Why People Smoke

	Name: Barbara

Age: 55

Gender: female

Education level: College graduate

Job: Teacher



	
Barbara grew up in a culture where the dangers of smoking were off of the public radar. "It wasn't that big of a deal," she says. Despite this, Barbara had almost no exposure to cigarettes or smoking as a young girl. "I'm the third of four daughters, and neither my parents nor my older sisters smoked. I guess smoking just never seemed like something I wanted to do."


As a teenager, however, her attitude changed. "I remember spending summer afternoons with my best friend on the porch of our cottage at the lake. We used to sit there and smoke these long, thin cigarettes. It just seemed cool." Barbara says this small act of rebellion made her feel grown up and somehow more chic. "I actually hated the smoking, but the idea of smoking I liked." Barbara’s smoking didn’t last for long. "I smoked a few packs over the course of a summer or two, but it never really caught on for me. It didn't make me feel particularly good, and eventually I just thought it was stupid. So I stopped, cold-turkey. I guess I never really got hooked."


During college, plenty of Barbara’s friends and acquaintances smoked occasionally, but she never felt much peer pressure to join in. “I never started again. I was pretty busy with work, but I was very happy, and the idea of smoking never appealed to me again.” As far as she can remember, what pleasure she got from smoking cigarettes came purely from the image. “I don’t remember a buzz at all, really.” 


Now in her fifties and the mother of four, Barbara hasn't touched a cigarette since her teenage summers, nor has she felt the craving to do so. “My husband is a doctor now, so I hear all sorts of horror stories about the dangers of using cigarettes. It makes me very glad I didn’t get addicted.”




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Mark

Age: 50

Gender: male

Education level: Ph.D.

Job: University professor



	
Mark spent his youth surrounded by people who smoked. He doesn’t remember exactly why he started: “Smoking was just ubiquitous in my family and social circles growing up. It was before everyone knew it was stupid.” When he was 17, Mark took up smoking, just as most of his friends and relatives had. “I really don’t remember exactly why I began, other than that it was all around me. I guess I smoked about a half a pack a day, usually later in the day.” Mark doesn’t remember any particularly strong physical effects. “I would just get a physical craving that made me want to have a cigarette. I don’t remember much of a buzz.”


He has struggled several times with trying to quit. “My experiences varied. The first couple of weeks are always hard.” Powerful cravings made quitting extremely difficult, but Mark has found nicotine gum to be very helpful in controlling cravings and allowing him to taper off nicotine gradually. “My problem is always relapse behavior. I’ll quit for six months or so, and then for no particular reason, start up again. It’s not rational at all. It’s a yearning you can’t control.” It’s particularly dangerous, Mark says, to be in a situation where others are smoking. “Someone will offer me a cigarette, and I’ll think ‘Hey, it’s just one,’ and then I’m right back where I started.” Quitting permanently has not been easy. “The cravings always return, but usually less frequently with time. I haven’t smoked for 3 months now, and I’ve promised myself that I won’t start again. The hard part is, the cravings never go away.”




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Kayley

Age: 16

Gender: female

Education level: In high school

Job: Student



	
Kayley, a 16 year old high school student, has her own reasons for smoking. “People say that kids smoke just to be cool or whatever, but that’s bull. I smoke because I like it. It makes me feel good. After awhile you just get into that habit--I want something in my hand, I want the motion of smoking, of bringing my hand to my mouth. That’s why I eat when I can’t smoke.” When discussing her friends’ smoking behavior, Kayley returns to the idea of peer pressure. “Some of my friends don’t smoke, and I’m not pressuring them to start or anything.”


Kayley started smoking just last year. She says she was curious to see what it felt like. “I don’t want to get addicted, but I figure if I don’t do it that much, then I probably won’t. Plus, if so many people do it despite the risks, then there’s got to be something to it, no?” And so far, Kayley thinks there is. It feels good, she says. It relaxes her between classes or after her day, and it gives her “a little buzz.” Kayley smokes 1–7 cigarettes a day, and sometimes none at all. “I probably average about two.”


