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Letter to the Editor

Why are smokers so unhappy?

Happiness is an important positive psychological dimen-
sion providing people with hope, and is known to affect
behaviour. The relationship between happiness and smoking
is complex and data are scarce. Ex-smokers are happier than
current smokers, and happiness is similar among ex-smokers
and never smokers." The common mindset that smoking
helps to alleviate stress, and that smoking cessation removes
a valuable coping management tool must be challenged. In
highly dependent smokers, regardless of the immediate
effects of smoking on perceived stress, smoking cessation is
associated with lowering of stress.?

The authors investigated the relationship between smok-
ing and happiness in the US population. State-specific data on
smoking prevalence in 2009 were obtained from the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention.? Gallup and Healthways’
Well-Being Index was used to determine happiness; this cal-
culates well-being on a scale of 0—100 (ideal well-being).*

Smoking prevalence ranged from 9.8% in Utah to 25.6% in
Kentucky and West Virginia. Residents in Hawaii were the
happiest, scoring 70.2 on the Well-Being Index, while residents
in West Virginia reported the lowest rate for happiness at 62.3.

Smoking prevalence and happiness were highly inversely
correlated (r = —0.69; P = 0.00000002) (Fig. 1).

The high level of inverse correlation between smoking and
happiness is puzzling. First, a limitation of the observation may
be that calculation of the Well-Being Index includes smoking.
Indeed, the Well-Being Index is an average of six subindexes,
which individually examine life evaluation, emotional health,
work environment, physical health, healthy behaviours and
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Fig. 1 — State-specific prevalence of cigarette smoking in
2009 (left ordinate axis) vs Gallup—Healthways Well-Being
Index in 2011 (right left ordinate axis).

access to basic necessities. Smoking accounts for one-quarter
of the healthy behaviours subindex, which also computes
weekly exercise frequency, eating healthily and weekly con-
sumption of fruits and vegetables. Accordingly, smoking must
only account for 1/24th (0.04) of the overall Well-Being Index.
This is 10-fold less than the variance observed (0.47). Therefore,
the correlation is a true finding.

Second, when working with correlations, one must never
assume that a correlation means that a one variable explains
another variable. It is unlikely that smoking per se can explain
well-being, as smoking and well-being are multifactorial. How-
ever, it is hypothesized that a low prevalence of smoking may
indirectly reveal the dedication of politicians to improve well-
being. Indeed, implementation of evidence-based tobacco con-
trol policies is the main determinant for smoking prevalence.
Accordingly, states that protect their citizens from the deadly
effects of tobacco and ‘fly in the face’ of the vested interests of
the tobacco industry are likely to implement public policies
aimed at social determinants such as improving access to basic
necessities and providing a better environment. With 10,000
tobacco-growing farms, the USA is aleading producer of tobacco
andisin the top four countries (after China, Brazil and India) that
produce more than two-thirds of the world’s tobacco.” The
largest tobacco-producing state in the USA is Kentucky.

Author statements
Ethical approval

None sought.

Funding

None declared.

Competing interest

None declared.

REFERENCES

1. Shahab L, West R. Differences in happiness between smokers,
ex-smokers and never smokers: cross-sectional findings from

j.puhe.2013.01.018

Please cite this article in press as: Braillon A, Why are smokers so unhappy?, Public Health (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/



www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00333506
www.elsevier.com/puhe
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2013.01.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2013.01.018

PUBLIC HEALTH XXX (2013) I—2

a national household survey. Drug Alcohol Depend 2012;121:
38—44.

. Hajek P, Taylor T, McRobbie H. The effect of stopping smoking
on perceived stress levels. Addiction 2010;105:1466—71.

. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. State-specific
prevalence of cigarette smoking and smokeless tobacco use
among adults — United States, 2009. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly
Rep:1400—6. Available at: http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/
mmwrhtml/mm5943a2.htm#tabl, 2010;59 (last accessed 25
June 2012).

. Gallup, Healthways. Well-being index. Available at: http://www.
well-beingindex.com; Healthways, Franklin; 2012 (last accessed
25 June 2012).

. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Economic facts about
U.S. tobacco production and use. Available at: http://www.cdc.gov/
tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/economics/econ_facts/
Atlanta, November 15, 2012 (last accessed 22 August 2012).

A. Braillon*
27 rue Voiture, 80000 Amiens, France

G. Dubois
Public Health, Amiens University Hospital, France

*Corresponding author. Tel.: +33 6 87 99 58 12.
E-mail address: braillon.alain@gmail.com (A. Braillon)

Available online xxx

0033-3506/$ — see front matter

© 2013 The Royal Society for Public Health. Published by Elsevier
Ltd. All rights reserved.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2013.01.018

Please cite this article in press as: Braillon A, Why are smokers so unhappy?, Public Health (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/

j.puhe.2013.01.018



http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5943a2.htm#tab1
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5943a2.htm#tab1
http://www.well-beingindex.com
http://www.well-beingindex.com
http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/economics/econ_facts/
http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/economics/econ_facts/
mailto:braillon.alain@gmail.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2013.01.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2013.01.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2013.01.018

	Why are smokers so unhappy?
	Author statements
	Ethical approval
	Funding
	Competing interest

	References


