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HEALTH BASICS

Benefits of quitting tobacco

The health benefits that begin after you stop using tobacco products.

WHAT IT IS

Health gains after stopping cigarettes and other tobacco products

WHERE IT COMES UP

Quit attempts, health visits, pregnancy, surgery, or tobacco-related diagnoses

WHY IT MATTERS

Lowers harmful exposure and reduces risks across the body

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Primary care clinician, pharmacist, dentist, or quitline counselor

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Self-report; sometimes breath carbon monoxide or cotinine testing

Overview

Quitting tobacco means stopping cigarettes, cigars, pipes, smokeless tobacco, or other

tobacco products. It is not a disease or diagnosis. Nicotine dependence, however, is a medical

condition that can make quitting difficult.

Health benefits begin after your last tobacco use and continue over time. The clearest

timelines come from research on cigarette smoking. Smokeless tobacco does not produce

smoke or carbon monoxide, so some benefits differ, but stopping still reduces exposure to

nicotine and cancer-causing chemicals.

Quitting helps at any age, including after many years of tobacco use. It may not reverse every

change that has already occurred. For example, damaged lung tissue may not fully recover.

Even so, stopping can reduce further harm and lower the chance of many tobacco-related

conditions.

A slip does not erase the benefits already gained or mean that a quit attempt has failed. Many

people need more than one attempt before they stop for good.

How it works
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Cigarette smoke contains carbon monoxide. This gas takes the place of oxygen on red blood

cells, making it harder for blood to carry oxygen. After smoking stops, carbon monoxide levels

fall and oxygen transport improves.

Tobacco smoke also irritates and inflames the airways. Over time, stopping allows some airway

inflammation to settle. Tiny hair-like structures called cilia can begin working better. Cilia help

move mucus and debris out of the lungs.

The heart and blood vessels also benefit. Smoking makes blood more likely to clot, damages

blood vessel walls, and places extra strain on the heart. These effects begin to ease after

smoking stops. The risks of heart attack and stroke then decline over the following years.

Tobacco contains chemicals that can damage DNA, the instructions inside cells. Stopping ends

repeated exposure to many of these chemicals. It cannot remove every damaged cell, but the

risk of several cancers falls over time.

Smokeless tobacco exposes the mouth and throat to nicotine and cancer-causing chemicals.

Stopping allows irritated tissues to heal and lowers continued exposure. A dentist may still

recommend follow-up for persistent mouth changes.

Nicotine withdrawal can begin when tobacco use stops. Cravings, irritability, restlessness, low

mood, poor concentration, sleep changes, and increased appetite are common. These effects

reflect the brain adjusting to less nicotine; they do not mean that quitting is harming your

health.

Why it matters for your health

The benefits of quitting build at different rates. Some changes occur within minutes or days,

while reduced risks of cancer and cardiovascular disease develop over years.

Important benefits include:

Breathing and coughing may improve during the months after quitting cigarettes. Some

people notice better taste and smell, improved exercise tolerance, or fewer respiratory

infections. Results differ, especially when asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease,

heart disease, or another condition is already present.

Quitting also protects people around you. Secondhand smoke contributes to heart disease,

stroke, lung cancer, asthma attacks, and respiratory illness. Keeping homes and vehicles

smoke-free reduces exposure, but stopping smoking provides broader protection.

During pregnancy, quitting tobacco benefits both the pregnant person and the developing

baby. It is useful at any stage, although earlier cessation allows more time without exposure. A
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maternity clinician can help choose appropriate support.

- Lower carbon monoxide exposure after stopping smoked tobacco

- Reduced risk of heart attack, stroke, and coronary heart disease

- Lower risk of lung and several other cancers

- Slower loss of lung function and less risk from chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

- Better healing and fewer complications around many operations

- Improved oral health after stopping smoked or smokeless tobacco

- Less secondhand smoke exposure for family members and others

- Reduced pregnancy risks when tobacco exposure stops

What can go wrong

Continued tobacco use is related to conditions including coronary heart disease, stroke,

chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, lung cancer, cancers of the mouth and throat, gum

disease, and pregnancy complications. Quitting lowers risk, but it does not guarantee that

these conditions will not occur.

