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Smoking cessation in severe mental illness:
challenges and opportunities in the COVID-19 times

Dejar de fumar en el trastorno mental grave:
desafios y oportunidades en tiempos de la COVID-19
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urrently, global public health is threatened by

the coronavirus disease (COVID-19), which

has spread rapidly from the Chinese region of

Wuhan to the rest of the planet. Although most
cases recover without sequelae, in the most severe patients
it is associated with a pro-inflammatory reaction that leads
to high morbidity and mortality rates (Yi, Lagniton, Ye, Li
& Xu, 2020).

Available evidence suggests that tobacco use and pre-
vious history of metabolic, cardiovascular, and respiratory
diseases are independently associated with an increased
risk of lung failure, ICU admission, and death (Wang, Ruo-
bao, Zhong & Huang, 2020; Vardavas & Nikitara, 2020).
Because of this, the pandemic threatens to hit vulnerable
populations with greater intensity, including individuals
with severe mental illness (SMI).

Indeed, people with an SMI already have a high risk of
premature morbidity and mortality, reducing their life ex-
pectancy by 10 to 20 years. In this population, cardiovas-
cular and respiratory diseases are 2-3 times more frequent
and have an earlier onset and more severe outcomes (De
Hert et al., 2011). Of note, smoking is the major preventa-
ble risk factor for both comorbidities (Riither et al., 2014).

Smoking with high levels of dependency, in a population
with a higher level of social isolation and a lower opportu-

nity for preventive care, further perpetuates this problem.
Urgent measures of social and medical awareness are need-
ed, which may ease access to safe and effective treatments
aimed at smoking cessation.

Pandemic-related confinement has been associated with
substantial changes in lifestyle behaviors, including smok-
ing and substance misuse (Balanza-Martinez, Atienza-Car-
bonell, Kapczinski & De Boni, 2020; Garcfa—Alvarez, de la
Fuente-Tomas, Saiz, Garcia-Portilla & Bobes, 2020). After
progressive de-escalation, the priority is now focused on
preventive measures. This can be a golden opportunity to
more strongly promote messaging regarding smoking ces-
sation. The challenge now is to ensure that pandemic re-
sponse and treatment represent an opportunity to include
people with an SMI, who are more vulnerable due to their
social position and unequal access to health services.

Although the patients with a SMI are usually less aware
of the health risks associated with long-term tobacco use,
up to 70% of this population has ever considered the
need to quit (Prochaska et al., 2011). As with the majori-
ty of smokers, simply asking the patient about their smok-
ing habits mobilizes motivation to quit. In multi-compo-
nent approaches, the level of motivation to quit smoking
achieved is decisive in significantly reducing consumption,
as a previous step to abstinence (Sarramea et al., 2019a;
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Sarramea Crespo et al., 2019b). Moreover, specific and in-
dividual information about respiratory risks and chances
for prevention could help increase a smoker’s willingness
to quit (Sarramea et al., 2019c¢).

With health services overwhelmed due to the pandem-
ic, mental health professionals will need to adapt to new
healthcare models, an increase in patient demand, and
new patient needs. In this context, a paramount risk con-
sists of constraining again the therapeutic approaches for
SMI to clinical stability and preventing admissions, thus
leaving apart among others, a more overarching aim of ad-
dressing the mental and physical health of patients with an
SMI. In turn, this approach takes into account the preven-
tion of environmental risk factors, such as smoking, which
are major determinants of high rates of premature morbid-
ity and mortality worldwide.

In sum, the current pandemic may be an opportunity to
value both health and disease prevention. A major challenge
is to identify the most vulnerable groups and protect their
healthcare needs despite current, pressing emergencies
due to COVID-19. In order to prevent premature morbidity
and mortality, a comprehensive and coordinated approach
to mental and physical health is more necessary than ever.
This is especially important for patients with SMIs, who are
ready to receive a clear message regarding the risk factors
for smoking and available solutions to help them quit.
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