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This discussion may be hazardous to your perceptions



Yes. I think so? 
I’m not sure..maybe?

What is one of the biggest trigger 
and causes of relapse for 
tobacco use?

Despite this, tobacco users often 
voice hesitation and uncertainty

Where did this widespread belief 
come from and what can we do?







Tobacco Prevalence and Stress Levels 



For discussion

• Comprehend the urgency to clarify the actual relationship between 
stress and tobacco use

• Examine the independent, peer-reviewed literature on the impact of 
tobacco use on stress

• Discern the role of the Tobacco Industry and their allies in 
perpetuating unfounded beliefs about stress and tobacco use

• Consider different framing when discussing stress and tobacco use in 
tobacco treatment and culture change efforts



“The believing we do 
something, when we do 
nothing is the first illusion of 
tobacco.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson
1803-1882



A look at the literature
• Perceived stress associated with greater odds of smoking
(Gallo et al., 2014; Webb & Carey, 2008)

• Stress is often cited as the primary reason for smoking
(Fidler and West, 2009; Shiffman, 1993)

• Higher and consistent stress levels associated with relapse
(Cohen, 1990, Slopen et al., 2013)

• The stress levels of adult smokers are slightly higher than those of nonsmokers (Parrot, Murphy, 2012)

• Adolescent smokers report increasing levels of stress as they develop regular patterns of smoking, (A. 
Parrot, 1999)



Gender Differences In Tobacco Use

• Women who smoke daily tend to do so in response to non-nicotine 
stimuli (such as cue exposure, stress reduction, or weight 
control) 

• Men are more likely to smoke to maintain nicotine levels 
(Perkins, 2001, Shiffman & Paton, 1999, Allen et al., 2014)



Vaping worsens 
mental health

• > 90% of those who quit said they felt less 
stressed, anxious, or depressed 

• > 47% of respondents who quit vaping reported 
that when they quit vaping they felt more in 
control 

• > 78% of respondents who reported ever vaping 
but had not quit said they would feel better 
about themselves if they quit vaping



These beliefs can cause harm and maintain cultures of tobacco use

• Meta-analysis of 38 studies 16,369 mental health professionals
• Most common beliefs/attitudes:
• 51% believe people with mental illness don’t want to quit
• 45% had permissive attitudes toward smoking
• 42% perceived barriers to treating smoking
• 41% had negative attitudes toward quitting smoking
• 38% think quitting smoking is too stressful for these patients

(Sheals et al, 2016)



And yet… recent data from PA STFRI

• Statewide survey of individuals 
receiving treatment 

• Diagnosis

• Levels of care

• Age

• Geographic region



And yet…

• Meta-analysis found quitting 
smoking is associated with long 
term reductions in depression, 
anxiety, and stress and 
improved positive mood states 
and quality of life, including 
among those with poor mental 
health (Taylor et al., 2014)



So, what is happening here?



Head to Toe, Inside and Out

• Tobacco use causes the following 
immediate negative reactions:

• Increase in blood pressure
• Increased in heart rate
• Tensed muscles
• Constricted blood vessels
• Decrease in oxygen available to 

the brain and body to facilitate 
healthy coping skills



Tobacco Withdrawal

• Tobacco Withdrawal (4 or more)
• Depressed mood
• Insomnia
• Irritability, frustration or anger
• Anxiety
• Difficulty concentrating
• Restlessness
• Increased appetite or weight 

gain



It all comes down to tobacco withdrawal

• Tobacco users can confuse the temporary removal of tobacco 
withdrawal symptoms with the feeling of stress relief

• Tobacco use increases stress levels due to the constant need to use 
tobacco to avoid tobacco withdrawal. (Cohen and Lichtenstein, 
1990; Parrott, 1999)



It all comes down to tobacco withdrawal

• Smoking reduces the withdrawal symptoms, but doesn’t manage the 
stressor that made us feel that way

• Daily mood patterns in smokers find normal moods during smoking, 
and worsening moods between cigarettes. (A. Parrot, 1999)



The Myth of Sisyphus Effect

• Reprinted with permission. Benowitz. (1992). Med Clin N Am 2:415-437.



Decades of Deception



Q U E S T I O N :

SO WHERE DID THESE 
WIDESPREAD BELIEFS 
COME FROM?



The Tobacco Industry. Surprised?



On par with misleading statements about 
opioids...



