TOBACCO ABUSE

Tobacco harms every organ in the body. It has been conclusively linked to leukemia, cataracts, pneumonia, and accounts for about one-third of all cancer deaths.  Although most notably known for causing lung cancer, tobacco abuse is also associated with cancers of the mouth, pharynx, larynx, esophagus, stomach, pancreas, cervix, kidney, ureter, and bladder.

Newer research is bringing to light an array of further risks due to cigarette smoking: chronic inflammatory states, chronic pain syndromes and degenerative disk disease, to name a few.

Chronic Inflammatory State: Several toxins and components of cigarettes have been shown to possess immunomodulatory effects in the body.  Such effects are far-reaching and complex with both pro-inflammatory and even suppressive effects occurring.  These constituents of cigarette smoke elicit the activation of cell-signaling cascades and promote chronic recruitment of immune cells and thus, inflammation throughout the body.  This chronic activation of the immune system in turn has negative effects on one’s innate immune system making it more difficult to fight off infections leading to more serious illness in cigarette smokers.  An area of emerging concern is the growing body of evidence that this disturbance of the immune system can lead to auto-immune disorders.  Common conditions resulting from disturbances of the immune system and inflammation include both COPD and Emphysema.
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Chronic Pain Syndromes: It has been found that cigarette smokers have increased rates of chronic pain and arthritis by nearly two-fold.  Studies into this correlation have shown robust epidemiological evidence that smokers not only have higher rates of chronic pain but also rate their pain as more intense than nonsmokers.  Research is pointing toward changes which occur in the neuroendocrine system that effectively dulls the sympathetic response to pain (which ordinarily blunts the painful stimuli) resulting in a more intense and chronic perception of pain.  Current scientific understanding of biological processes and neural pathways suggests a link between mood disorders, such as depression and anxiety, and pain.  It is also well known that smokers have higher rates of such mood disorders.

Degenerative Disc Disease: Smoking has been found to accelerate degenerative changes such as those from osteoporosis and intervertebral disc disease, and impairs bone healing.  Smoking can hasten and worsen the degeneration of joints, especially the discs of the spine.  Research suggests that smokers have a 3-4 times higher risk of developing DDD (degenerative disc disease) and exacerbate pre-existing disc degeneration.  Constituents of cigarette smoke deprive disc cells of vital nutrients resulting in prematurely dehydrated, less pliable discs.  Such changes could predispose smokers to injury, impede healing, and subsequently increase their risk for future chronic pain.
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