
 

People who wake up, smoke and return to
sleep may need mental health support to quit
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Many cigarette smokers wake in the night, smoke, and then return to
sleep. Prior research has linked this behavior to smoking a higher
number of cigarettes each day and to a higher likelihood of failing when
trying to quit smoking. In recent years, some researchers began to
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propose that waking to smoke is a symptom of nicotine dependence.
New research from Penn State, however, suggests that waking in the
night is more likely the result of stress than nicotine addiction.

Steven Branstetter, associate professor of biobehavioral health, Joshua
Muscat, professor of public health sciences at Penn State College of
Medicine, and Nicolle Krebs, Muscat's doctoral student, collaborated on
this research, published in a new article in Behavioral Sleep Medicine.

Waking to smoke may occur among as many as half of all regular 
cigarette smokers. Branstetter said that it is important to understand why
people smoke when they wake up.

"If people wake up to smoke because they are so addicted to nicotine
that they cannot make it from the time they go to bed until the time they
wake up, then we should treat their nicotine dependence with products
like nicotine gums or nicotine patches," Branstetter explained. "If people
are waking up because they are depressed or anxious and they smoke
because that is how they soothe themselves, then we need to treat their
mental health in order to help them quit smoking."

Smoking to soothe

In this study, the authors found that a person's levels of stress and
psychological distress were more important than nicotine dependence for
understanding who would wake at night and smoke. Previous
assumptions that mid-sleep smoking was an indicator of severe nicotine 
addiction may not be correct.

This research demonstrates that people are waking and smoking, not
waking to smoke as the research literature has often characterized the
phenomenon. In their future work, the authors want to establish exactly
what factors are driving waking and smoking so that treatments can be
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developed to help these smokers quit.

Looking beyond addiction

The authors explained that, though many people think of addiction as the
sole reason that people smoke, all people who smoke do so for a variety
of reasons.

Prior research has shown that adolescent smokers frequently incorporate
smoking as an important part of their social relationships. To help
adolescents quit, interventions teach them to negotiate their social
relationships without smoking.

For many of the people who are waking in the night and smoking, the
ritual of smoking may help them self-soothe and/or deal with stress.
These smokers are more likely to fail when trying to quit. The authors
believe that helping mid-sleep smokers address their stress or
psychological distress might be necessary to help them quit.

"Researchers know that smoking behavior is driven by more than
nicotine addiction. It's not just the drug or substance," said Branstetter.
"There are secondary reasons for smoking, and we know that treatment
for people needs to address those secondary reasons in order for most
people to quit successfully."

Support quitting

According to the researchers, smokers with high levels of psychological
distress or perceived stress could receive additional support regarding
mental health, stress reduction, and overall sleep health in order to help
them quit smoking.
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"Measuring things like addiction is really tricky," Branstetter said. "Josh
(Muscat), my collaborator on this paper and much of this work, found
that people who smoke immediately after they wake in the morning are
more likely to get head and neck cancer, fail when they try to quit
smoking, and are at risk for more health problems. This is because
people who hurry to smoke when they get up are usually very addicted to
nicotine, and they take longer drags on cigarettes and smoke more of
each cigarette. So, despite what people might expect, 'how soon you
smoke after waking' is actually a more useful measure of addiction than
'number of cigarettes you smoke each day."

"This work is part of our effort to measure and understand nicotine
addiction. The better we understand what people are facing, the better
equipped we will be to help them."

  More information: Steven A. Branstetter et al, Nighttime Waking to
Smoke, Stress, and Nicotine Addiction, Behavioral Sleep Medicine
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