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Background
Obtaining accurate figures on the extent of smoking
during pregnancy is a challenge in many countries, and
the United Kingdom is no exception. Prevalence figures
in the United Kingdom are drawn from the infant
feeding survey, which is conducted infrequently (every 5
years) and relies on self-report data collected from
women following delivery (Information Centre, 2007).
The survey asks two main questions about smoking —
whether women have smoked in the 12 months before
or during pregnancy, and whether they have smoked
throughout pregnancy.

Findings from the most recent survey (2005) show
that smoking rates throughout pregnancy varied across
the UK from 22% in Wales to 20% in Scotland and 18%
in Northern Ireland, with the rate for England and the
UK overall at 17%. This represents a decline from the
UK average of 20% recorded by the same survey in 2000.
However, smoking rates differ significantly depending
on the age and socio-economic status of the pregnant
woman. For example, pregnant mothers who are 20 or
under are more than three times as likely to smoke
before or during pregnancy as mothers aged 35 or over.

In addition, mothers in routine and manual occupations
are more than four times as likely as those in managerial
and professional occupations to have smoked through-
out pregnancy (29% and 7% respectively). What is of
particular concern is that comparisons between 2000
and 2005 by socio-economic group in England show a
slight increase in smoking throughout pregnancy for
routine and manual groups, suggesting that inequalities
in this area may be increasing rather than reducing
(Information Centre, 2007).

Governments have used the infant feeding survey
figures as the basis for targets to reduce smoking during
pregnancy, particularly in England where the main target
is to reduce the rate of smoking during pregnancy from
an average of 23% in 1998 to an average of 15% by 2010.

Targets vary in other parts of the United Kingdom
but at a local level additional requirements have been
placed on the health care system (particularly primary
care trusts in England) to reduce the proportion of
mothers smoking at the time of delivery (data collected
through hospital maternity records) by 1% each year for
three years up to 2010 (O’Gorman, 2008).

These targets reflect government awareness of the
adverse effects of  smoking during pregnancy that
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The 2008 UK National Smoking Cessation Conference (UKNSSC) included a number of oral and
poster presentations on the theme of smoking during pregnancy. This is a challenging area of

research and practice and one in which new evidence — both about the effects of smoking in preg-
nancy and about smoking cessation interventions — is regularly emerging. Papers at UKNSCC
explored why few women access support to stop (Felix Naughton), how best to refer women to spe-
cialist services (Joan Braithwaite), social marketing approaches (Deborah Richardson and Wendy
Dudley) and physical activity for smoking cessation during pregnancy (Michael Ussher). The confer-
ence opened with a plenary presentation that explored the extent of smoking during pregnancy and
women’s accounts of quit attempts, cessation and relapse. It also examined what more could be done
to improve access to stop smoking services for pregnant women and increase the proportion of
women who quit. This article reviews some of the evidence presented at UKNSSC, focusing in partic-
ular on the need for improved identification, referral, engagement and treatment of pregnant smokers.

GUEST EDITORIAL AVAILABLE ONLINE

Journal of Smoking Cessation

Bauld, L. (2008). Smoking during pregnancy and smoking cessation services. Journal of Smoking Cessation, 4(Suppl.), 2–5. DOI 10.1375/jsc.4.supp.2



include 4,000 deaths per year in the United Kingdom
from miscarriage and stillbirth, more preterm and low
birth weight babies, an increase in sudden infant death,
asthma and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(RCP, 1992, Charlton, 1996, Bastra et al., 2003).
Increasingly they also reflect an understanding by poli-
cymakers that reducing smoking during pregnancy is
necessary to protect children from exposure to the dam-
aging effects of second hand smoke in the home and, in
turn, to reduce the risk that the children will follow in
the footsteps of their smoking parents and become
smokers themselves (BMA, 2007).

