
1. 	 In people with cancer, smoking increases the risk of overall mortality,  
cancer-specific mortality and second primary cancers.1

2. 	Across multiple types of cancers, smoking cessation can improve survival 
compared with continued smoking.2

3. 	Help your patients quit smoking even after a cancer diagnosis by offering 
referral to Quitline (13 7848) and facilitating access to pharmacotherapy,  
if clinically appropriate.
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At the time of cancer diagnosis, 
20–30% of people self-report 
current smoking.2

Compared with never smokers, 
people with cancer who smoke 
have a 51% increased risk of overall 
mortality and a 61% increased risk 
of cancer-related mortality.1

Most people who smoke want to  
quit and have already tried to quit.4  
The motivation and interest to quit 
may increase following a cancer 
diagnosis.6 There is evidence 
that brief advice from a health 
professional prompts a person who 
smokes to make a quit attempt.7

Tobacco use is the leading 
modifiable risk factor for cancer 
and was responsible for one-fifth 
of the cancer burden in Australia  
in 2018.5  

Tobacco use is the single leading 
cause of preventable death and 
disease in Australia.3 In 2019, 11% 
of Australians aged 14 and over 
smoked tobacco daily.4  

http://quitcentre.org.au


How does smoking lead to reduced response to cancer 
treatment?
While many studies have shown the biological mechanisms by which smoking causes cancer, fewer 
studies have evaluated the effect of smoking on existing cancer cells. What is known though is that 
smoking affects cancer cell signalling, which leads to cell proliferation, and decreased response to 
chemotherapy and radiotherapy.8

What is the impact of smoking cessation on people  
with cancer?
Compared with continued smoking, smoking cessation after a cancer diagnosis significantly 
reduced all-cause mortality, with a median reduction of 45%. This benefit has been consistently 
shown across different cancer sites and types of treatment.2, 9

The magnitude of effect of smoking cessation compared with continued smoking after cancer 
diagnosis on overall mortality is substantial and may even be comparable with the effect size of 
some cancer therapies.1

What is the link between smoking and cancer outcomes?
Continued smoking after a cancer diagnosis has an adverse impact on health outcomes in people 
living with cancer and cancer survivors. Current smoking in people with cancer increases their risk 
of overall mortality, cancer-related mortality as well as second primary cancer. In addition, people 
with cancer who smoke are at a higher risk of recurrence, have poorer response to treatment and 
increased treatment-related toxicity.1

A person with cancer who 
currently smokes can improve 
their prognosis by stopping 
smoking at any time.1  



Where does smoking cessation fit within cancer care? 
Smoking cessation should be a part of the continuum of cancer care, from symptom finding 
through to diagnosis and follow-up. Many peak international and Australian cancer organisations 
call for smoking cessation treatment to be offered as a standard part of cancer care.2, 10-12 

Smoking cessation should be perceived as an effect modifier of treatment outcomes.9 Therefore, 
smoking cessation treatment is a priority in cancer care. It is never too late for people with cancer 
to stop smoking and experience health benefits.10

How can I best support my patients to stop smoking?
You can support your patients to stop smoking by using the Ask, Advise, Help (AAH) model. The 
AAH model promotes cessation and connects people who smoke with evidence-based tobacco 
dependence treatment (a combination of multi-session behavioural intervention through Quitline 
and pharmacotherapy, if clinically appropriate). 

This can be delivered in a few minutes via the following steps: 

•	 Ask all patients about their smoking status and document this in their medical record 

•	 Advise all patients who smoke to quit in a clear, non-confrontational, personalised way, and 
advise of the most effective way to quit 

•	 Help all patients who smoke to quit by offering an opt-out referral for behavioural intervention 
through Quitline (13 7848) and by facilitating access to pharmacotherapy, if clinically appropriate. 

