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Exercise as a tool to reduce cigarette cravings and support quitting.
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Introduction

Cigarette smoking is one of the leading causes of preventable
death worldwide, and quitting is a challenging process that
often requires multiple strategies to succeed. While various
methods such as nicotine replacement therapy, medication,
and counseling have been widely studied, exercise has
emerged as an effective tool to reduce cravings and support
long-term smoking cessation [1].

Exercise not only helps manage the physical withdrawal
symptoms associated with nicotine addiction, but it also
plays a crucial role in reducing stress, improving mood, and
promoting overall health, all of which are essential components
of the quitting process. This article examines how exercise can
help combat cigarette cravings and support the journey to quit
smoking [2].

Cigarette cravings are a common barrier for individuals
attempting to quit smoking. These cravings are often triggered
by external cues such as stress, social situations, or specific
routines, and they can range from mild urges to intense,
overwhelming desires to smoke. Cravings occur because
nicotine is a highly addictive substance that alters brain
chemistry, leading to physical and psychological dependence.
The withdrawal symptoms associated with quitting, such as
irritability, anxiety, and difficulty concentrating, can also
exacerbate cravings. Understanding how exercise interacts
with these factors can provide insights into its effectiveness as
a cessation tool [3].

Exercise has long been recognized for its numerous health
benefits, including improving cardiovascular health, boosting
energy levels, and reducing stress. In the context of smoking
cessation, exercise offers several unique advantages. Physical
activity has been shown to reduce nicotine cravings, mitigate
withdrawal symptoms, and lower the likelihood of relapse.
Moreover, exercise provides an alternative source of pleasure
and reward, which can help offset the behavioral and
psychological patterns associated with smoking [4].

Research has demonstrated that exercise can reduce the
frequency and intensity of cigarette cravings by stimulating
the release of neurotransmitters such as dopamine, serotonin,
and endorphins, which are involved in the brain’s reward
system. These chemicals play a role in regulating mood and
emotions, which can be disrupted by nicotine withdrawal. By
engaging in regular physical activity, individuals can enhance
their mood and reduce feelings of anxiety, depression, and

irritability, which are common during the quitting process [5].

One of the most difficult aspects of quitting smoking is
managing nicotine withdrawal, which can include symptoms
such as headaches, fatigue, irritability, and cravings. Exercise
has been shown to alleviate these symptoms by increasing
blood flow and improving oxygen circulation, which may
help speed up the body’s recovery process. Aerobic exercises,
such as running, cycling, or swimming, have been particularly
effective in reducing withdrawal-related discomfort, including
cravings [6].

Nicotine withdrawal can cause a range of negative emotions,
including anxiety, depression, and stress. Regular exercise
promotes the release of endorphins, the brain’s natural "feel-
good" chemicals, which can improve mood and reduce
feelings of stress and anxiety. For many smokers, stress is a
major trigger for cigarette cravings. By replacing smoking
with exercise as a coping mechanism, individuals can better
manage stress and decrease their reliance on cigarettes as a
form of emotional regulation [7].

Exercise can act as a positive reinforcement tool for
individuals trying to quit smoking. When individuals engage
in physical activity and experience the associated rewards,
such as improved energy levels, weight loss, or enhanced self-
esteem, it can strengthen their commitment to quitting. Over
time, exercise may replace smoking as a source of positive
reinforcement, helping individuals maintain their resolve to
stay smoke-free [8].

Exercise can also help break the cycle of smoking triggers
and habitual behaviors. For example, many smokers associate
certain activities, such as drinking coffee or socializing with
friends, with smoking. By incorporating exercise into their
daily routine, individuals can disrupt these patterns and create
new, healthier habits. Over time, this can reduce the automatic
response to reach for a cigarette during stressful or habitual
situations [9].

