
S M O K I N G  A N D  M E N TA L  H E A LT H

How can I support someone
to address their smoking?

Family, friends, health workers and doctors can support
smokers with mental illness to quit or cut down.



Why should people with mental illness be supported to
change their smoking?

Health
Cigarette smoking is the leading cause of premature death and disease in
Australia. It is the primary cause of poor physical health for many people with
mental illness.

Money
Many people spend a lot of their
income on cigarettes and have very
little left for food, accommodation,
transport, health and recreation.

Medication
Smoking interacts with some
medications. Some people with
mental illness who smoke need to
take more medication than they would if they were non-smokers.

Community involvement
Smoking is banned from most employment, education, sport, recreation and
other community venues. Smokers can find it more difficult to be involved in
community activities.

What do people with mental illness say about tobacco?

Most people are very concerned about their smoking and are aware of the
effect that it has on their health and quality of life.

Many people with mental illness are able to make significant changes to their
smoking if they are given good information and support.

“I haven’t smoked for 3 years now and it has made
it a lot easier to survive on the pension. I can now
afford to run a car and I can have a counter meal
occasionally.”



Important information for supporting people with
mental illness

Mental health
Quitting or cutting down can be very difficult. Some people experience feelings
of loss, sadness and anxiety. These feelings can be normal and usually they
pass in time. People with mental illness may need extra support and to work
more closely with their doctor or health worker.

Medications
Smoking interacts with some medications by increasing their metabolism,
making them pass through the system more quickly. When some people with
mental illness stop or significantly cut down, their medication may need to be
changed. It is important for people to work together with their doctor or health
worker to monitor their mental health and medication.

Stress
Many people smoke when they
feel stressed. When they quit
or cut down they need to find
other things to do at these
times. Having a plan and taking
each step at a time is very
important. It is usually best to
make changes when there are
less other stresses.

Financial situation
Some people have very little money and may need support to make a budget
plan, to get Nicotine Replacement Therapy (NRT), catch public transport or be
involved in other activities.

Taking in information
Sometimes people have difficulty concentrating and remembering information.
Some may have difficulty reading. It may be useful to give a little information
at a time and to write plans or ideas down.

Confidence
Mental illness can affect a person’s confidence. Some people may need a lot
of encouragement and support to begin to believe they can change.



Support networks
Some people may need help to identify the positive supports they have and
to ask for support. They may also need to plan how they will cope when they
are with other smokers.

Being organised and having energy
Some people have difficulty planning and being organised. Mental illness can
also make people feel very tired and low in energy. A written plan, reminders
and practical support can help.

Weight gain
Some medications can cause weight gain. Some people may be worried about
putting on more weight when they change their smoking. They may need
support and information to maintain a healthy diet and exercise plan.

Things to do
Some people have very few things to do and may spend a lot of time alone.
Some smoke more or relapse when they feel bored or lonely. Helping them
to plan and get involved in activities each day can be useful.

Feeling unwell or being in hospital
Many people start smoking or smoke more, when they are unwell or in hospital.
Extra support from health workers, family and friends to remain a non-smoker
or to keep in control of their smoking at these times is very important.

Smoke free environments
Some hospitals, community centres, accommodation and drop in centres are
still places where people smoke with others. This can make it very difficult for
those who are trying to change their smoking, and very unhealthy for those
who don’t smoke.

Services should have clearly defined smoke free areas, both indoors and
outdoors. Group sitting areas should be smoke free.

Quit can help with signs and advice about smoke free areas and policies.

Slip ups
Many people stop smoking and then have a slip up and smoke a few or go
back to smoking. This can be a part of learning to become a non-smoker. It is
important to encourage them to keep trying or to have another go when they
are ready.



Quitting or cutting down?

Sometimes quitting altogether may seem like too big a step. Some people
find it easier to cut down gradually. This is especially the case for people who
smoke more than 20 cigarettes a day.

Some advantages of gradually reducing the number of cigarettes smoked per day
• It may make the change feel easier.
• It can build confidence to quit.
• It can help manage mental health and any medication changes.

However most people find it hard to keep smoking just a few cigarettes each
day. They find that gradually the number smoked increases, and before long
they are back smoking the same number as before.