Withdrawal can make the first part of a quit attempt uncomfortable. Cravings and mood

changes usually ease, although their timing and intensity differ. Persistent depression, severe

anxiety, or withdrawal that interferes with daily life deserves routine follow-up with a

healthcare professional or quitline.

Stopping smoking can change how the body processes certain medicines. This happens

because chemicals in smoke, rather than nicotine itself, affect liver enzymes that break down

some drugs. Medicines such as clozapine, olanzapine, and theophylline may need monitoring

after smoking stops. Caffeine can also have stronger effects. Tell the clinician who prescribes

your medicines when you quit, and do not change doses yourself.

Weight gain can occur after quitting because appetite and metabolism may change. This does

not cancel the health benefits of stopping tobacco. A clinician or dietitian can help if weight

change becomes a concern.

Chest pain, severe trouble breathing, coughing up blood, fainting, or signs of stroke are not

routine nicotine withdrawal. Signs of stroke include sudden facial drooping, arm weakness, or

difficulty speaking. Seek emergency medical help for these symptoms.

Seek urgent mental health help if you might harm yourself or cannot stay safe. For less severe

but persistent low mood, arrange routine follow-up.
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What you can do

You do not need a medical test before deciding to quit. A practical first step is to record what

tobacco you use, how often you use it, and which situations trigger cravings. This can help you

choose support that matches your routine.

You can ask a primary care clinician, pharmacist, dentist, maternity service, or tobacco quitline

about counseling and stop-smoking medicines. Options may include nicotine replacement

products, varenicline, or bupropion. The suitable choice depends on your health, pregnancy

status, current medicines, and previous experiences. Do not use someone else's prescription

medicine.

Nicotine replacement provides nicotine without tobacco smoke. It is designed to reduce

cravings while avoiding the toxic products of combustion. It is not the same as continuing to

smoke.

Useful actions include:

Most people do not need testing to prove that they have quit. Some clinics or programs use a

breath carbon monoxide test after smoking cessation. Cotinine testing can detect recent

nicotine exposure, but it may also be positive when nicotine replacement is being used.

- Choose a quit date or a clear step toward stopping

- Write down triggers, cravings, tobacco use, and slips

- Remove tobacco products, ashtrays, and other reminders

- Ask people around you not to offer tobacco

- Arrange counseling, quitline support, or medication before your quit date

- Tell your prescriber that you are stopping smoking

- Keep trying after a slip rather than abandoning the attempt

Common questions

Is it too late to benefit after decades of smoking?

No. Stopping tobacco can improve health at any age. Some existing damage may remain, but

the risks of heart disease, stroke, cancer, and further lung damage can still fall.

Is cutting down the same as quitting?

No. Cutting down may be a step toward quitting, but it does not remove exposure. People may

also inhale more deeply when smoking fewer cigarettes. Complete cessation provides the
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greatest health benefit.

Will my lungs return to normal?

Some airway irritation and cilia function can improve. Cough and shortness of breath may

decrease. Permanent damage, such as emphysema or lung scarring, may not reverse.

Are cravings a sign that my body needs tobacco?

Cravings are a feature of nicotine withdrawal, not evidence that tobacco is medically

necessary. They usually become less frequent and easier to manage with time and support.

Does switching products provide the same benefit?

Switching completely away from burned tobacco can reduce exposure to smoke, but another

tobacco product may still contain nicotine and harmful chemicals. Using cigarettes alongside

another product continues smoke exposure. Ask a cessation service about options intended to

help you stop tobacco entirely.

What if I have already tried several times?

Previous attempts can show which triggers, supports, or medicines were helpful. A clinician,

pharmacist, or quitline counselor can help you adjust the next plan.
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