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Getting off the Hook
So it seems, according to a recent Harvard study published in the Lancet, that the tobacco industry has been surreptitiously increasing the nicotine content of cigarettes over recent years.  In the immortal words of Iago the Parrot in Disney’s ‘Aladdin’- I’m going to have a heart attack and die from that surprise!


Everyone knows cigarettes contain nicotine, and everyone knows nicotine is addictive.  What better way to ensure a dedicated clientele than to increase their dependence on your product?  Certainly this thought would occur to the well-paid executives at large tobacco companies who profit immensely by propagating addiction to their product.  


The Harvard researchers analyzed data about tobacco content that was originally submitted to the Massachusetts Department of Public Health.  Massachusetts requires tobacco companies that sell products there to turn in information about cigarette nicotine content annually.  

The researchers from the Harvard School of Public Health found an average 11% increase in nicotine levels between 1998 and 2005.  Tobacco company executives contend this is just ‘random fluctuation’ in the contents of tobacco which is, after all, made from leaves.  But if you believe that, I’m sure they have bridges to sell you.  The findings are about as random as a metronome.

Nicotine addiction is not just a known complication of smoking; it’s a major barrier to quitting.  In my lab, we’ve studied smoking cessation for years using a unique approach called “impediment profiling.”  This technique identifies from a list of 7 common reasons why people have trouble quitting smoking the personal barriers in their path.  Nicotine addiction, measured with a special scale- the Fagerstrom Scale for Nicotine Dependence (http://www.smokingcontrol.com/uso/dependency.html)- has consistently emerged as the most common impediment to smoking cessation.


Of course, nicotine dependence can be treated.  That’s what nicotine replacement patches and gums are for.  And the symptoms of nicotine withdrawal can be treated, too, with such drugs as Zyban, and Chantix.


But all of these treatments were tested when cigarettes contained less nicotine than they apparently do now.  The implication is that they may no longer be strong enough relative to the average smoker’s daily nicotine intake.  That means fewer successful quitters, and more tobacco industry profit. 

In an editorial, the New York Times has suggested that this scandalous tobacco industry behavior should speed FDA regulation of cigarettes.  I agree that should happen.  But I think, in the mean time, you need to look out for yourself.  And not just if you smoke.

In my opinion, the food supply is spiked in ways too suggestive of tobacco industry mischief for comfort.  Comparing food labels, I have found pasta sauces with more added sugar per comparable serving than chocolate ice cream topping.  I have found- and without looking very hard- breakfast cereals with more added salt than potato or corn chips.  I have not done the analysis on food the Harvard researchers did on cigarettes, but I don’t think the increases in salt and sugar would be any more random than the increases in nicotine.

There is a persuasive body of scientific evidence that sugar and salt, and perhaps other food components, are habit forming, if not outright addictive.  The more of them we eat, the more of them we want.  


Which creates a dilemma for food companies, even when they claim a commitment to improving nutrition.  They can’t lower salt and sugar content below what customers will accept.  But the reasons customers need so much sugar and salt is because the food companies spiked our food in the first place!

I pointed this out several years ago at a meeting for both academics and industry sponsored by the FDA.  In response, a representative of the Grocery Manufacturers of America said: “guilty as charged!  We make food taste as good as possible!”


But salty breakfast cereal only tastes good to consumers soaking in too much salt to even notice it.  And there is a difference between keeping the customer satisfied, and keeping them hooked on your product.


The FDA should certainly regulate tobacco.  And perhaps we need some oversight of just what ingredients are processed into just which foods, too.  But there is a role in all of this for personal responsibility, and well practiced self-defense.

The powers that be can spike a cigarette with nicotine, but no one can force you to smoke.  And let’s face it: we knew cigarettes were bad for us back in 1998 when the nicotine content was 11% less.  They can spike your pasta sauce with sugar, but nobody will spoon feed it to you.

Be informed about things you put into your body- or the bodies of those of you love.  Read the fine print, and the nutrition facts.  Remember the adage: caveat emptor.  You can’t be hooked by products you don’t let fool you in the first place.  Make a commitment to health, and keep yourself off the hook.
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