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How to quit smoking without gaining
weight
It's a common perception that stopping smoking leads to weight gain. As
the thinking goes, while your heart and lungs may benefit from the change,
your waistline probably won't. Unsurprisingly, many smokers worry about
this eventuality, and may even be deterred from quitting.

The fear isn't altogether unfounded. According to research, smokers gain
an average of 4-5 kg (9-11 lb) in the year after their last cigarette. If the
weight gain is substantial, this could bring a whole new set of health
problems.

However, piling on the pounds is by no means guaranteed, and the amount
of weight gained is very variable. In fact, in the research cited above, 16% of
former smokers actually lost weight.

"While the effects of smoking and nicotine can affect one's metabolism, the
number of calories burnt and therefore your weight, the process does not
automatically mean that smoking cessation will result in an increase of
weight," says Dr Daniel Fenton, clinic director at the London Doctors Clinic.
"The benefits from quitting smoking far outweigh the small weight gain that
may or may not occur as a result."

Why weight gain may occur
For those who do gain a few pounds, there are probably a few things going
on. Firstly, one of the key chemicals in cigarettes - nicotine - functions as
an appetite suppressant. It also speeds up your resting metabolic rate,
meaning the body burns more energy (about 200 kcal a day) than it would
do otherwise.
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"Nicotine acts as somewhat of a stimulant and therefore interferes with
your metabolism, making it work faster through a number of effects on a
variety of hormones. This results in the burning of more calories," says
Fenton.

Without nicotine in your system, you would need to scale back your energy
consumption slightly in order to avoid weight gain. Unfortunately, this
comes at a time when your appetite is likely to increase.

It has been suggested that nicotine replacement therapy (such as a patch
or gum) may help forestall these effects, although the impact doesn't
appear to be very large. E-cigarettes are attracting particular attention as
a possible mode of weight control.

"There are several potential mechanisms by which vaping, in addition to the
direct effects of nicotine, could facilitate weight control. These include taste
perception, physical mouthfeel, and sensation and behavioural
replacement," said the authors of a study in the field, who noted that more
research is required. (This is jargon for 'if it feels like you have a cigarette in
your hand and your mouth, you're less likely to want to put cake there
instead'.)

Beyond the chemical effects of the nicotine, there are a number of
behavioural factors at play. If you enjoy the ritual of smoking, it may
become all too easy to replace it with snacking. On top of this, many former
smokers report improved flavour perception (and therefore greater
enjoyment of food).

"Many replace cigarettes with mints or boiled sweets which can add extra
calories to a daily intake," says Susan Short, a registered dietician and a
spokesperson for the British Dietetic Association.

How to avoid it
So if you're concerned about weight gain, what should you do? Fenton
suggests making quitting smoking part of a more far-reaching lifestyle
change.
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"Given that one of the key reasons for weight gain is the loss of appetite
suppression from nicotine, it is essential to watch what you are eating," he
says. "While your appetite may increase, it is important to cure your hunger
with healthy fruits and snacks as opposed to calorie-rich chocolates and
sweets."

Short recommends eating regular meals that are high in fibre, and drinking
six to eight glasses of water a day, with a view to staving off stomach
pangs. Fibre and protein-rich foods are particularly good at fending off
hunger.

"If someone is finding they need to replace cigarettes with snacks then
choose low-fat, low-sugar options such as fruit, unsalted nuts and seeds,
oatcakes or a plain yoghurt," she says. "Carrying snacks or a pre-prepared
packed lunch when out can help prevent reaching for the biscuit tin or
buying cakes with the daily coffee. Keep an eye on portion sizes." And keep
a pack of sugar-free gum in your pocket for emergencies, too.

Exercise is important too - not just because it boosts metabolism, but also
because it can help curb cravings.

"Exercise releases the same neurotransmitters, including dopamine and
noradrenaline, that are often triggered by smoking a cigarette. Clearly, this
is a much better way for you to release your 'happy hormones'," says
Fenton.

Why you shouldn't be concerned
It's worth mentioning that, even if some weight gain does occur, quitting
smoking is still a net positive for your health. Experts concur that gaining 10
lbs or so is nowhere near as dangerous as continuing to smoke.

In one study, which looked at the smoking habits and heart health of more
than 3,000 people, recent quitters cut their risk of cardiovascular disease by
53%. This was despite the fact they'd gained an average of 5-10 lbs.
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A larger study, involving more than 170,000 people tracked over 20 years,
found that quitters had a significantly lower risk of dying from heart
disease. Even those who'd gained more than 10 kg (22 lbs) slashed their risk
by a third. There was a downside to all that weight gain, in that they were
more likely to develop type 2 diabetes over the medium term, but they were
still at lower risk of premature death overall.

If you're still worried, rest assured that you won't keep gaining weight
indefinitely and that it'll probably balance out over time.

"Studies have shown some weight gain in the initial period of smoking
cessation but have also illustrated that weight typically returns to the
normal weight-to-age ratio of non-smokers. This is good news," says
Fenton.

He adds that people who quit smoking will see benefits almost
immediately. Speak with your GP, a pharmacist or a smoking cessation
nurse - they'll be able to offer support that's right for you, along with
nicotine replacement products if desired.

"The World Health Organization states that your blood pressure and resting
heart rate improve within 20 minutes of stopping," he says. "You will see
improvements in your circulation and lung function within just a few weeks
after stopping, and your risk of heart disease falls to half of that of a smoker
within one year of stopping. My advice is don't be scared - take the plunge."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss How to quit smoking without gaining weight and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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