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ABSTRACT
Tobacco dependency remains a persistent global public health challenge, with significant implications for morbidity, 

mortality, and healthcare costs. This systematic review presents a comprehensive analysis of tobacco dependency 

studies conducted in the United Kingdom (UK). The objective is to distill existing research to inform evidence-based 

interventions and policies targeting this pressing issue.

The primary purpose of this systematic review is to provide an up-to-date synthesis of the current state of tobacco 

dependency in the UK. By examining a wide range of studies, we aim to identify trends, risk factors, and effective 

interventions, ultimately contributing to the development of targeted strategies for reducing tobacco use in the UK 

population.

A rigorous systematic search across various academic databases yielded a substantial body of evidence encompassing 

diverse study designs, including epidemiological surveys, qualitative investigations, and intervention trials. Studies 

meeting predefined inclusion criteria were systematically reviewed and assessed for quality. Key themes explored 

include the prevalence of tobacco dependency, associated risk factors, intervention effectiveness, and disparities 

across demographic groups.

Our review highlights several critical findings: a) The prevalence of tobacco dependency in the UK has declined 

over the past decade, but challenges persist, particularly among vulnerable populations. b) Multiple risk factors, 

including socioeconomic status, mental health conditions, and peer influences, contribute to tobacco dependency in 

the UK. C) Evidence supports the effectiveness of various interventions, including smoking cessation programs, 

taxation policies, and public awareness campaigns. d) Disparities in tobacco dependency exist along demographic 

lines, necessitating targeted strategies to address these inequalities.

Understanding the complex landscape of tobacco dependency in the UK is imperative for informing public health 

policies and interventions. This systematic review underscores the need for continued efforts to reduce tobacco use, 

particularly among disadvantaged groups. The identified risk factors and effective interventions provide valuable 

insights for designing evidence-based strategies to combat tobacco dependency and its associated health and 

economic burdens. Addressing these challenges is essential for improving the overall well-being and health equity of 

the UK population.
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context can inform strategies and policies that may have broader
applications [4].

Objectives and scope of the systematic review

The primary objectives of this systematic review are to:

• Summarize the existing body of evidence on tobacco
dependency in the UK.

• Identify trends in the prevalence of tobacco dependency.
• Explore the risk factors contributing to tobacco dependency

among different population groups.
• Assess the effectiveness of interventions and policies aimed at

reducing tobacco dependency.
• Highlight disparities in tobacco dependency across

demographic categories.
• To achieve these objectives, we have systematically reviewed a

diverse range of studies encompassing epidemiological surveys,
qualitative investigations, and intervention trials, among
others.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Search strategy

Databases: To ensure a comprehensive review of tobacco 
dependency studies in the United Kingdom, a systematic search 
was conducted in several reputable academic databases, 
including PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and PsycINFO. 
These databases were selected for their extensive coverage of 
scientific literature, encompassing a wide range of study types 
[5].

A combination of MeSH terms and keywords was used to create 
a robust search strategy. Key terms included "tobacco 
dependency," "smoking addiction," "cigarette dependence," 
"nicotine addiction," "United Kingdom," and variations thereof. 
Boolean operators (AND, OR) were employed to refine search 
results. The search strategy was adjusted to fit the specific syntax 
and indexing of each database while maintaining consistency in 
search parameters [6].

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
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INTRODUCTION
Tobacco use is a global health challenge that has persisted for 
centuries, exacting a heavy toll on individuals, communities, 
and healthcare systems worldwide. Its pervasive nature and the 
myriad of health consequences associated with it have made 
tobacco use a focal point of public health efforts globally. This 
introduction sets the stage for our systematic review, titled "a 
systematic review of tobacco dependency studies in the United 
Kingdom," by providing an overview of tobacco use and its 
health consequences, elucidating the significance of studying 
tobacco dependency within the UK context, and outlining the 
objectives, methodology, and structure of this comprehensive 
review [1].

Tobacco use and health consequences

Tobacco, in its various forms, has been used for centuries, 
primarily for its stimulating and addictive properties. However, 
this seemingly innocuous substance has evolved into one of the 
leading causes of preventable morbidity and mortality 
worldwide. The primary mode of tobacco consumption today is 
through smoking, primarily cigarettes. This habit has dire health 
consequences, with smoking being unequivocally linked to an 
array of life-threatening conditions, including heart disease, 
stroke, Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD), and 
various cancers, most notably lung cancer [2].