Kayley’s father smoked as a younger man, and had some problems trying to quit, although she doesn’t think he’s had a cigarette in several years. Her mother didn’t smoke at all. An only child, Kayley was the focus of her parents’ “anti-smoking rant,” and does believe that smoking is bad for her. “I’m not in denial; I don’t think I’m invincible.” Kayley notes, however, that there are lots of things adults do that are dangerous; they take a calculated risk. “People die from driving, too, but I’m not about to stop.” Kayley says she doesn’t intend to smoke all her life and thinks she’ll taper off soon, maybe just smoking every so often. “I haven’t really tried to quit yet, so I don’t know what that would be like.”




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Shirene

Age: 52

Gender: female

Education level: High school

Job: Prison guard



	
As a girl, Shirene was around smoking a lot, because both of her parents smoked. “It’s funny—I can still remember going on car trips with my parents as a little girl. They both smoked in the car. I’d always get car sick, probably from the cigarettes. Almost strange to think that just a few years later I’d start smoking. On the other hand, maybe it makes sense.” When she was 14, Shirene smoked her first cigarette. “It was cool, grown-up. Everyone I knew did it—all my friends, parents, relatives. Most of my relatives still smoke. The idea that smoking was “just something you did” definitely contributed to her smoking. But for Shirene, smoking also had a strong physical effect. The first cigarette she ever smoked, she says, “gave me a real buzz.” And from there, the habit grew. “I started with just one cigarette a day, then it was three, then five, then half a pack, then a pack a day. Within a year or two I was totally hooked.” In her young adulthood, short on cash, Shirene remembers hunting through old ashtrays, even the garbage, looking for butts that hadn’t been completely smoked. “I wanted that buzz, to satisfy that craving, that much.”


Shirene tried to quit smoking several times in the last four years, but it hasn’t been easy. “I’ll suddenly just crave a cigarette…. It’s very powerful. It usually hits me when I’m doing something routine, like working at a computer. When I get a craving, it’s very hard for me to focus on anything else.” Shirene also thinks the pleasing menthol taste of her preferred brand may have made it even harder to quit.


A few years ago, Shirene had coronary artery bypass surgery. While in the hospital, she decided to quit cold-turkey. “I decided to quit once and for all. I couldn’t smoke in the hospital, it hurt when I coughed, and when they tested my lung capacity, I couldn’t perform at half the level they wanted me to. That scared me.” Shirene hasn’t smoked for 4 months now. Although she says that she still needs to stay away from other people who smoke, Shirene thinks it’s going well. “Before my operation, I don’t think I had it in my brain that I really wanted to quit. We’ll see. I know some damage has been done, but it’s better late than never. I still crave them, though.”


 Why People Smoke

	Name: Donald

Age: 83

Gender: male

Education level: 10th grade

Job: Retired civil servant



	
As a boy in a small mining town, Donald started smoking at the age of twelve. He started mainly “because of peer pressure, to be a part of the crowd.” Donald’s mother was not a smoker, but his father smoked a pipe. “My parents weren’t aware of my smoking, or at least didn’t acknowledge it. I don’t think they would’ve condoned it, either.” Unaware of the health risks associated with smoking, he continued to smoke into his teens.


On his 17th birthday, Donald joined the army to fight in World War II and was sent to an army base in England. A government program allowed families to ship cigarettes inexpensively to their loved ones serving overseas. “They’d come a thousand at a time, sometimes once, sometimes twice a month,” Donald recalled. Cigarettes served as a form of currency. They could be used to pay for services or goods, and even “led to black market-type stuff. I’d smoke cigarettes when I had them, and worry when I didn’t. I can think of maybe one guy I knew at the time who didn’t smoke.” The soldiers must have had some idea that smoking was bad for their health, because the common saying on lighting up was “Put another nail in the coffin.” 


Returning from England at the end of the war, Donald started smoking less, partly because of the high “sin tax” on cigarettes. He quit for a while, but then started again when he was offered a cigarette at a dance. Donald smoked about a pack a day and would usually have his first cigarette around breakfast time. “It was just the habit that kept me going, although it was relaxing, too. I just got into the pattern.”


At age 60, Dennis finally managed to kick the habit, quitting outright. He thinks that the personal decision to quit is the only way to stay off cigarettes, rather than doing it to please someone else. “I missed it at first, but I didn’t have any of the physical effects like headaches.” 




