STUDENT SHEET 2.3. Reading: The Stages of Smoking

Highlight or record 3-5 points that are important to your group’s topic. 

As you saw in the smoker profiles, people’s smoking behavior often developed along a similar path. This shared path consists of several phases. First comes the initiation stage of smoking, when people experiment with cigarettes, usually as teens. As people smoke more regularly and frequently, they pass into the maintenance phase. Smokers in this stage are usually addicted to nicotine. Later, smokers may try to quit smoking, known as cessation. Unfortunately, many people exit cessation and relapse back into the maintenance phase, but some do successfully quit.

Not all smokers will go through all stages. Many people experiment with cigarettes but don’t pass on to the maintenance phase to become regular smokers. Other people become smokers but are able to quit smoking the first time they try and so never experience relapse. The stages and the flow between them are shown in the figure below. A person’s environment and physiology/genes can influence smoking behavior at each stage.

       Stages of Smoking

Initiation

During the initiation stage of smoking, people first experiment with nicotine but have not become regular smokers. Studies have shown that over half of the population tries at least one cigarette sometime in their lives. As you saw from the profiles, most smokers initiate smoking in their teens. Researchers agree that the window of initiation opens around age 8 and closes at about 20. Statistics show that if children reach the age of 18 without smoking, their chance of remaining nonsmokers is around 90%.

The initiation phase often involves deliberating about smoking, becoming aware about the social aspects of smoking (both good and bad), and sampling a few cigarettes. At this point, differences in how people taste cigarettes may play a role in whether people continue smoking or not. Some people are less sensitive to bitter tastes than others and may be more likely to enjoy the somewhat bitter taste of cigarettes. A single gene can determine this difference! At this early stage, many people will not continue to smoke. They tried it, didn’t like it, or got little behavioral reinforcement (for example, their friends didn’t want to be around them when they smoked), and so they quit. Other people experience a growing desire to keep smoking and will gradually increase the number of cigarettes they smoke.

Environmental factors during adolescence contribute to smoking initiation. For example, both peer groups and school environment strongly influence whether teens try cigarettes and whether they become regular smokers. Recent studies have also identified even earlier influences on early smoking behavior. In a study of high school seniors, it was found, not unexpectedly, that nonsmokers were more likely to have had parents who had never smoked. In families where parents do smoke, if one parent quits by the time the child is eight or nine, the child’s chance of becoming a smoker drops by 25%. If both parents quit, the child’s chance of smoking decreases by 40%. So even in these pre-adolescent years, factors in children’s environment, such as parental smoking, can influence their future smoking behavior.

Maintenance

Maintenance is the stage describing established smoking behavior—persistent smoking beyond the experimental initiation phase. This stage is marked by complex physiological changes in the body that cause addiction and nicotine cravings.

Moving from initiation to maintenance is strongly influenced by a smoker’s environment. Among young people, it has been found that those who had at least two smoker friends were more than six times as likely to move from initiation to maintenance. This study also found that teenagers with strong ties to their family or school were less likely to enter maintenance. And as previously mentioned, having smoker parents greatly influences whether teens initiate smoking, and whether initiators go on to become regular smokers. Between one third and one half of all people who try smoking will move on to become regular users.

As reflected in the smoker profiles, maintenance behavior varies from person to person. Some people smoke regularly, but only a few cigarettes a day. Others go for years smoking a pack or more per day. Why the difference? Part of the answer may lie in a person’s genes.

Studies have shown a strong genetic contribution to maintenance behavior. Although we don’t completely understand how a person’s genes can influence their nicotine use and susceptibility to addiction, some genes that are likely to be involved have been identified and are being studied. Two types of genes that may be involved are genes that regulate nicotine metabolism and genes that function in the brain’s reward pathway. Variation in genes from the first group can lead to differences in how long nicotine stays in a person’s blood, what substance the nicotine is converted to, and how quickly it has a biochemical effect. The brain’s reward pathway is a complex biochemical pathway involving the neurotransmitter dopamine that leads to rewarding feelings of pleasure. Genetic variation in this pathway can change how potently people feel the effects of nicotine, how often they need to smoke to maintain those effects, and how many cigarettes they need to get the “reward” feeling. Some of these genetic differences might also influence smoking behavior during the initiation stage.

Cessation

The process of smoking cessation generally follows a pattern of deliberation, planning how to stay off cigarettes, decreasing consumption, and efforts to stop smoking. Decisions on why to quit vary from personal health concerns to powerful social incentives such as heavy taxes on cigarettes and the disapproval of friends. Although some smokers manage to quit “cold turkey,” many gradually decrease the number of cigarettes they smoke each day, using aids like nicotine patches or gum, hypnosis, counseling, or anti-depressants to help themselves “kick the habit.” Even with these tools, many smokers find it incredibly difficult to beat the powerful addictive properties of nicotine and stop smoking permanently.

Many of the same environmental factors that promote initiation and maintenance can hamper a person’s effort to quit. In a peer group where smoking is common, the constant exposure to cigarette smoke and offers of cigarettes can challenge the strongest of wills. The feelings of pleasure and calm reported by many smokers begin to fade soon after “the last cigarette.” For many people, that withdrawal can be too uncomfortable to maintain.

Relapse

Despite the health benefits of quitting smoking, nicotine addiction often proves too much to defeat. Many people struggle with their cravings and desire to smoke and move through cycles of cessation and relapse several times. According to the World Health Organization, success rates in programs designed to help young people quit smoking are usually low, around 13%.

Summary

As you have read, both environmental and genetic factors influence smoking behavior. In some stages, such as initiation, environmental factors appear to play the most important role. In other stages, such as maintenance and cessation, both environmental and genetic factors are important influences. The specific contributions of environmental and genetic factors haven’t been completely defined yet, but many studies are being directed at this question, both in the laboratory and in epidemiological studies of human populations. Research findings are expected to aid in preventing nicotine addiction and in helping addicted smokers quit
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