A meta-analysis by Pescatello also found that exercise
significantly reduced the intensity of cravings and helped
individuals quit smoking by promoting psychological well-
being and reducing stress. Exercise, particularly aerobic
exercise, has been shown to improve sleep quality, increase
energy levels, and enhance overall physical health, all of
which are crucial factors in the smoking cessation process
[10].
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Conclusion

Exercise is a powerful tool in the fight against cigarette
cravings and smoking addiction. By reducing nicotine
withdrawal symptoms, improving mood, and providing a
positive reinforcement mechanism, exercise can significantly
enhance the chances of quitting smoking and maintaining
a smoke-free lifestyle. The growing body of evidence
supporting the role of physical activity in smoking cessation
highlights its potential as an adjunct to traditional methods,
such as nicotine replacement therapy and counseling. By
incorporating exercise into their daily routine, individuals
can reduce cravings, manage stress, and create new, healthier
habits that support their long-term success in quitting smoking.

References

1. Palmer AM, Brandon TH. How do electronic cigarettes
affect cravings to smoke or vape? Parsing the influences
of nicotine and expectancies using the balanced-placebo
design. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology.
2018;86(5):486.

2. Burton SM, Tiffany ST. The effect of alcohol consumption
on craving to smoke. Addiction. 1997;92(1):15-26.

3. Harvey K, Kemps E, Tiggemann M. The nature of imagery
processes underlying food cravings. British Journal of
Health Psychology. 2005;10(1):49-56.

4. Miller MA, Bershad A, King AC, Lee R, de Wit H.
Intranasal oxytocin dampens cue-elicited cigarette craving

10.

in daily smokers: a pilot study. Behavioural pharmacology.
2016;27(8):697-703.

Potvin S, Lungu O, Lipp O, Lalonde P, Zaharieva V,
Stip E, Melun JP, Mendrek A. Increased ventro-medial
prefrontal activations in schizophrenia smokers during
cigarette cravings. Schizophrenia Research. 2016;173(1-
2):30-6.

Gass JC, Tiffany ST. Craving and tobacco use:
Development of the choice behavior under cued conditions
(CBUCC) procedure. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors.
2017;31(3):276.

Heishman SJ, Singleton EG, Moolchan ET. Tobacco
Craving Questionnaire: Reliability and validity of a new

multifactorial instrument. Nicotine & tobacco research.
2003;5(5):645-54.

Kurti AN, Dallery J. Effects of exercise on craving and
cigarette smoking in the human laboratory. Addictive
Behaviors. 2014;39(6):1131-7.

Schréder B, Kroczek A, Kroczek LO, Ehlis AC, Batra
A, Miihlberger A. Cigarette craving in virtual reality cue
exposure in abstainers and relapsed smokers. Scientific
Reports. 2024;14(1):7538.

Dawkins L, Munafo M, Christoforou G, Olumegbon N,
Soar K. The effects of e-cigarette visual appearance on
craving and withdrawal symptoms in abstinent smokers.
Psychology of addictive behaviors. 2016;30(1):101.

Citation: Schnur J. Exercise as a tool to reduce cigarette cravings and support quitting. Addict Criminol.2025,;8(1):254

Addict Criminol 2025 Volume 8 Issue 1


https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2018-17848-007
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2018-17848-007
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2018-17848-007
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2018-17848-007
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1360-0443.1997.tb03634.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1360-0443.1997.tb03634.x
https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1348/135910704X14249'
https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1348/135910704X14249'
https://journals.lww.com/behaviouralpharm/FullText/2016/12000/Intranasal_oxytocin_dampens_cue_elicited_cigarette.9.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/behaviouralpharm/FullText/2016/12000/Intranasal_oxytocin_dampens_cue_elicited_cigarette.9.aspx
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0920996416301049
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0920996416301049
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0920996416301049
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2017-08707-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2017-08707-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2017-08707-001
https://academic.oup.com/ntr/article-abstract/5/5/645/1079502
https://academic.oup.com/ntr/article-abstract/5/5/645/1079502
https://academic.oup.com/ntr/article-abstract/5/5/645/1079502
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306460314000690
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306460314000690
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-024-58168-7
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-024-58168-7
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2015-44635-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2015-44635-001

