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Key Facts about Smoking and Stress
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People who smoke often say having a cigarette reduces
their stress. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
often experience many stressors, including the impact

of intergenerational trauma and racism, financial strain
and family conflicts. A person might feel powerless about
the problems making them feel stressed and some

say smoking helps them manage these feelings.

However, smoking can also cause worry for people.

Many people who smoke are concerned cigarette smoking
might make them ill. Tobacco is also expensive, which can
add to financial stress, especially if there is not enough
money left for food and other necessities. The good news
is that many people who smoke are successful at quitting,
even when they are experiencing stressful life events.

What does the Evidence say about
Smoking and Stress?

e Whilst some people say smoking helps them
feel better, evidence shows that the chemicals in
cigarettes produce a physical stress-response,
which can make people feel more anxious.
When nicotine enters the body, it binds to specific
receptors in the brain. These receptors then send
signals which activate the body’s major stress-
response system and stress hormones like cortisol are
produced. Smoking has been shown to increase levels
of cortisol in the body, even after just two cigarettes.
Activation of the body’s stress response system also
leads to an increase in heart rate and blood pressure.
These bodily changes are commonly known as the
“fight, flight or freeze’ response and are usually a
sign we don't feel safe. When someone has a fight,
flight or freeze response they might feel tense, angry
or like they have a knot in their stomach. These are
all typical anxiety symptoms. Studies have shown
a link between smoking, nicotine addiction and an
increased likelihood of developing anxiety disorders.
So why do people say smoking helps them to relax?
As the effects of the nicotine from that last cigarette wear
off, a person who smokes starts to experience withdrawal.
Nicotine withdrawal can be uncomfortable and cause
cravings. When people give in to those cravings and
have a smoke, they will experience an improvement in
their mood and anxiety. What they perceive as stress
relief is simply a decrease in those cravings, which
were caused by nicotine withdrawal in the first place.

Benefits of Quitting for Stress and Wellbeing

Quitting can be challenging, but studies have found
that once withdrawal symptoms have passed, people
feel calmer and, in some cases, even less stressed
than before they started smoking. Many people also
say they find life more enjoyable after quitting.

Supporting People who are
Quitting to Manage Stress

Because smoking is often perceived as a coping mechanism,
supporting people who are trying to quit to manage stress
through other strategies is important. Some examples include:

e Physical activity/exercise — exercise helps manage
withdrawal symptoms. Exercise stimulates reward pathways
in the brain, increasing self-esteem and making us feel
happier. For example, emerging evidence shows promising
results for the effectiveness of yoga in reducing cravings.

e Mindfulness meditation — evidence is emerging to support
the idea that being mindful can make quitting easier, and
therefore more successful. Mindfulness meditation teaches
people to pay attention to negative feelings, cravings and
other symptoms of nicotine withdrawal and respond to
these unpleasant feeling more mindfully (for example,
using breathing exercises), so as to break the habit of
reacting to cravings or feeling of stress by smoking.

e Diet/nutrition — a highly nutritious diet is important for
good mental health. Vitamins and minerals are essential
for the brain to perform at its best and protect us against
stress. Fear of gaining weight is also common for people
who smoke thinking about quitting, so developing
a healthy diet plan may help lessen this worry.

e Professional support —a GP can talk to people who are
quitting about options like Nicotine Replacement Therapy
(e.g. patches, gum) to reduce cravings. Referrals can
also be made to Quitline. Research shows professional
support increases the chance of successfully quitting.
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