Identification
Despite the existence of targets to reduce smoking
during pregnancy in the United Kingdom and some
evidence of progress towards meeting those targets,
research suggests that problems remain. The majority of
pregnant women who quit smoking (between 9–45%)
do so without any formal intervention (Lawrence et al.,
2005; Greaves et al. 2003). These quitters tend to be
older, less addicted, more highly educated, and less likely
to have a partner who smokes (Greaves et al., 2003).
Women who are unable to quit on their own (most
commonly on or around the confirmation of their preg-
nancy) face greater challenges in trying to stop. These
women would benefit from accessing formal support, of
the kind offered by NHS stop smoking services in the
UK, but few do so. One recent study estimated that 17%
of pregnant smokers in England set a quit date with
NHS stop smoking services in 2007 (Naughton, 2008).
The figure is, however, likely to be lower than this in
many parts of the country and national monitoring data
in Scotland suggests that just 10% of pregnant smokers
there engage with services (ISD, 2008).

There are a number of explanations for this. Some of
these are specific to pregnancy, while others are common
to most smokers trying to quit. Previous research has
shown that pregnant women face multiple barriers in
attempting to quit smoking including lack of under-
standing about the risks, fear of failure, fear of weight
gain, factors related to addiction and withdrawal and
factors related to their wider social context (Greaves et
al., 2003). One recent study explored why women in the
United States and the United Kingdom did not choose to
access smoking cessation services and found that unwill-
ingness to seek help and lack of available local services
may also play a role (Ussher et al., 2006). Another study
(Lowry et al., 2004) focusing on the north east of
England found that unsatisfactory information, lack of
enthusiasm or empathy from healthcare professionals
and short-term support, all contributed to few women
accessing services.

However, one of the main barriers to increasing uptake
of smoking cessation services is a lack of reliable informa-
tion on the real extent of smoking during pregnancy. The

survey figures outlined above are likely to underestimate
the number of women who continue to smoke when
pregnant, and without being able to accurately identify
the size of the problem, it is difficult for services to
respond appropriately.

Studies in the United Kingdom and internationally
have shown that women have a tendency to underreport
smoking during pregnancy. One study conducted in New
Zealand in the 1990s compared self-report data on
smoking during pregnancy with serum cotinine verified
data from routine pregnancy blood samples (Ford et al.,
1997). A more recent study in Glasgow compared self-
report data with the results of routine CO monitoring
and found a similar mismatch (in 24% of cases) between
self-report and validated smoking status (Usmani et al.,
2008). Routine validation of the smoking status of preg-
nant women is required to overcome the problem of
underreporting. In some parts of the United Kingdom,
CO monitoring during maternity booking is now in place
and this represents progress. However, screening of
routine pregnancy blood samples for cotinine is a more
accurate alternative and a debate about the feasibility and
acceptability of its introduction is needed (ASH, 2008).

An additional barrier to identifying the number of
women smoking during pregnancy in the United
Kingdom relates to problems with the recording of
smoking status at maternity booking. Studies have shown
the some midwives are still reluctant to ask women about
their smoking status. In some cases even when the ques-
tion is asked, the response is not recorded. The result is
that smoking status is recorded as ‘unknown’ in 5% of
cases in Scotland and up to 6% in England according to
maternity records (ISD, 2008, O’Gorman, 2008). A recent
study in Scotland found that under-recording was more
common when the woman was from a deprived area —
suggesting that we may currently be missing an opportu-
nity to address smoking during pregnancy with women
from communities where smoking rates are highest
(Bauld et al., 2007).

Referral and Engagement
Guidelines for health professionals in the United
Kingdom and a number of other countries specify that
once tobacco use during pregnancy has been identified,
women should be given brief advice to stop and ideally
be referred on for further support, whether that be to
telephone quit lines for pregnant women or, in the case
of the United Kingdom, intensive support of the kind
provided by NHS stop smoking services. However, the
gap between identification of smoking and referral to
cessation services can be significant. A recent national
audit of smoking cessation services for pregnant women
in Scotland (Macaskill et al., 2008) found that the pro-
portion of self-reported smokers referred to services by
midwives varied from 16% to 93% between maternity
hospitals. The hospital with the high referral rate had
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routine CO monitoring in place for all women and
operated an‘opt out’ process where the details of all
smokers, except in exceptional circumstances, were
passed to specialist smoking cessation staff.

