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NEW survey shows millions of smokers are cutting down or have tried to 

quit due to COVID-19 

 

• Nearly 1 in 10 smokers has tried to quit and over 1/3 have cut down 

• #QuitforCOVID campaign is launched in North East 

• North East doctor urges smokers to quit  

 

At least 300,000 people have quit smoking successfully, a further 550,000 have tried to quit 

and 2.4 million have cut down on the amount of cigarettes they smoke due to growing 

concerns around coronavirus (COVID-19) and the increased risk that smokers face. 

 

The estimates are based on findings from the UK arm of YouGov’s international Covid 

Tracker [1] and come as evidence is showing that smokers in hospital who have coronavirus 

are at a higher risk than non-smokers of severe illness [2]. 

 

This week the #QuitforCOVID campaign is being launched by the Smokefree Action 

Coalition, Fresh and respiratory clinicians. Fresh has also launched a new radio and online 

campaign running in Northumberland, Tyne and Wear and County Durham to highlight the 

risks and the benefits of quitting to health. 

 

The YouGov survey – the first in the UK to reveal how coronavirus is impacting smokers’ 

attitudes towards cigarettes, shows that COVID-19 is significantly increasing smokers’ 

motivation to quit and to stay quit. It finds that: 

 

• 8% of smokers have tried to quit because of COVID - this equates to around 550,000 

smokers in UK and nearly 27,000 people in the North East. [3]  

• 36% have cut down how many cigarettes they smoke. This equates to around 2.4 

million smokers cutting down the amount they smoke because of concerns over 

COVID-19 [3]. In the North East that would mean over 120,000 people cutting down if 

applied to current prevalence. 

• 2% of ex-smokers [4] say that they have quit completely recently due to COVID -19. 

This equates to around 300,000 people who are now ex-smokers because of 

concerns over COVID-19 [3]. 

• A quarter of ex-smokers say that COVID-19 makes it less likely they will relapse to 

smoking (4% say it makes it more likely they will relapse) 

• 27% of smokers say they are more likely to quit because of COVID. 

 



 

 
While concerns around COVID-19 appears to be reducing smoking overall, 14% of smokers 

say it has made them less likely to quit as a result. 

 

The Association of Directors of Public Health and Public Health England have also joined the 

call for smokers to quit for COVID-19. 

 

Professor Eugene Milne, Director of Public Health for Newcastle and lead Director of 

Public Health for tobacco in the North East, said: “This is a worrying time for everyone 

and we are all looking for ways to minimise our risk. As well as hand washing and social 

distancing, quitting smoking is one very important and positive step for anyone who smokes. 

 

“You would be hard pressed to find any family in the North East that doesn’t have one family 

member who has been affected by smoking. Historically we have had higher rates of 

smoking and even though rates have nearly halved since 2005, smoking still causes over 

5000 deaths a year in the North East. It’s vital that we keep a focus on reducing smoking 

and clearly communicate the many reasons to give quitting a go. It is never too late, you’re 

never too old, and there are immediate benefits”.  

 

Ailsa Rutter OBE, Director of Fresh, said: “There has possibly never been a more 

important time to quit smoking than right now. COVID-19 is focusing everyone’s minds on 

staying healthy and for people who smoke, quitting is an incredibly important step. 

 

“We are launching this campaign because smoking has emerged very clearly from doctors 

and from studies around the world as causing worse complications from coronavirus. This 

must be worrying news for smokers, but it is something that everyone have a right to know.  

 

“We are encouraging anyone who smokes to give quitting a go now – even if you’ve tried 

before, it is never too late to try to quit and stopping brings benefits at any age.” 

 

Dr Ruth Sharrock, a respiratory consultant and member of the Gateshead Smokefree 

Alliance, said: “In the last two months we have seen the devastating effects of COVID 

across the North East, with all hospitals currently running additional intensive care services 

to support patients and all of us seeing patients dying from this virus.  

 

“I know that my patients are understandably scared and are taking their shielding or social 

distancing very seriously. Everybody wants to think about the ways that they can improve 

their health and fitness, as this has been a frightening wake up call for us all. 

 

“For smokers, the single most important thing they can do to improve their health, reduce 

their risks from respiratory tract infections, as well as reducing risks of cancer, COPD and 

heart disease, and improve their life expectancy is to stop smoking. The delivery of Stop 

Smoking Services has been affected by COVID19 but we are working on lots of ways of 

getting around this. We want to help people, now more than ever, to take this huge step to 

improve their health. Please try. Try again. Ask for help.” 



 

 
 

Smokers are also much more at risk of range of serious health problems requiring them to 

be admitted to hospital such as cancer, heart disease, stroke, chronic bronchitis, 

emphysema and pneumonia [5]. 

 

One area seeing more enquiries from smokers to the stop smoking service is 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne. Rachel Nichol, CGL Project Manager Newcastle Stop Smoking 

Service, said: ““Everyone is obviously anxious about COVID-19 but many smokers coming 

into our service right now are telling us they are worried about the additional risks of getting 

worse symptoms from coronavirus if you smoke and are telling us that this as a reason for 

stopping.  

 

“At present, clients in treatment who are worried about coronavirus seem to be more 

determined to stay with the programme and therefore more committed to staying quit. As a 

result, early data indicates that we have a reduced drop-out rate.  

