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Aetiology and harm

Light smoking confers up to half 
the amount of the cardiovascular 
risk associated with smoking a 
pack of cigarettes a day
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Context
Smoking is widely accepted to approximately double the risk of 
coronary heart disease (CHD) and stroke—but this is an average; 
there are currently 1.1 billion smokers worldwide, the smoking 
habits of whom differ in terms of quantity smoked, and in the type 
of cigarette smoked, duration of exposure and age of initiation.1 
Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that smokers differ in terms 
of smoking-associated vascular risk. Although it is well recog-
nised that there is a linear dose–response association between 
smoking and risk of lung cancer, the relationship with CHD and 
stroke has been less well defined.

Methods
In this carefully conducted meta-analysis, Hackshaw et al 
included data from more than 140 cohort studies that had been 
published over a period spanning more than 70 years2. For both 
men and women (where data permitted) age-adjusted estimates of 
the effect for the relationship between cigarette consumption and 
risk of CHD and stroke were extracted and pooled using standard 
meta-analytic techniques. The authors used regression modelling 
to quantify the relative risk associated with different levels of 
cigarette consumption (1, 5 and 20 per day).

Findings
In men, smoking only one cigarette per day was associated with 
(at least) a 48% and 35% increase in the risk of CHD and stroke, 
respectively, relative to never smokers. In turn, smoking one ciga-
rette per day explained more than 40% of the excess risk of CHD 
and stroke conferred by smoking 20 cigarettes a day. The rela-
tive risk estimates for CHD and stroke were even more extreme 
for women: relative to never smokers, smoking one cigarette 
per day increased coronary risk by 54% and stroke risk by 31%, 

and explained more than 30% of the excess risk associated with 
smoking 20 a day. In a nutshell, the difference between heavy 
and light smokers, in terms of vascular risk, is much smaller than 
previously recognised, with the risk of having a coronary event or 
stroke increasing within virtually the first few puffs of a cigarette.

Commentary
That a ‘safe’ level of smoking exists is untrue—which is bad news, 
particularly for the many young people who consider that ‘social 
smoking’ or only smoking one or two a day is not going to cause 
them any harm in the long run.3 Similarly, these findings are also 
relevant to the significant proportion of ‘low-intensity’ smokers 
(<10 cigarettes a day) who cut the number of cigarettes smoked 
per day in the mistaken belief that this will significantly reduce 
any future harm associated with smoking.3

Smoking kills both men and women, but the effects are not 
equal. Women tend to smoke fewer cigarettes a day and they 
tend to start smoking at a later age compared with men. And yet, 
compared with never smokers, smoking confers a significantly 
greater risk of CHD in women than in men who smoke.4 The find-
ings from Hackshaw and colleagues support this observation: 
compared with never smokers, men smoking 20 cigarettes a day 
have double the risk of CHD compared with quadruple the risk in 
women, but why this is remains unknown.

Implications for practice
‘Light’ smoking is heavy on risk; the only safe smoking level is that 
of no smoking. Communicating this simple message to the billion 
smokers is, however, anything but simple. Approximately 80% of 
people who smoke live in countries where tobacco control meas-
ures are not strictly enforced. According to the latest estimates 
from the WHO, only 16% of the world’s population is protected 
by comprehensive smoke-free laws.1 Advertising campaigns that 
target children and adolescents to dissuade them from lighting 
that first cigarette are essential. For clinical professionals, disa-
vowing smokers with the belief that their one-a-day habit is not 
doing them any harm is an important, and necessary, conversa-
tion to have.
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