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What Smoking Says About You 

 
 
Overview 
Somewhere in the world, a person dies from a tobacco-related illness every 13 seconds. 
In the United States, smoking kills more people each year than AIDS, alcohol, drug 
abuse, car crashes, murders, suicides, and fires combined. According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, more than five million children living today will die 
prematurely because of a decision they will make as adolescents— the decision to smoke 
cigarettes. Despite these overwhelming statistics, every day in the United States, more 
than 6,000 kids under age 18 try their first cigarette. More than half of them become 
regular smokers. In this video, teens and experts present facts about smoking in a clear 
and thought-provoking way that can help young people think carefully before they decide 
whether or not to smoke. 
 
Objectives 
• To inform teens about the health risks of smoking 
• To educate teens about the addictive nature of nicotine 
• To support efforts to quit for teens who already smoke 
 
 
 



Program Synopsis 
Although most people don’t associate smokers with hard-core drug users, addiction is the 
connection between both groups. Nicotine, the drug found in tobacco, can be as addictive 
as heroin or cocaine; it is what gets people hooked on smoking. Trauma nurse Cary Heath 
describes how addictive nicotine can be. “…I’ve seen people go outside the hospital 
while getting their chemo treatment and they’ve got a tracheostomy for their breathing 
pipe because they’ve got cancer in their throat, and they’ll actually smoke a cigarette out 
of the hole in their neck.” A young teen shares the fact that he started smoking at age 12, 
and now smokes almost a pack a day; he knows it’s a disgusting habit, but finds it really 
hard to quit. 
 
In addition to being addictive, smoking is also expensive. The money teens spend on 
smoking—an average of $30 a week for someone who smokes a pack a day— could be 
used for clothes, concert tickets, or even to help pay for a new car. But the greatest cost is 
to the smoker’s health: on average, a person who smokes at least one pack a day lives 
seven years less than someone who has never smoked. Teen smokers suffer from 
increased coughing and phlegm. They experience shortness of breath and are at greater 
risk for colds, flu, pneumonia, and heart disease. The younger a person starts smoking, 
the greater their chances of developing long-term health problems, including: 
 
• Heart disease 
• Stroke 
• Ulcers 
• Chronic lung disease 
• Cancers—throat, esophageal, larynx, lung, bladder, pancreatic, and kidney 
 
Dr. Hilario Juarez, a trauma surgeon, explains that long-term smokers who need surgery 
“…may not come off the ventilator, and they may end up dying because their lungs are in 
such poor shape.” Buerger’s disease, a rare condition that reduces blood flow to a 
person’s hands and feet, is also connected to smoking. Antismoking advocate Christopher 
Sweeney describes how Buerger’s disease affected him, causing gangrene that resulted in 
a below-the-knee amputation. Removing his prosthesis and the protective stocking that 
covers his stump, he says “The old theory that it can’t happen to me…I believe when 
people meet me and hear my story it kind of shoots that down…It can happen to you and 
it can happen at an early age.” Smoking is responsible for half the illnesses and death of 
all those who smoke regularly. 
 
Even people who don’t smoke can still be harmed by smoking. Exposure to secondhand 
smoke causes about 15,000 hospitalizations of infants and young children each year. And 
every year, an estimated 3,000 nonsmoking Americans die of lung cancer caused by 
secondhand smoke. It contains over 4,000 deadly chemicals, including nicotine, tar, 
formaldehyde, cyanide, acetone, methanol, and more than 40 cancer-causing substances. 
The teen narrator comments, “It’s really quite a reality check, realizing that the people 
you care about most could be the ones paying the price for your bad habit. What kind of 
friend does that make you? Or better yet, what kind of friend would do that to you?” 
 



Peer pressure and the media influence many teens to start smoking. A teenage girl 
describes how she started: “I was at a party when a friend offered me a smoke…I felt 
obligated to say yes. Now I smoke every day…and the worst part is that I’m not even 
friends with that girl any more!” Tobacco company advertising suggests that smoking 
makes you more attractive, more exciting, and more fun. Buying into that message, 
young people may become addicted before they even realize that smoking hasn’t given 
them the image they expected. Each year, tobacco companies lose about two million 
customers who have either quit smoking or died. Through advertising, companies try to 
replace those buyers. Although they are not allowed to target children, cigarette 
advertising still has an impact: the majority of new tobacco buyers are young people. 
 
As new smokers replace former smokers, teens have the choice of breaking the cycle by 
choosing not to smoke, quitting if they already smoke, or helping someone they know 
stop. More than 46 million Americans have quit smoking, and the benefits are clear: 
• Within 8 hours, blood pressure, pulse rate and blood oxygen return to normal. 
• Within 48 hours, the chance of heart attack decreases and the ability to taste and smell 
increases. 
• Within 9 months, lungs begin to recover and coughing, congestion, and fatigue 
decrease. 
 
Quitting isn’t easy, but there are several steps smokers can take to increase their chances 
of success. 
• Getting ready, by setting a quit date and getting rid of all cigarettes and ashtrays. 
Changing their daily routine and keeping themselves distracted can help too. 
• Getting encouragement and support from family and friends. Individual, group, or 
telephone counseling can also help, and doctors or local health departments may be able 
to provide information about convenient programs. 
• Being prepared for failure or difficult situations; it may take several attempts before 
success. 
 
To smoke or not is a decision teens must make for themselves. As the narrator notes, “It’s 
a decision with consequences and in (his) opinion…health and…life are worth a lot more 
than just a pack of cigarettes.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Discussion Questions 
1. Why is smoking addictive? 
2. How can smoking affect your health as a teenager? 
3. What long-term health problems are associated with smoking? 
4. Why is secondhand smoke harmful? 
5. How can smokers maximize their chances of quitting successfully? 
 
Activities 
1. Cut out cigarette advertisements from a selection of magazines, and discuss what 
message they send to encourage people to smoke. 
2. Organize two teams and debate the question: Should all public places, such as concert 
halls and indoor sports arenas, be smoke-free? 
3. Write a letter to your future grandchildren, describing why you do not want them to 
smoke. 
4. Write a script for a television show that takes place in a hospital, involving a patient 
who has a serious smoking related illness. 
5. In pairs, with one person acting as an antismoking advocate and the other a potential 
smoker, role play a discussion about deciding to smoke or not. 
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