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Smokers who want to quit face many obstacles that make it difficult for them to
stay  stopped despite  the  aid  of  treatment  or  nicotine  patches.  One of  these
obstacles  is  concern  about  weight  gain  after  stopping  smoking.  Survey  the
kitchens of people who are trying to quit smoking and you’re likely to find stashes
of lollipops, chocolates, or candy bars. This week’s ASHES reports on a study by
Jeffery, Hennrikus, Lando, Murray, & Liu (2000) that examined the relationships
among weight concerns, smoking, and attempts to quit.

Some research (e.g., Glasgow, Strycker, Eakin, Boles, & Whitlock, 1999) found no
significant relationship between smoking cessation and weight gain concerns in
young women.  Other  studies  found that  weight  concerns  adversely  impacted
aspects  of  quitting,  such as  motivation  (Clark  et  al.,  2004).  Borrelli  and his
colleagues found that that cessation was hampered by weight gain concerns but
that the relationship might be limited to men (Borrelli, Spring, Niaura, Hitsman,
& Papandonatos, 2001).  Confounding factors,  like dieting, can complicate the
relationship, as well (Pinto et al., 1999). Jeffery et al.’s (2000) longitudinal study
of the topic included several potentially confounding factors of the relationship
between weight concerns and smoking cessation.

Jeffery and his colleagues obtained base-line, pre-intervention, interviews from
1,166 female and 940 male smokers (78% of the potential participants) recruited
from 24 work-sites participating in smoking interventions and reassessed 86% of
the participants after 12 months. Most (92%) participants were White and the
mean sample age was 39 years. In addition to questions about their demographics
and smoking  behaviors,  participants  answered  two questions  about  smoking-
related weight concerns. The first question measured concern over weight gain
after quitting smoking. The second question assessed confidence about losing the
weight gained due to smoking cessation. Jeffery et al. also included questions
about weight concerns not related to quitting smoking, one of which asked about
current dieting. The Fagerstrom Test for Nicotine Dependence was included to
measure  nicotine  addiction.  Participants  reported  on  their  attempts  to  quit
smoking during the one-year follow-up period.
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At baseline, women were more concerned with their weight than men; 86% of
women and 62% of men expressed concern about gaining weight if they quit
smoking, and for 26% of women and 7% of men, that concern was extreme. More
women (32%) than men (12%) were dieting. For both men and women, smoking
related weight gain concerns were negatively related to quitting confidence and
positively related to general weight concerns.

Those participants who reported not smoking at re-assessment were assigned to
the smoking cessation group for analyses. At follow-up, 15% of both men and
women had successfully quit smoking. Table 1 shows the relationship between
quitting success at follow-up and baseline smoking related weight concerns for
men and women separately for both the analyses using just the single target
variables and the analyses correcting for other potential effects.

Figure. Relative Probability of Quitting Smoking as a Function of Weight Concern,
Weight Control Confidence, and Dieting One Year Earlier. Click image to enlarge.

*p < .05. **p <.01.

Note: See the BASIS glossary for a definition of odds ratio. In this table, the odds
ratios compare each weight variable category to the referent category on the
likelihood of quitting smoking. For example, when only weight concern was in the
model, women who were extremely concerned about their weight were .55 times
(i.e., approximately half) as likely to have quit smoking as those who were not at
all concerned about their weight.

Regression analyses  revealed that  in  women,  confidence in  ability  to  control
weight after quitting did not predict successful quitting, but weight concern did.
Women who expressed any weight concern were less likely to quit smoking than
women  without  weight  concerns.  However,  when  the  analyses  included  the
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effects of demographics, nicotine addiction, treatment, and social influence, the
relationship between weight concern and cessation was no longer significant and
nicotine dependence emerged as the strongest predictor. For men, the reverse
was true;  concern about  weight  gain  did  not  predict  successful  quitting but
confidence to control weight did. Both women and men who reported dieting at
baseline did not significantly differ in the rate of successful quitting from non-
dieting women and men.

The study had some limitations. The surveys were part of a work site treatment
program,  making  it  difficult  to  generalize  the  results  to  smokers  without
treatment opportunities. In addition, the participants were predominately White,
limiting the study’s ability to test the role of racial and ethnic differences in the
weight concern – smoking cessation relationship.

Strengths of  Jeffery et  al.’s  study are their  inclusion of  possible confounding
factors in the analyses and the separate analyses by gender. These considerations
add clarity to our understanding of the moderators and mediators of the weight
concern-smoking  cessation  relationship.  For  women,  participants  who  were
concerned about weight were also more dependent on nicotine, and it was the
dependence, not the weight concern that drove the relationship with quitting
success.

Thus, in this study, after controlling for other factors, weight concerns did not
influence one’s success in quitting smoking. This study illustrates the complicated
relationship between weight gain and smoking cessation. More comprehensive
studies need to be conducted to see if the findings are still replicable today.

–Sarbani Hazra.
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What do you think? Please use the comment link below to provide feedback on
this article.


