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The American Legacy Foundation (Legacy) was proud to again sponsor a Congressional briefing with Women’s Policy, Inc. This year’s focus was on smoking trends among women and the impact of social networks to influence people to quit smoking. The discussion was in the context of recent studies showing that for the first time since the 1918 Spanish influenza outbreak, women’s longevity is decreasing in a number of counties in the United States. Much of this decrease appears to be due to obesity and smoking.[1] More recently, another major study was released indicating the powerful impact of social networks – and the likelihood that a smoker quits or continues smoking.[2] The studies revealed that over the past few decades, smokers who chose to quit smoking did so in groups and approximately at the same time. If a smoker’s sibling quits, it increases their likelihood of quitting by 25%, a close friend by 36%, and a spouse by 67%. The briefing also discussed solutions, including the large number of free smoking cessation services available today and Legacy’s “EX” campaign, which helps smokers identify triggers and how to quit and live without cigarettes.  
We were pleased that two Members of the Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues were in attendance. Congresswomen Lois Capps (D-CA, 23rd), Co-Chair, and Mary Fallin (R-OK, 5th), Vice-Chair, spoke about the importance of smoking awareness and tobacco’s negative effects on smokers’ families and society. We were joined by three dynamic speakers: Dr. Carolyn Clancy, Director, Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality; Dr. Patricia Nez Henderson, Vice President, Black Hills Center for American Indian Health; and Dr. David Abrams, Executive Director, Steven A. Schroeder Institute for Tobacco Research and Policy Studies, American Legacy Foundation.
Dr. Carolyn M. Clancy, Director, Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality

Dr. Clancy acknowledged the difficulties in overcoming addiction to nicotine, and the devastating effect smoking has on women. She noted that 178,000 women die from tobacco-related illnesses each year, that there has been a 600% increase in lung cancer deaths in women since the 1950s, and that lung cancer has recently surpassed breast cancer as the leading cause of cancer death in the United States. Women often begin smoking at a very young age and have difficulty quitting later in life. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports that 23% of girls in high school and 9% of girls in middle school have smoked at least one cigarette in last 90 days. Disturbingly, a quarter of women – particularly those in low-income areas – continue to smoke while pregnant, leading to higher probabilities of low birth weight and infant mortality. Neonatal costs due to smoking exceed $366 billion annually.

Dr. Clancy also emphasized the importance of every health professional advocating smoking cessation. She discussed the 2008 Update of the Clinical Practice Guideline Treating Tobacco Use and Dependence from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The Guideline proposes a variety of innovative, evidence-based changes and suggests that counseling significantly increases the effects of pharmacological intervention and encourages abstinence. Dr. Clancy noted that significant strides have been made in tobacco cessation over the past few years, as smoking prevalence has dropped from 25% to 21% nationally; today we have a national hotline to help smokers quit and many states have quitlines, whereas 10 years ago only four states had such quitlines. However, much progress remains to be made as 75% of women who smoke are interested in quitting, but do not succeed in doing so.  She stressed that we must help these women by providing appropriate care and cessation services. 
Dr. Patricia Nez Henderson, Vice President, Black Hills Center for American Indian Health 
Dr. Nez Henderson discussed the disproportionate rates of smoking in many minority communities, focusing on her work in American Indian communities.  She noted that American Indians often cannot be categorized as one group when it comes to tobacco use. While the national average indicates that 34% of American Indians smoke, some tribes have rates of up to 60% among women alone and they often start smoking very young. American Indian smokers face numerous challenges when it comes to quitting, including lack of adequate health care access and traditional tobacco use for ceremonial purposes. Furthermore, the high rate of physician turnover in some of these areas makes it difficult to train doctors to handle tobacco prevention and cessation. 

Dr. Nez Henderson shared a story about an Indian woman’s struggle to quit smoking. Robin, a 34 year-old woman was from Rapid City, South Dakota, began smoking at age 10 and by the age of 12 smoked 15 cigarettes a day. At 21, she had her first child and continued to smoke while pregnant. Robin tried to quit many times, but lived in an area with an inadequate, underfunded health care system and limited cessation treatment. Moreover, because cigarettes were used for ceremonial purposes in her tribe, Robin faced difficult social and cultural obstacles to quitting. Indeed, more than 62% of women in Rapid City, South Dakota smoke. Robin finally quit smoking, but moved to Colorado to escape the tobacco culture of her tribe. All of her family members still smoke, and sadly, Robin’s daughter started smoking at age 10 and is currently having the same difficulties quitting.
In addition, Dr. Nez Henderson discussed how the tobacco industry has very successfully targeted women, particularly minorities. She urged more funding for cessation programs and research, particularly in American Indian, lesbian/gay, and immigrant populations. Lastly, as we learn more about the metabolism of women, the recommendations of how to tackle tobacco issues may change. 
Dr. David B. Abrams, Executive Director, Steven A. Schroeder Institute for Tobacco Research and Policy Studies, American Legacy Foundation
Dr. Abrams noted that there was a 28% decline in spending on comprehensive tobacco control between 2002 and 2004, and that not all of the money from the Master Settlement Agreement has been used for tobacco control. He emphasized the importance of research when it comes to tobacco control and cessation. While the NIH has been conducting research on nicotine for over 30 years, more research still needs to be done to better understand how to treat and reach smokers who are struggling to quit. Dr. Abrams discussed the extended negative impact of women smoking during pregnancy. Not only does tobacco use during pregnancy increase the likelihood of damaging the fetus in terms of birth weight and birth complications, but longitudinal studies suggest that exposure to nicotine permanently changes the ways genes switch on and off in the child’s brain – particularly with regard to attention and behavior. Children whose mothers smoked during pregnancy experience more attention deficits and behavioral issues and the brains of these children are more susceptible to nicotine during adolescence because they have already been primed to nicotine while in utero. Dr. Abrams discussed important differences between men and women when it comes to smoking cessation: when women change their behavior, they are more likely to do it in the support of groups, whereas men generally do it by themselves. 
Dr. Abrams discussed the “Become an EX” campaign as a great example of an interdisciplinary team coming together to produce an effective campaign. Dr. Abrams expressed hope that new technologies will continue to be used to address tobacco use and stressed the importance of coordination toward prevention and cessation goals, from hospitals, doctors, and insurance to local, state, and federal governments. 
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