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Drew

Age: 18

Gender: Male

Education level: In high school

Job: Student



	
Drew has smoked for two years, but his exposure to smoking began long before his first puff. “My mom bought me candy cigarettes when I was little, and I’d put one in my mouth and tell my mom to light me up.” It was a natural thing for Drew to do, as both of his parents have smoked for as long as he can remember. His parents didn’t even object much when Drew started smoking at 16, and they haven’t been pushing him strongly to quit. “Other kids have it hard, man, trying to hide. Everyone in my family smokes and all my friends too. Starting was easy.” Although legally unable to buy cigarettes, Drew found them easy to come by when he started. He could get them from older friends or from parents, and many stores would sell to him without checking his ID. With ready access to cigarettes, Drew’s habit escalated quickly. He went from smoking a few cigarettes a day at first to a pack or more a day—his current level.


Drew says that because all of his friends smoke, he really hasn’t had a powerful social incentive to quit. Nevertheless, he has tried to quit 3-4 times, but has failed to stay off cigarettes for more than a few weeks. “If I can’t have a cigarette, I get headaches, and after a while longer I get hungry,” he says. Bad moods and intense cravings also contribute to his difficulty quitting. “I’ll get stressed or angry, and I just lose the nerve. After I have one, I’m back to where I started in no time.”




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Sam

Age: 25

Gender: Male

Education level: College graduate

Job: 8th grade math teacher



	
Sam has smoked for about six years. “I had smoked a few times in high school, but I really started smoking in college. I was stressed all the time and I had to stay up late. My roommate smoked and told me that cigarettes help him focus and stay awake. So I started smoking with him to try it, and found out he was right.” Within a few months, he was addicted. It was easy to stay that way, too. Sam was a fraternity member and the basements of the fraternity houses were always full of cigarette smoke. “No one there batted an eye when you lit up. I think it makes it way easier if smoking’s acceptable in the places you hang out.” When the cold winter weather arrived, Sam found his desire to have a cigarette so powerful that he would brave the zero degree weather for a smoke every few hours during the day, when the fraternity houses were closed. “I’d be standing there telling myself this is crazy--I want this so much I’ll stand out here and freeze.”


Sam hasn’t tried to quit yet. “Look, I know smoking’s bad. I haven’t been doing it for that long, and I know it’s having an effect. Fortunately I’m not a chain smoker or anything. I usually just smoke two or three cigarettes a day.” Already Sam has a hard time doing anything physically strenuous. “But it’s not something I’m ready to give up yet. I just can’t.”




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Tessie

Age: 16

Gender: Female

Education level: In high school

Job: Student



	
Tessie has smoked for about a year and a half, despite heavy pressure from her parents to quit. Tessie is adopted, and although neither of her parents smoke, her mother’s father and brother both smoked and died from lung cancer. “My mom’s really scared about smoking because of that,” Tessie says. In spite of her parents’ attitude, Tessie found smoking cool and sexy. Most of her friends smoked too. “I just kinda started because it was around me; it was the thing to do.” Tessie gets her cigarettes from her sister and from convenience stores.


At first, Tessie wasn’t too concerned about becoming addicted, but after a year and a half, it has become much more difficult for her to abstain from smoking. “I thought I could go three or four days without a cigarette, no problem, but I can’t. In the morning, I need one.” Tessie recently had the opportunity to see firsthand, in a pathology lab, the damage done to lung tissue and arteries by cigarette smoking. “It really horrified me, I started crying.” Tessie has also begun to notice the physiological effects in herself. “I saw a girl who smoked wearing a letterman’s jacket, and thought, ‘You can do athletics?’ After just a little bit of exercise, my lungs start to go out and I just can’t breathe.”


Tessie is currently trying hard to quit, but the withdrawal symptoms make it hard. After only six hours without a cigarette, Tessie feels intense pain in her temples, and she becomes irritable. “Sometimes I’ll catch myself just staring at a cigarette, thinking how much I want it. I’m used to smoking almost a pack a day, so stopping would be a huge change for me.” Tessie’s attraction to cigarette smoke is so powerful that she finds herself drawn to smoking sections in restaurants, just to get a whiff of the smoke. 




