Women and Tobacco

Health implications and impacts
For women, cigarette smoking increases the risk of a number of specific health problems including:
• irregular periods and secondary amenorrhea

• higher risk of developing cervical cancer, vulval

(absence of menstruation)7,8
• problems relating to period pain, premenstrual
syndrome and menopause7,8
• difficulties and complications during pregnancy and
childbirth, including miscarriage and premature
birth8
• tenfold increase in risk of cardiovascular disease and
stroke if also using an oral contraceptive8

•
•
•
•
•

cancer and heart disease7,8
higher risk of having stillborn and low birth-weight
babies and losing children early in life7,8
reduced fertility and delays in conceiving
osteoporosis and hip fractures7,8
cardiovascular disease and peripheral vascular
disease1,7
lung cancer and chronic lung diseases7

Tobacco contributes to 7% of the total burden of disease in Australian women.1,5 Cigarette smoking is responsible for
about 65% of lung cancer cases in women and has become the fifth most diagnosed form of cancer in women.1
Women’s lung cancer rates have risen dramatically in the last decade due to the increase in women’s smoking rates
from the 1960s to 1980s.8 While the incidence of lung cancer has fallen among men, it has continued to rise among
women, with the rate of death increasing by 56% between 1982–2012 (from 15 to 24 deaths per 100,000 females).9
A number of biological reasons for women’s increase in lung cancer also exist, including that women are more likely
than men to carry the genetic mutations associated with increased risk.10 Women can develop lung cancer from lower
levels of smoking, and are at higher risk of contracting more aggressive small cell lung cancer.10 It is expected that lung
cancer rates in females will continue to slowly rise, reaching 25 newly diagnosed cases per 100,000 females in 2025.11
Age-standardised lung cancer incidence and mortality rates by year 12
Age-standardised rate

Fact Sheet – Women and Tobacco

Tobacco use is the single most preventable cause of death and disease in Australia, with over 15,000 tobacco-related deaths
per year.1 Tobacco contains nicotine, a powerfully addictive stimulant that can make smoking a regular and long-term habit
that is not easy to quit. Women are less likely than men to be current smokers and are thereby less at risk of smokingrelated health conditions and diseases. 2 While the overall rate of smoking in Australia has decreased since 2001, this
decrease has been faster among males than females.3
• Approximately 11.7% of Australian women over 15 years of age smoke daily.4
• In an encouraging sign, 82% of Victorian women aged 18–24 reported being non-smokers in 2014,5 and 96.2% of
Australian females aged 12–17 reported never having smoked (2013).6
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Around 6,000 Australian and 1,500 Victorian women die each year from tobacco-related illness, with the prevalence
of smoking in Victorian women highest in the 45–54 age range at 16.9%.1,3

Gender analysis of women and smoking
Gender analysis helps us to understand the patterns and behaviours of women in relation to cigarette smoking. Gender
analysis reveals a number of modifiable social determinants that set the context for women’s tobacco use.
 The tobacco industry specifically targets women through gender exploitative research and advertising.13
 Smoking may be used as a coping device for women who have experienced sexual abuse, violence and other
traumatic events, with higher rates of smoking seen among these women.13
 Sole and young parenthood is associated with smoking. Twenty-eight percent of Victorian sole parents are current
smokers; and most sole parents are women.13 Women who parent and work early in life may smoke to cope with the
associated stresses, and may also have fewer resources available to help them quit.14, 15
 Smoking is associated with weight control as it suppresses appetite and speeds
up the body’s metabolism.16 Concerns about body image and weight –
Factors associated with smoking
themselves driven by gender norms about ideal femininity – are key reasons
prevalence in women include:
for smoking among girls and women.16 The media’s promotion of ‘thinness’ as
 peer pressure
attractive can also influence girls to smoke as a way of controlling their
 fear of weight gain
weight.17
 low socioeconomic status
 In Australia, smoking rates are higher among women experiencing low
(SES)
socioeconomic status (SES).18 Twenty-eight percent of women living in the
 young motherhood and sole
parenting
most disadvantaged areas report being daily smokers, compared to 11% of
 depression, mental illness
women living in the most advantaged areas.19 Women with low SES are more
 violence and trauma
likely to be made vulnerable to factors that promote smoking such as financial
20,21
 stress
stress,
higher exposure to environmental tobacco smoke in their
20
21
 poor physical health
workplaces, lower educational attainment, and unemployment.
 indigenous status
 High government taxes on cigarettes have led to an increase in the use of roll living in remote areas
your-own tobacco, particularly those in the most disadvantaged groups
 same-sex attraction16
(among them women). ‘Rollies’ carry a higher risk of lung, mouth, pharynx and
other cancers.22

Tobacco use in the Eastern Metropolitan Region (EMR)
Across the EMR, females in Maroondah (23.4%) are most likely to be current smokers, whilst females in Monash (4.8%)
are least likely to be. Females are less likely than males to be current smokers, except in Yarra Ranges, where a higher
proportion of females (10.4) than males (7.1) are current smokers.23

21.9

22.5
10.4

4.8

6

KNOX

11.6

16.4

23.4

13.1

15.6

17.7
11.8

BOROONDARA

Ex smoker
20.5

Current smoker

25.5

PERCENTAGE OF ADULT FEMALE
POPULATION

SMOKING STATUS OF ADULT FEMALE POPULATION 2014 *

MANNINGHAM MAROONDAH

MONASH

WHITEHORSE YARRA RANGES

VICTORIA

* The rates for females in Boroondara and Whitehorse are not included in this chart as they have a high relative standard error and are unreliable.

