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Smoking cessation improves cardiovascular health, but not
right away. Studies have come to different conclusions about
how long it takes for the excess risk associated with smoking
to subside to the level of a never smoker, with estimates

varying widely, from 2 to 20
years. The study by Duncan
et al,1 which was based on

repeated assessments of tobacco exposure, other risk factors,
and cardiovascular disease (CVD) outcomes, provides esti-
mates of cardiovascular risk among former smokers that are
likely to be more precise and accurate than those of previous
studies. This information is important for clinicians and
patients. According to these new analyses, a former smoker’s
risk of CVD does not approximate the risk of a never smoker

until 10 to 15 years have elapsed since cessation. The risk of
CVD does appear to decline substantially within the first 5
years, and smokers who are contemplating quitting may take
some encouragement from this finding. On a population
level, the implications of this study are sobering: reductions
in CVD associated with declining smoking rates in countries
such as Japan and the United States2 can be expected to lag
quit rates by 10 to 15 years, and in countries where smoking
rates appear to be increasing, such as China and Indonesia,
rates of CVD are likely to increase for decades into the future.
To counter these trends, all countries, particularly those most
vulnerable to tobacco marketing, should implement tobacco
control strategies to prevent smoking initiation and motivate
current smokers to quit.
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