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Laura

Age: 52

Gender: Female

Education level: College graduate, some graduate work

Job: University administrator



	
Laura started smoking at age 17 for several reasons. “It was partly due to the influence of a friend who smoked, and partly because of the stress brought on by my mother’s death.” At this stressful and emotional time in Laura’s life, she turned to cigarettes because they relaxed her and helped her deal with stress. “Smoking makes me feel calm and restored,” she says. “My mother and grandmother smoked. I associate warm and comforting environments with coffee and cigarettes.” 


Now a regular smoker who usually starts in the morning and smokes a half a pack to a pack a day, Laura has been smoking for 35 years. Laura feels some of the physiological effects of smoking. “I can’t run for very long,” she says, though she hastens to add that she can still hike, and usually keeps up with non-smokers.


Even though she is aware of the dangers of smoking, Laura hasn’t quit. “I’ve tried to quit many, many times. It’s very hard. The longest I ever made it was six months. I drank huge quantities of tea and changed my diet to lighter fare. I found heavier foods made my nicotine cravings worse.” Laura has relapsed every time she has tried to quit. The first relapse occurred after a stressful cross-country move. Now, she regularly tries to quit, but usually lasts only 2-6 weeks. “Whenever I start smoking again, it’s not really the stress that makes me go back. It’s mainly the withdrawal that is just so hard.” Laura gets intense feelings of anxiety and discomfort during withdrawal, and finds herself very distracted. “The discomfort is hard to explain, but it’s very powerful.”


Though Laura has not managed to quit yet, she has had a lot of experience with different methods. She has tried nicotine substitutes such as the patch and gum, the anti-depressant Wellbutrin, which can reduce withdrawal symptoms, and hypnosis, all with little success. “For me, water, hot tea, and the desire to quit are the strongest non-smoking aids.”




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Aaron

Age: 18

Gender: Male

Education level: In high school

Job: Student



	
Aaron started smoking three years ago because he thought it would help him with schoolwork. “I was doing really bad in math, and I figured it would help me relax. Also, a couple of my friends were doing it, and I kinda did it just to blend in.” Aaron found the taste of cigarettes somewhat unpleasant, so he smokes menthol cigarettes, going through a pack every couple of days. Aaron is eighteen and can legally buy his own cigarettes now. But for the three years he smoked as a minor, it was surprisingly easy for him to get cigarettes.


Smoking is something Aaron does “under the radar” of his parents, although he thinks they are aware that he smokes. Neither of his parents smoke, but yet they haven’t talked to him much about it either. During school, Aaron smokes between classes, during breaks, or at lunch. He says that his craving to smoke is so powerful that “there’s no way I can quit.” Cigarettes help Aaron focus and relax; without them he gets distracted, irritable, and fidgety. If he goes for more than a few hours without a cigarette, he gets an intense headache. “It doesn’t go away, either, and all I can think about is having another cigarette.” Aaron is trying to quit, “but these headaches are killing me.”




 Why People Smoke

	Name: Frances

Age: 74

Gender: Female

Education level: Some college

Job: Retired



	
Frances has smoked for most of her adult life. "I started smoking so long ago, I can't quite remember exactly why I started. It was something that all my friends did, and my parents too occasionally, but I don't remember ever feeling pressured. It was almost as though it was something that was expected as you grew older." She remembers the early advertisements for cigarettes, and the appeal of the sexy women with long, thin cigarettes clasped in their fingers.


The physical effects of smoking on Frances have been profound. She now has severe emphysema and can’t go anywhere without her oxygen tank. Tubes from the tank pass through her nostrils, carrying much needed oxygen to her lungs. She spends most of her time at home, or walking slowly through her garden. Despite all this, Frances still smokes. "It's one of the last pleasures left to me. I know I won't be around for long, and the damage is done, so I figure there's no sense in quitting." She has been smoking so long now, she says, that there isn't a strong feeling when she lights up. "It just feels... good. Calming, pleasurable.  And it's unthinkable that I could stop, now."


In the early days of Frances’ smoking, the harmful effects of smoking weren’t known, but as more and more research revealed the dangers, she tried several times to quit. "Every time I'd come back to cigarettes. Sometimes I'd tell myself that I'd just have one, but a little slip would be all I'd need to head back right to where I'd been, and within a few days I’d be back to a pack a day," she says. Frances expects she will smoke until the day she dies.