Once people have cut down to 10 -15 cigarettes each day, encourage them to
think about quitting.

It is a good opportunity to build on the lessons learnt while reducing, and the
confidence they have gained.

Many people find it much easier to quit altogether than to stay reduced.



What should I say to help?
Researchers have identified a number of stages or steps that are important in making
a change. Many people go through these stages several times before they achieve
their goal. Most people who have quit smoking have had to make several attempts.

It is important to remember that the right support at the right stage can really help
people to move forward to the next stage and closer to achieving a change.

MAINTENANCE

PRE-CONTEMPLATION

RELAPSE

When they have quit for quite a while

• Encourage them to think of themselves as a non-smoker.
• Remind them that it is not a good idea to have ‘just one’.
• Help them to identify ‘traps’ and what to do to cope.
• Congratulate and help them plan rewards for themselves.

Here are some support ideas for the different stages of change.

When they are not thinking about quitting
or cutting down

• Encourage them to think about the likes and
don't likes about smoking.

• Provide information on the effects of smoking.
• Encourage them to believe in their ability 

to change.
• Offer your support if they ever want to 

change their smoking.
• Be careful not to push or to nag, so that 

resistance develops.

When they have had a “slip up”

• See following page for tips.



When they are planning to quit or cut down
soon

•  Suggest they talk to their doctor or health 
worker about their medication and mental
health and ask for information and support.

•  Provide information about NRT, withdrawal
and cravings.

•  Encourage them to think about when, where
and why they smoke and help them make
a plan about what to do at these times.

•  Encourage use of the Quitline 131 848.
•  Suggest making small changes eg smoking
    only outside or away from others, delaying
    each cigarette.

CONTEMPLATION

PREPARATION

ACTION
When they are cutting down or quitting

• Provide encouragement and reassurance.
• Help them to plan coping strategies.
• Provide suggestions and support to deal with withdrawal.
• Encourage use of the Quitline 131 848.
• Suggest they reward themselves.

If they have cut down
• Congratulate them and suggest they make a plan to quit.
• Remind them that maintaining smoking less can be 

very difficult and that being a non-smoker can be easier.

When they are just thinking about quitting or cutting down,
but they are not sure

• Help them explore the pros and cons of the decision.
• Give information about how to make a change if they decide.
• Suggest ringing the Quitline 131 848.
• Help them to identify barriers in their thinking and feelings.
• Help them to see past attempts as part of the learning process.



 What to do if they have a ‘slip-up’

Many people who have quit smoking have had to make several attempts.
Slip-ups happen especially in early attempts. They can be an important part of
the learning process toward becoming a non-smoker.

Support ideas
• Talk about the slip-up as part of learning more about themselves and their 

smoking.
• If they have only had a couple of cigarettes, encourage them to continue to

plan to quit.
• Help them to think about what happened, where they were, what they were

thinking and feeling so they learn about their strengths and difficulties.
• Provide information about the risks of ‘just having one’.
• Help them to rebuild their confidence and make a new plan.

For more support

Quitline 131 848 provides counselling and support to anyone who is thinking
about quitting or cutting down. The Quitline can provide written information,
advice and regular phone calls while people are making a change to their
smoking. Many of the advisers have had a lot of experience helping people
with mental illness.

SANE Australia has produced some useful resources about tobacco for people
with mental illness and their supporters and some guidelines for GPs and
health workers.
For more information Ph (03) 96825933 or email: admin@sane.org



Support from doctors and health workers

Doctors and health workers have a very important role in helping people with
mental illness address their smoking.

People who have support are much more likely to think about their smoking
and have the confidence and information they need to make a change.

Here are 5 easy and effective steps to begin to talk about smoking.

Ask about tobacco
Simply asking people if they smoke can help them to begin to consider their
choices and ask for information or support.

Assess readiness to make a change
It is useful to ask all smokers how they feel about their smoking and if they
have considered quitting or gradually cutting down.
See the section “What should I say to help?”

Advise
All smokers should be encouraged to quit smoking.
People with mental illness should be advised to plan carefully and discuss their
mental health, medication and other support needs.

Assist
Help people to get the information and support they need.
Encourage them to use the Quitline 131 848.

Arrange follow up
Arrange a time to follow up on how they are going.
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