© Women’s Health East

Published October 2016

Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

Last Updated: March 2018
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

References
1

Quit Victoria 2016, ‘Review confirms plain packaging is cutting the smoking toll’, Media release 26 February 2016, retrieved 21 June 2016,
http://learninghub.quit.org.au/resource-centre/media-advertising/media-releases/review-confirms-plain-packaging-is-cutting-thesmoking-toll.html
2

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016, 4125.0 – Gender Indicators, Australia, February 2016, retrieved 21 June 2016,
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4125.0~Feb%202016~Main%20Features~Health~2321
3

Department of Health & Human Services 2016, Victorian Population Health Survey 2013: Selected indicators and trends, retrieved 2 July
2016, https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/Api/downloadmedia/%7BF7BD4C67-95EC-4E16-8862-6485079A8A82%7D
4

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2015, 4364.0.55.001 – National Health Survey: First Results, 2014-15, retrieved 21 June 2016
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4364.0.55.0012014-15?OpenDocument
5

Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 2014, National Drug Strategy Household Survey Detailed Report 2013. Drug statistics series no.28,
retrieved 18 July 2016, http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id+60129549848
6

Department of Health & Human Services 2016, Victorian Population Health Survey 2014: Modifiable risk factors contributing to chronic
disease, retrieved 18 July 2016, https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/Api/downloadmedia/%7B9CDE5BE1-7EC1-4B7B-818E-EEBC221BF69C%7D
7 Cancer

Council Victoria 2015, ‘The health effects of active smoking’, retrieved 1 March 2018,
http://www.tobaccoinaustralia.org.au/chapter-3-health-effects
8

Cancer Council NSW 2013, ‘Women and tobacco’, retrieved 2 July 2016, http://www.cancercouncil.com.au/wpcontent/uploads/2016/04/CAN10476_TT_Factsheet_Women_1.pdf
9

Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 2014, ‘Cancer in Australia 2014: An overview’, retrieved 2 July 2016,
http://www.aihw.gov.au/publication-detail/?id=60129550048
10 World

Health Organization 2003, Gender, Health and Tobacco, WHO Department of Gender and Women’s Health, retrieved 1 September
2016, http://www.who.int/gender/documents/Gender_Tobacco_2.pdf
11 Australian

institute of Health & Welfare 2014, ‘Cancer incidence projections: Australia, 2014–2025’, retrieved 2 July 2016,
http://www.aihw.gov.au/cancer/mortality-trends-projections/
12

Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 2016, ‘Australia Cancer Incidence and Mortality (ACIM) Books: Lung cancer’, Canberra, retrieved
2 July 2016, http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea//DownloadAsset.aspx?id=60129554488
13

Women’s Health Victoria, Women and Tobacco: Gender Impact Assessment No. 14, retrieved 2 July 2016,
http://whv.org.au/static/files/assets/c27db54a/Women_and_tobacco_GIA.pdf
14

McDermott L, Dobson A & Owen N 2009, ‘Determinants of continuity and change over 10 years in young women's smoking’, Addiction,
vol. 104, no. 3, pp. 478–87, retrieved 2 July 2016, http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2008.02452.x/abstract
15

Rose J S 2007, ‘A latent class typology of young women smokers’, Addiction, vol. 102, no. 8, pp. 1310–9, retrieved 2 July 2016,
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2007.01889.x/abstract
16

BetterHealth Channel 2015, ‘Smoking – Weight gain and quitting’, retrieved 2 July 2016,
https://hnb.dhs.vic.gov.au/bhcv2/bhcpdf.nsf/ByPDF/Smoking_weight_gain_and_quitting/$File/Smoking_weight_gain_and_quitting.pdf
17

Field C 2008, ‘Examining factors that influence the uptake of smoking in women’, British Journal of Nursing, vol. 17, no. 15, pp. 980–85,
retrieved 2 July 2016, http://www.magonlinelibrary.com/doi/10.12968/bjon.2008.17.15.30703
18

Richmond R 2003, ‘You've come a long way baby: women and the tobacco epidemic’, Addiction, vol. 98, no. 5, pp. 553–7, retrieved 2 July
2016, http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1360-0443.2003.00342.x/pdf
19

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006, ‘Tobacco smoking in Australia: A snapshot’, retrieved 2 July 2016,
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4831.0.55.001
20

Siapush M, Brown A & Scollo M 2002, Social Inequalities in Smoking, VicHealth Centre for Tobacco Control, retrieved 18 July 2016,
http://www.vctc.org.au/publ/reports/social_inequalities_in_smoking.pdf
21

Cancer Council Victoria 2008, ‘Tobacco in Australia: Facts and issues’, retrieved 18 July 2016, http://www.tobaccoinaustralia.org.au

22

Kruszelnicki K 2014, Cigarettes: Roll your own vs factory made, ABC Science, 22 July 2014, retrieved 1 September 2016,
http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2014/07/22/4050221.htm
23

Department of Health & Human Services 2016, Victorian Population Health Survey 2014: Selected indicators by sex and local government
area, supplied directly by DHHS.

© Women’s Health East

Published October 2016

Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

Last Updated: March 2018
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