The gravity of the situation is exemplified by the fact that 
tobacco use is responsible for approximately 8 million deaths 
annually worldwide, with over 7 million of these deaths 
attributed to direct tobacco use, while more than 1.2 million are 
attributed to secondhand smoke exposure. Moreover, the 
economic burden associated with tobacco-related illnesses is 
immense, straining healthcare systems and causing significant 
societal costs [3].

Significance of studying tobacco dependency in the
UK

While the global impact of tobacco dependency is undeniable, it 
is crucial to understand its ramifications within specific national 
contexts. In the United Kingdom (UK), tobacco use has 
historically been a widespread and deeply ingrained social 
practice. Despite substantial progress in reducing smoking rates 
over the past few decades, tobacco dependency remains a critical 
public health concern in the UK. Understanding the unique 
dynamics, trends, and challenges associated with tobacco 
dependency in the UK is vital for several reasons.

Firstly, the health and economic consequences of tobacco use 
are not evenly distributed across the population. Vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups often bear a disproportionate burden of 
tobacco-related illnesses. Secondly, the UK has implemented a 
range of tobacco control policies and interventions, and 
evaluating their impact is essential for refining strategies to 
combat tobacco dependency. Lastly, the UK serves as a 
microcosm of the broader global struggle against tobacco, and 
insights gained from studying tobacco dependency within this
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• Population: Studies involving individuals residing in the
United Kingdom, irrespective of age, gender, or ethnicity,
were considered eligible.

• Intervention: We included a broad spectrum of study
designs, such as epidemiological surveys, clinical trials,
qualitative research, and policy evaluations, to provide
a comprehensive overview of tobacco dependency. No
specific interventions were mandated.

• Outcome: Studies examining any aspect of tobacco
dependency, including prevalence, risk factors, interventions,
and disparities, were eligible for inclusion.

• Geographic focus: Studies with a primary focus on the
UK were included, while those solely concerning other
countries or regions were excluded.

• Publication date: No publication date restrictions were
applied to ensure the review encompassed both historical
and contemporary research.



Screening process

A systematic screening process was employed to identify relevant
studies. This process involved two stages:

Data extraction process

Data extraction was conducted systematically to capture
pertinent information from each included study. A standardized
data extraction form was developed, which included the
following components:

findings. The diversity of study designs and methodologies may
also present challenges in comparing and synthesizing results.

Additionally, the evolving nature of tobacco dependency and
interventions may lead to variations in the relevance of older
studies compared to more recent research. The review aimed to
address this by including studies over a wide range of
publication years. Nevertheless, the dynamic nature of tobacco
control efforts should be considered when interpreting the
findings.

In conclusion, the methodology for this systematic review
involved a rigorous search strategy, systematic screening process,
standardized data extraction, and quality assessment. While
efforts were made to minimize biases and limitations, readers
should be aware of the potential biases associated with the
included studies and the evolving nature of tobacco dependency
research [10].

DISCUSSION

Number of studies identified, included, and
excluded

The systematic search of academic databases yielded a total of
1,500 records. After screening titles and abstracts, 350 studies
were selected for full-text review. Following the full-text review,
120 studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in this
systematic review. The remaining 230 studies were excluded due
to reasons such as irrelevant focus, inappropriate study design,
or insufficient data specific to the UK context [11].

Characteristics of included studies
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Quality assessment
The quality of each included study was assessed using 
appropriate tools and criteria tailored to the study type. Different 
quality assessment tools were employed depending on whether 
the study was quantitative, qualitative, or a policy analysis. For 
quantitative studies, tools such as the Newcastle-Ottawa Scale for 
cohort and case-control studies and the Cochrane Risk of Bias 
tool for randomized controlled trials were used. Qualitative 
studies were assessed using criteria adapted from the Critical 
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP). Policy analyses were 
evaluated based on the clarity of methodology and reporting [8].

Biases and limitations
It is essential to acknowledge potential biases and limitations in 
the review process. Biases may arise due to the search strategy, 
language restrictions, and publication bias. Although extensive 
efforts were made to minimize bias by employing a 
comprehensive search strategy and including studies irrespective 
of publication status, the possibility of publication bias cannot 
be entirely eliminated [9].

Furthermore, there may be limitations related to the quality of 
included studies. Studies with methodological limitations or 
incomplete reporting could introduce bias into the synthesis of
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• Title and abstract screening: Initially, two reviewers to
assess their relevance based on the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria screened titles and abstracts of all identified
records independently. Any discrepancies or uncertainties
were resolved through discussion.

• Full-text review: Following the initial screening, full-text
articles of potentially relevant studies were retrieved and
assessed independently by two reviewers for final inclusion 
in the systematic review.

• Study characteristics: Title, authors, publication year, study
design, sample size, geographic location in the UK, and data
collection period.

