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Does smoking affect your sex life?
It's pretty impossible not to be aware that smoking is bad for our health -
the risks of lung cancer, chronic lung disease, heart disease and more
which come with lung cancer are all too well known. But would it make you
more likely to quit if you learned it could affect your abilities in the bedroom
- regardless of your sex?

There's good evidence that smoking can have a seriously negative effect
on your sex life - causing anything from a lack of sex drive to impotence.

Dr Luke Pratsides, lead GP at online health clinic Numan, and Hussain
Abdeh, clinical director and superintendent pharmacist at Medicine Direct,
explain how smoking can impact your sex life.

'A colossal impact'
No one wants to hear the words 'colossal impact' in their sex life unless it's
the impression they’ve left on a partner (in a good way), but unfortunately
that's not what Dr Pratsides is referring to here.

"The chemicals in cigarette smoke have a colossal impact on a range of
bodily functions, and your sex life is likely to be included. Ways it can alter
your sex life in the short term include sexual dysfunction (such as erectile
dysfunction and decreased vaginal lubrication) and a lowered sex drive,"
he explains.

"In the long term, shortness of breath from smoking-related lung disease
can result in reduced stamina in the bedroom."

If that wasn't enough to put you off smoking, Abdeh has more news for you.

"Smoking can lead to a number of negative issues surrounding your sex life.
It can make you ejaculate faster, decrease your libido and also impact your
fertility," he adds.
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The hows and whys
It's no secret that cigarettes are filled with nasty chemicals, and it's these
chemicals that are responsible for problems in between the sheets.

Sex drive down
"Smoking can have a detrimental effect on the testosterone levels in both
men and women. This is because smoking increases the levels of carbon
monoxide in a person's body, which reduces the production of testosterone
and leads to a decreased sex drive," Abdeh explains.

Getting (and keeping) it up
On top of that, the nicotine found in cigarettes can affect your blood flow,
something that's very important in achieving and maintaining an erection.

"Cigarette smoke damages several bodily functions, including sexual
function. It's known to be a risk factor when it comes to erectile dysfunction.
This is partly because nicotine causes the blood vessels in your body to
narrow," Dr Pratsides says.

"When sexually aroused, nerves signal the production of chemicals to
increase blood flow to the penis and make it firm. As nicotine causes your
blood vessels to narrow, blood flow is reduced, meaning the ability to get
and maintain an erection is hindered."

In addition, smoking is a major contributor to atherosclerosis, or furring up
of the arteries. The chemicals in cigarettes cause a variety of problems
within blood vessels - inflammation, increased 'stickiness' of the blood, a
greater tendency to lay down cholesterol plaques on the inside of the
arteries.

All these factors can limit blood flow within the arteries, reducing the flow of
oxygen-rich blood. If the arteries concerned are those supplying blood to
the heart, the result can be angina or heart attack. If the arteries concerned
are in the penis and blood flow is limited, the likely consequences are
obvious. In fact, erectile dysfunction is often used by doctors as a possible
early marker of heart attack risk.
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Both Dr Pratsides and Abdeh say studies have shown smoking can cause
premature ejaculation, but more research is needed to properly
understand why that might be the case.

Her too?
While the evidence is less strong, women's enjoyment of sex may also be
affected by smoking.

"At present, there is relatively little evidence to directly link smoking to
female sexual dysfunction, but research has suggested that women who
smoke may be at a higher risk of a delay in orgasm during sexual
intercourse," Abdeh explains.

"Like men, this occurs when blood flows to the genitals, which is constricted
by chemicals in cigarette smoke."

Maybe baby
Perhaps the most distressing impact smoking can have on your sex life is
the effect it can have on your fertility. That's because smoking is linked to
harming ovarian production as well as semen production.

"Cigarette smoke hinders the ovarian cells' function of making oestrogen.
Smoking also speeds up how quickly women lose eggs and works to
increase the speed of infertility," Abdeh says.

"Once eggs have died, they cannot be replaced, meaning that women who
smoke are likely to go through the menopause earlier than non-smokers.
Early menopause has been linked to other health problems too, such as
osteoporosis."

In men, smoking has been linked to a change in the shape and function of
sperm, meaning it's harder for the sperm to reach the ovaries.

"For men, smoking is associated with a decreased volume of semen, sperm
count, and a lower percentage of motile sperm," Dr Pratsides adds. "If you're
trying to conceive, it's highly recommended to give up smoking."
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Quit it
By now you've probably guessed the best way to avoid these problems is to
quit smoking. It may seem like an uphill battle but there are plenty of places
you can get advice and resources to help you kick the habit for good.

"Smoking cessation isn't easy, but hundreds of thousands of smokers
successfully quit every year. You're four times more likely to successfully
quit if you get expert help so don't be afraid to seek guidance," Dr Pratsides
says.

The best place to start is by speaking to your local pharmacist about stop
smoking therapies, which could include nicotine patches, gum or sprays.

"A medication like Champix can be taken to lessen the cravings and
withdrawal symptoms that people experience when giving up smoking. This
helps to remove the pleasurable feeling of smoking and makes it easier to
quit for good," Abdeh adds.

"Using the likes of nicotine gum or patches can also help to ease the
transition from cutting down to giving up smoking altogether.

"Private therapists often offer support for people who are suffering from
addiction, including drugs, alcohol and nicotine. So, if you feel you require a
long-term support to kick the habit private therapy may also be useful.

"There are also 'stop smoking' support groups, which are normally free and
offer help to a group of people who are all trying to give up. This can help to
make giving up smoking a less isolating experience."

If you need more advice about quitting smoking or you're looking for some
personalised support, you can find out more information about stop
smoking services in your local area on the NHS Smokefree website, or you
can speak to a pharmacist about the tools available to help you quit.

It's also a good idea to book an appointment with your GP to double check
the problems in the bedroom aren’t linked to something more serious.
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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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