 

“However, we know people often cite stress as a reason to smoke and advisers are also 

reporting some clients say they feel too anxious to stay quit.  We are reminding people that 

now is a really important time to stop and that in the long term, quitting is proven to improve 

mood and reduces anxiety as well as improvements in health and saving money.” 

 

Philip Kyle, 55, from Kingston Park, Newcastle, has decided to quit smoking after 30 

years to protect his health during the COVID-19 outbreak.  After several unsuccessful 

quit attempts, Phil is more determined to quit this time with the help of his local stop 

smoking service.  

 

He said: “It wasn’t until the coronavirus outbreak happened that I seriously considered 

giving quitting another go. Due to my health condition I am immunosuppressed, which 

means I am in the high risk group of developing COVID-19 complications so I am having to 

shield.  

 

“I am very concerned about contracting COVID-19 as it would have very serious implications 

for me, so I thought now was the right time to quit smoking for good. I’m determined to beat 

the addiction this time.” 

 

Professor Peter Kelly, Public Health England Regional Director and NHS Director of 

Public Health North East and Yorkshire said: “Quitting smoking now will bring immediate 

benefits to your health, reducing the risk of heart and lung problems for you and those 

around you. That’s good news for smokers and good news for our NHS” 

 

Ruth Tennant, Tobacco lead for the Association of Directors of Public Health, said: 

“There are so many reasons to quit smoking but never a more important time than right now 

during the coronavirus pandemic. Emerging evidence suggests that smoking puts people 



 

 
more at risk from severe complications from COVID-19, and the ADPH is supporting efforts 

to encourage smokers to quit for COVID.” 

 

What other national medics say: 

 

Dr Nick Hopkinson, Respiratory Specialist at Imperial College London and Chair of 

Action on Smoking Health, (ASH) said: “Smoking harms the immune system and our 

ability to fight off infections. Evidence is growing that smoking is associated with worse 

outcomes in those admitted to hospital with COVID-19. 

 

“Quitting smoking also rapidly reduces people’s risk of other health problems such as heart 

attacks and strokes – those are bad whenever they happen, so preventing them is an end in 

itself, but it's especially important at a time like now when everyone is keen to stay out of 

hospital.” 

 

#Quit forCOVID was launched on Twitter by Bristol-based family GP Dr Charlie Kenward 

and has been rolled out by the Smokefree Action Coalition and respiratory clinicians. The 

Association of Directors of Public Health has now become the latest organisation to support 

calls for smokers to quit for COVID.  

 

Dr Kenward said: “Stopping smoking remains the single biggest thing people can do to 

improve their overall health. It will improve heart and lung health as well as reducing the 

chances of developing cancer and even improve wound healing after surgery.  

 

“There has never been a better time to quit and with a wealth of resources available to 

support you, I urge people to take control of your health and stop smoking today.” 

 

Smokers can find out how to get help with their quit attempts by visiting 

www.todayistheday.co.uk and ask questions of leading experts by tweeting 

@QuitforCOVID. 

 

Notes 

 

[1] The survey was conducted between 15th and 21st April. It was an online survey using the 

YouGov panel with 1004 respondents. For more information on the YouGov Covid Tracker 

see: https://yougov.co.uk/topics/international/articles-reports/2020/03/17/YouGov-

international-COVID-19-tracker 

 

[2] Simons D., Brown J., Shahab L., Perski O. The association of smoking status with SARS-

CoV-2 infection, hospitalisation and mortality from COVID-19: A living rapid evidence review. 

Update 23 April 2020. https://www.qeios.com/read/UJR2AW  

https://yougov.co.uk/topics/international/articles-reports/2020/03/17/YouGov-international-COVID-19-tracker
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/international/articles-reports/2020/03/17/YouGov-international-COVID-19-tracker
https://www.qeios.com/read/UJR2AW


 

 
[3] Calculations are by Dr Leonie Brose at National Addictions Centre, King’s College 

London. The proportions in the YouGov survey are applied to the most recent available ONS 

population estimates for UK, England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland: 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populatione

stimates/bulletins/annualmidyearpopulationestimates/mid2018 

[4] Ex-smokers includes anyone who has ever smoked and since quit. They made up 31% of 

respondents to the survey.  

[5] Royal College of Physicians. Hiding in plain sight: treating tobacco dependency in the 

NHS.London: RCP, 2018. https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/file/10116/download 

 

ENDS 

 

 

Notes to Editors: 

 

Fresh is the UK’s first dedicated regional programme for tobacco control. It was set up in 

2005 to tackle the high toll of death and disease caused by smoking. Since then the North 

East has achieved the greatest decline in adult smoking of any English region-with an overall 

44% reduction in the number of adult smokers from 2005 to 2018.   

 

Fresh is currently funded by councils in the North East.  

 

Fresh has received a number of awards including CMO Public Health Award (Gold Medal); 

Irish Cancer Society Charles Cully Memorial Medal, NHS Leadership Award, WHO World No 

Tobacco Day Award.  

 

 

For more information go to www.freshne.com or contact:  

 

Anna Hodgson 

PR Account Director 

Gardiner Richardson 

annah@gardiner-richardson.com  

07970 729758 

 

Sarah Jeffery 

PR Account Manager 

Gardiner Richardson 

sarahj@gardiner-richardson.com  

07790 339059 
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