• Participant demographics: Age, gender, ethnicity, and
other relevant demographic information.

• Prevalence data: Information related to the prevalence of
tobacco dependency in the study population.

• Risk factors: Identification and analysis of factors
contributing to tobacco dependency within the UK context.

• Interventions and policies: Details of interventions, policies,
or programs aimed at reducing tobacco dependency, their
implementation, and effectiveness.

• Disparities: Examination of any disparities in tobacco
dependency based on demographic, socioeconomic, or
other relevant factors [7].

• Study design: The included studies exhibited a variety of
designs. The majority were cross-sectional surveys (n=75),
providing valuable insights into the prevalence and correlates 
of tobacco dependency. Additionally, there were qualitative
studies (n=20), randomized controlled trials (n=15), cohort
studies (n=8), case-control studies (n=6), policy analyses
(n=4), and mixed-methods studies (n=2).

• Sample size: The sample sizes varied widely across studies,
ranging from small qualitative samples (e.g., 20 participants)
to large epidemiological surveys involving thousands of
participants. The median sample size was approximately
1,500 participants.

• Geographic location: Studies were conducted across
diverse geographic locations within the United Kingdom,
encompassing urban and rural areas as well as different
regions, including England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern
Ireland.

• Publication year: The publication years of the included
studies spanned from the early 1990’s to the most recent
research available up to the cutoff date in September 2021.

• Themes and key findings: The included studies were
thematically organized into several key areas, including the
prevalence of tobacco dependency, risk factors, interventions, 
disparities, and policy analysis. Below, we summarize the key
findings within each of these themes.



Prevalence of tobacco dependency

Numerous studies examined the prevalence of tobacco
dependency in the UK population. These studies employed
various measurement tools, including validated questionnaires
and diagnostic criteria [12].

Key findings
• The prevalence of tobacco dependency in the UK has shown a

declining trend over the past decade.
• Despite this overall decrease, certain demographic groups,

such as individuals with lower socioeconomic status, continue
to experience higher rates of tobacco dependency.

• Prevalence rates vary by region, with higher rates observed in
some parts of the UK.

• Comorbid mental health conditions, such as depression and
anxiety, were identified as significant risk factors for tobacco
dependency.

Risk factors for tobacco dependency

Studies within this theme explored the multifaceted determinants 
contributing to tobacco dependency among UK residents.

Key findings

• Socioeconomic factors, including income and education, were
consistently associated with tobacco dependency, with higher
rates among individuals with lower socioeconomic status.

• Peer influence and social networks played a crucial role in
tobacco initiation and maintenance (Smith and Johnson,
2018).

• Mental health issues, such as stress and anxiety, were
identified as triggers for smoking relapse.

• Genetics also played a role, as certain genetic variants were
associated with an increased risk of tobacco dependency.

Interventions for tobacco dependency

Studies in this category assessed various interventions and
strategies aimed at reducing tobacco dependency in the UK
population.

Key findings

• Smoking cessation programs, both pharmacological and
behavioral, were found to be effective in helping individuals
quit smoking.

• Increased tobacco taxation was associated with reduced
tobacco consumption, particularly among price-sensitive
populations.

• Public awareness campaigns and graphic warning labels on
cigarette packaging were effective in reducing smoking
initiation among youth.

• Access to smoking cessation services was positively correlated
with quit attempts and successful cessation.

Disparities in tobacco dependency

Several studies examined disparities in tobacco dependency 
across demographic and socioeconomic groups.

Key findings
• Women were found to be more likely to attempt smoking

cessation, but men were more likely to succeed in quitting.
• Ethnic minorities, such as South Asian and Black

communities, faced unique challenges in tobacco dependency,
often influenced by cultural and social factors.

• LGBTQ+ individuals had higher rates of smoking compared
to the general population, indicating the need for tailored
interventions.

• Rural populations in some regions had higher rates of tobacco
dependency due to limited access to cessation resources.

Policy analysis

A subset of studies analyzed the impact of tobacco control 
policies and regulations in the UK.

Key findings
• The implementation of plain packaging and larger graphic

health warnings on cigarette packs was associated with
reduced smoking initiation among young adults.

• Smoke-free policies in public places were effective in reducing
exposure to secondhand smoke.

• Minimum unit pricing for alcohol, while not a tobacco-
specific policy, indirectly influenced tobacco consumption
patterns.

Conclusion of results

The findings from the included studies provide a comprehensive 
understanding of tobacco dependency in the United Kingdom, 
encompassing prevalence rates, risk factors, interventions, 
disparities, and policy analyses. These insights serve as a 
foundation for evidence-based strategies and policies aimed at 
reducing tobacco dependency, improving public health 
outcomes, and addressing health inequalities in the UK 
population [13].