The audit found that engagement rates (ie. the pro-
portion of self-reported smokers who then attended an
appointment with a cessation specialist) were higher in
the unit with the opt-out policy in place (17% of self-
reported smokers attended an appointment in this
hospital compared with, for instance, 8% in units with
opt-in policies) (Macaskill et al., 2008). Even though
overall engagement rates remained low, this finding sug-
gests that referring on all identified smokers may result
in more coming into contact with specialist services, and
in turn enhancing the possibility that these women may
be successful in a quit attempt.

Treatment
Smoking cessation interventions with pregnant women
can be effective, and routine data from England shows
that in the period between 1999 and 2007, between 35 to
51% of pregnant women who engaged with NHS stop
smoking services and set a quit date reported quitting by
at 4 weeks (Bell et al., 2007). In Scotland, 4-week quit
rates for pregnant women have not been reported in
national statistical bulletins, but findings from the audit
mentioned above provide some figures for Glasgow,
Scotland’s largest city. Four week quit rates for women
treated by a specialist smoking cessation adviser in the
three maternity hospitals in the city from May 2005 to
April 2006 were 34%, 33% and 50% respectively
(Macaksill et al., 2008).

Yet short-term outcomes from treatment tell us little
about two things. The first is how the proportion of
women quitting with support from cessation services
compares with the population of identified smokers — in
other words, what proportion of women smoking during
pregnancy are helped to stop by specialist services. The
second is to what extent short term quit rates translate
into abstinence up to delivery and post-partum.

Even though monitoring data from NHS stop
smoking services suggests that a significant proportion
of pregnant women who set a quit date with a service do
stop by 4 weeks, they still represent a tiny proportion of
the population of women smoking during pregnancy in
the United Kingdom. The problems outlined above in
relation to identifying pregnant smokers, referring them
to services and encouraging engagement with services
combine with relapse during treatment to result in low
success rates. Findings from the analysis of data from
Glasgow hospitals described above suggests that the
number of women quitting at four weeks as a propor-
tion of all identified smokers that year ranged from
5.4% in the maternity unit with the ‘opt-out’ referral
policy to 5% and 3.4% in the two other hospitals
(Macaskill et al., 2008). What this suggests is that the

fundamental problem is not so much with treatment
efficacy but with reach. Clearly CO monitoring and opt-
out referral systems can improve reach, and this is one
reason why more maternity units are now adopting these
procedures. However, other factors that can encourage
women to access support are adequate training for GPs
and midwives in giving brief  advice, and seeking
women’s own views about how services can be improved
in their local area.

The second thorny issue is how to prevent relapse to
smoking during pregnancy and in the post-partum
period. We have no reliable data in the United Kingdom
on relapse amongst pregnant women who have accessed
NHS stop smoking services. However, we do have evi-
dence from other UK studies and international research
which suggests that rates of relapse remain high. Up to
60% of women who stop smoking at some point during
pregnancy relapse within six months of the birth and up
to 80% return to smoking within twelve months (Floyd
et al., 1993, Fingerhut et al., 1990). Little progress has
been made in designing effective relapse prevention
strategies for pregnant women although research which
examines the factors that predict or protect against
relapse is developing and may provide the basis for
future intervention development.

Conclusion
The benefits of smoking cessation during pregnancy are
clear for both mothers and children, but significant bar-
riers remain in supporting women to quit. Some of these
barriers relate to women’s personal and social circum-
stances and their views about cessation and accessing
services. Other barriers relate to significant gaps in the
identification and referral of pregnant smokers to ser-
vices that are, in the United Kingdom at least, available
to support women to quit and have been found to be
effective in the short term. Clearly more needs to be
done to improve the quality of data on smoking during
pregnancy, to improve the reach of specialist services
and to inform women about these services and make
them as accessible and available as possible. Unless preg-
nant smokers can be accurately identified, automatically
referred and then encouraged to engage with treatment,
then the contribution of NHS stop smoking services to
reducing rates of smoking during pregnancy is likely to
remain modest at best.
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