Hans Selye (1907-1982)

• Extremely influential and well-
published researcher on stress

• Internal tobacco industry 
documents, we found that 
Selye received extensive 
tobacco industry funding

• Publicly, Selye never declared 
his consultancy work for the 
tobacco industry.



An Extensive and Concealed History

• Selye’s research on stress and 
health was used in litigation to 
defend the industry's interests 
and argue against a causal role 
for smoking and disease

• The anti-racketeering between 
the Department of Justice and 
the Tobacco Industry that began 
in 1999 revealed the Industry’s 
influence on stress research



The Tobacco Industry and the “Father of Stress”



Promoting Tobacco Use as “Self-
Medication”



In their own words

• “Moreover, nicotine is addictive. We are, then, in the business of 
selling nicotine, an addictive drug effective in the release of stress 
mechanisms.”
• July 17, 1963 report by then Brown & Williamson general counsel/vice 

president Addison Yeaman, Bates No. 1802.05



Reinforced and amplified by ~ $1 million/hour marketing 
apparatus



Always this…



Never this.



Once again, the Vaping Industry follows 
suit
“We know that the inside vibes 
have been…quite a challenge. 
Stay sane with Puff Bar this solo 
break. We know you’ll love it. It’s 
the perfect escape from the 
back-to-back zoom calls, parental 
texts and WFH stress.”



Every film is the result 
of the society that 
produced it…”

Jean Luc Godard



Selling the Myth Through Silver 
Screen….

“The Surgeon 
General’s Report 
concluded that 
exposure to onscreen 
smoking in movies 
causes young people 
to start smoking”

• CDC



…And stream



STREAMING RATES Increased during the 
pandemic 

• According to new data from 
research technology 
firm Lucid, almost two-thirds 
of U.S. adults said they 
added a pay streaming 
service during the pandemic. 



Q U E S T I O N :

WHAT CAN WE DO TO 
CLARIFY THIS 
RELATIONSHIP?



Having the Discussion 

yet…

• Does smoking relieve stress?

• How/tell me more about that?



Having the Discussion 
• Can I share something with you 

that may provide some more 
information about this 
relationship and could advance 
our work together?
• 11.5% of US adults smoke 

cigarettes (CDC, 2021)
• 100% of US adults experience some 

type of stress (financial, familial, 
relationship, etc.)

• Tobacco users often have higher 
levels of stress

• When you recover from tobacco 
use, stress levels often improve

• What do you think this means 
for your recovery from tobacco 
use?

• Can we talk about healthy and 
productive coping skills for your 
tobacco use triggers?



Other ways to Take 5 and Stay Alive

• Individuals
• Incorporating stress management into the development of healthy and 

productive coping skills and relapse prevention during behavioral 
treatment

• Acknowledge that stress will happen, whether we use tobacco or not
• What stress can be removed from our lives?
• Manage stress directly through escape, distraction, delay
• Define the true relationship between stress and tobacco use
• Utilize FDA approved pharmacotherapy and behavioral treatment



Other ways to Take 5 and Stay Alive

• Organizations
• Challenge the assertion that treating tobacco use disorder and creating 

tobacco and vape-free therapeutic environments are too “stressful”
• Familiarize ourself with the independent, peer-reviewed literature
• Identify other activities and programming that manage stress in a healthy 

and productive way
• Highlight the role of the Tobacco Industry in promoting tobacco use as 

“self-medication” fo
• Ensure that all individuals are offered FDA approved pharmacotherapy 

and behavioral treatment as part of care, services and treatment



Take Home Points

• When we use tobacco or vape to relieve 
stress, we are momentarily removing 
tobacco withdrawal symptoms which is 
often confused with stress relief

• Tobacco and vaping product use increases 
stress in tobacco users

• Tobacco users must keep using tobacco to 
the avoid tobacco withdrawal which 
maintains their addiction

“When I stopped living in the 
problem and began living in the 

answer, the problem went 
away.”

-Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous



Take home points

• Tobacco and vaping use is a harmful and 
unproductive coping strategy for stress. It 
does not address the underlying stressors in 
one's life, and worsens stress

• Tobacco and vaping use is the problem, not 
the solution, for stress

• We all must all strive to realize:
• Tobacco and vape-free care settings
• Incorporate healthy and productive stress 

management strategies into tobacco treatment 
services and other programming



R YA N  C O F F M A N ,  
M P H ,  C H E S ,  C T T S -
M

Tobacco Policy and Control 
Program Manager
ryan.coffman @phila.gov


