
 

Drug helps women who stop smoking keep
weight off

December 10 2012

A medication being tested to help smokers kick the habit also may help
avoid the weight gain that is common after quitting but only in women,
according to a study published in the December issue of Biological
Psychiatry. This is the first medication shown to reduce weight gain for
up to one year in women smokers who quit.

Naltrexone—an opioid blocker that can dampen the desire for alcohol, 
heroin and nicotine, as well as the pleasures of eating—helped men quit
smoking. It improved their quit rates after three months of treatment in a
large controlled trial, from 17 percent for those who did not get the drug
up to 30 percent for those who did.

The drug did not improve quit rates for women beyond that of the
placebo. But for the women who successfully quit smoking, their weight
gain was reduced by more than half. After three months, those who took
naltrexone gained an average of 2.3 pounds while those who took a
placebo gained 5.1 pounds.

"When trying to stop smoking, women tend to gain more weight than
men and to be more concerned about gaining that weight," said study
author Andrea King, PhD, professor of psychiatry and behavioral
neuroscience at the University of Chicago Medicine. "Women who try to
quit may be so worried about putting on weight in the process that they
soon give up, and this is less commonly found in men. Adding
naltrexone to standard treatment might help women get through that
difficult early period."
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While tobacco use is the leading cause of preventable death in the
United States, obesity is the second leading cause. Ironically, more than
80 percent of those who are able to stop smoking put on at least five
pounds in the year after quitting. Up to 25 percent of those who quit gain
more than 15 pounds.

For this study, researchers combined data from the two largest trials
using naltrexone to help volunteers stop smoking. The trial included 700
participants, 315 from the University of Chicago and 385 from Yale
University. For six to 12 weeks after their quit date, participants took
either naltrexone or a placebo. They also used a nicotine patch and
attended smoking-cessation counseling for the first month.

After six months, 159 of the 700 participants (23 percent), including 77
women, remained verifiably smoke-free. After 12 months, that number
fell to 115 (16 percent), including 57 women.

Over the first 12 months after quitting, weight gain continued to increase
for successful quitters, but the benefits of the early treatment with
naltrexone persisted. The effect was diminished, however. From a
50-percent reduction in weight gain for those taking the drug when
measured at three months, the difference decreased to 40 percent (7.3
vs. 12.1 pounds) at six months, and to 20 percent (13 vs. 16.3 pounds) at
12 months.

"Naltrexone has produced the most promising results to date for helping
women who quit smoking gain less weight," King said. "It is possible that
the opioid blocker reduces women's tendency to eat high fat and sweet
foods when they quit smoking."

But the available tools to help people stop smoking "are not satisfactory,"
King added. Smoking remains "a huge health problem and most adults in
the United States are either overweight or obese. Our study demonstrates
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that naltrexone may be a promising medication to treat tobacco
dependence and unlike the other approved medications, appears to help
reduce weight gain for many."

  More information: The paper is available online at: 
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsych.2012.09.025
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