What is the Quitline and how can it help my patients? 
•	 Quitline (13 7848) is a confidential, evidence-based telephone counselling service. Professional 

Quitline counsellors deliver counselling over multiple sessions to help people plan, make and 
sustain a quit attempt. 

•	 Aboriginal Quitline is also available to support Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people 
who smoke. 

•	 Making a proactive referral to Quitline increases the likelihood of patients enrolling in treatment.13 
Refer your patients: quitcentre.org.au/referral-form 

•	 Quitline also provides information and advice to health professionals about smoking cessation. 

http://quitcentre.org.au/referral-form
http://www.quitcentre.org.au/referral-form


Learn more at: quitcentre.org.au Version 1 06/2023

References 
1.	 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The health 

consequences of smoking 50 years of progress. A report of 
the surgeon general. Atlanta, Georgia: U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention 
and Health Promotion, Office on Smoking and Health; 2014.

2.	 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Smoking 
cessation: a report of the Surgeon General. Atlanta, Georgia: 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Chronic 
Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, Office on Smoking 
and Health; 2020.

3.	 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Australian Burden 
of Disease Study: Impact and causes of illness and death in 
Australia 2018. Canberra: AIHW, Australian Government 2021  
[Available from: https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/burden-of-
disease/abds-impact-and-causes-of-illness-and-death-in-
aus/summary].

4.	 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2020. National Drug 
Strategy Household Survey 2019 Canberra: AIHW;  [Available 
from: https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/illicit-use-of-drugs/
national-drug-strategy-household-survey-2019/data].

5.	 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2021. Cancer 
in Australia 2021. Cancer series no. 133. Cat. no. CAN 144. 
Canberra: AIHW.

6.	 Gritz ER, Fingeret MC, Vidrine DJ, Lazev AB, Mehta NV, Reece 
GP. Successes and failures of the teachable moment: 
smoking cessation in cancer patients. Cancer. 2006;106(1): 
17-27.

7.	 Stead LF, Buitrago D, Preciado N, Sanchez G, Hartmann-
Boyce J, Lancaster T. Physician advice for smoking cessation. 
Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2013(5):CD000165.

8.	 Warren GW, Sobus S, Gritz ER. The biological and clinical 
effects of smoking by patients with cancer and strategies 
to implement evidence-based tobacco cessation support. 
Lancet Oncol. 2014;15(12):e568-80.

9.	 Warren GW, Alberg AJ, Cummings KM, Dresler C. Smoking 
Cessation After a Cancer Diagnosis Is Associated With 
Improved Survival. J Thorac Oncol. 2020;15(5):705-8.

10.	 National Comprehensive Cancer Network. Smoking cessation 
(Version 2.2022) 2022 [Available from: https://www.nccn.org/
professionals/physician_gls/pdf/smoking.pdf].

11.	 Clinical Oncology Society of Australia Smoking Cessation 
Working Group. Smoking Cessation in Cancer Patients: 
Embedding Smoking Cessation Care in Australian Oncology 
Health Services. Clinical Oncology Society of Australia; 2020.

12.	 Toll BA, Brandon TH, Gritz ER, Warren GW, Herbst RS, 
Tobacco ASo, et al. Assessing tobacco use by cancer patients 
and facilitating cessation: an American Association for Cancer 
Research policy statement. Clin Cancer Res. 2013;19(8):1941-
8.

13.	 Vidrine JI, Shete S, Cao Y, Greisinger A, Harmonson P, Sharp 
B, et al. Ask-Advise-Connect: a new approach to smoking 
treatment delivery in health care settings. JAMA Intern Med. 
2013;173(6):458-64.

 
Where can I find more information? 
•	 Quit has developed online training and a range of resources. Access these at: quitcentre.org.au

•	 For more information about the link between smoking and cancer, visit:  
www.tobaccoinaustralia.org.au/chapter-3-health-effects/3-3-smoking-and-cancer

•	 For information and updates about tobacco use, follow Quit Centre on Twitter or LinkedIn. 
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