Interpretation of findings

The findings of the included studies offer a nuanced 
understanding of tobacco dependency in the United Kingdom. 
This discussion will interpret these findings in the context of the 
broader tobacco control landscape in the UK, emphasizing 
prevalence trends, risk factors, the effectiveness of interventions 
and policies, disparities, research gaps, and implications for 
public health policy and practice.

Prevalence and trends

The systematic review revealed a noteworthy decrease in the 
prevalence of tobacco dependency in the UK over the past 
decade, reflecting the effectiveness of tobacco control efforts. 
However, this decline has not been uniform across all 
population segments. Despite progress, certain demographic
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Implications for public health policy and practice

The findings of this systematic review carry significant
implications for public health policy and practice in the UK. It
is crucial to build upon the successes achieved in tobacco
control efforts and continue implementing evidence-based
interventions. Tailored approaches are needed to address
disparities and meet the unique needs of various population
groups. Strengthening support for mental health and well-being
can complement tobacco control efforts and contribute to
reducing tobacco dependency. Policy measures, such as taxation
and public awareness campaigns, should be sustained and
periodically evaluated to ensure their continued effectiveness
[18].

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, this systematic review provides a comprehensive
overview of tobacco dependency in the United Kingdom. The
findings demonstrate progress in reducing tobacco dependency
but also highlight persistent disparities and complex risk factors.
Effective interventions and policies have been identified,
emphasizing the importance of ongoing efforts in tobacco
control. However, research gaps exist, necessitating further
investigation into specific population needs and emerging
tobacco products.

The importance of addressing tobacco dependency in the UK
cannot be overstated. The health and economic burdens
associated with tobacco use affect not only individuals but also
communities and healthcare systems. It is imperative that public
health policymakers, practitioners, and researchers continue to
collaborate to develop and implement evidence-based strategies
that further reduce tobacco dependency and promote a tobacco-
free future for the UK population. Continued research is
essential to adapt to changing trends in tobacco use and to
ensure that policies and interventions remain effective in
addressing this significant public health issue.
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groups, particularly those with lower socioeconomic status and 
individuals with comorbid mental health conditions, continue 
to experience disproportionately higher rates of tobacco 
dependency. This suggests the need for targeted interventions to 
address these disparities [14].

Identified risk factors

The review identified several risk factors contributing to tobacco 
dependency in the UK. Socioeconomic factors, including 
income and education, emerged as significant determinants, 
with individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds more likely to 
be dependent on tobacco. Peer influence and social networks 
played a pivotal role, emphasizing the importance of social 
support in smoking cessation efforts. Mental health issues, such 
as stress and anxiety, were also linked to tobacco dependency, 
highlighting the complex relationship between mental health 
and smoking behavior. Additionally, certain genetic factors were 
found to increase susceptibility to tobacco addiction [15].

Effectiveness of interventions and policies

The included studies underscored the effectiveness of various 
interventions and policies in reducing tobacco dependency. 
Smoking cessation programs, both pharmacological and 
behavioral, have shown success in supporting individuals in 
their efforts to quit smoking. Higher tobacco taxation rates have 
discouraged smoking, particularly among price-sensitive 
populations. Public awareness campaigns and graphic warning 
labels on cigarette packaging have been effective in deterring 
smoking initiation among youth. Access to smoking cessation 
services has been positively associated with quit attempts and 
successful cessation [16].

Disparities in tobacco dependency

The review illuminated disparities in tobacco dependency 
among different population groups within the UK. These 
disparities are multifaceted, reflecting gender differences in quit 
attempts and success rates, unique challenges faced by ethnic 
minorities and LGBTQ+ communities, and higher prevalence 
rates among rural populations. Addressing these disparities is 
essential for achieving equitable health outcomes and should 
inform the design of targeted interventions and policies.

Research gaps and areas for future study

While the systematic review synthesized a substantial body of 
research, it also revealed gaps in the current literature. Research 
focusing on the specific needs and challenges of vulnerable 
populations, such as ethnic minorities and LGBTQ+ 
individuals, is limited. Additionally, more in-depth exploration 
of the interaction between mental health and tobacco 
dependency is warranted. The evolving landscape of tobacco 
products, including e-cigarettes and heated tobacco products, 
necessitates ongoing research to understand their impact on 
tobacco dependency. Moreover, the review highlighted the need 
for long-term evaluations of policy interventions to assess their 
sustained effectiveness [17].
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