They are not a magic cure, and you still need willpower, but they will make quitting easier by reducing the smoking urges.


Now here’s the longer version of why it’s hard to stop smoking. Feel free to skip ahead to ‘Smoking situations’ on page 38, but I hope you find this interesting.


Nicotine’s effect on your brain


Imagine the brain as a complex web of nerve cells. For us to think, feel, eat and even breathe, these nerve cells need to talk to each other. They do this by sending chemicals back and forth as messengers – these are called ‘neurotransmitters’. These neurotransmitters are essential to all brain activity – all our thoughts and feelings, and also the work the brain does that we are not aware of, like controlling our breathing.
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