..

nd Smokin
a
g
ex
.
S

Seek Help!
Smoking can affect a person’s sex life in a number of ways.
It can reduce fertility in men and women; it can cause
erection problems in men, create health issues during pregnancy
and affect the health of an unborn child and of young children.
Sexual problems aren’t all in the mind and smoking can be a major
cause. If you smoke and are worried about how this can affect your
sex life and your relationship with your partner, help is available.
Don’t be embarrassed about talking to your doctor or nurse about
your sex life – they’ve seen all these problems before. They want to
help and they know it is important to you.
This information is for men and women who want to find out more
about the links between smoking and sexual problems so that they can
continue to enjoy, or indeed, return to an intimate and fulfilling sex life.

The importance of
a healthy sex life
Sex is a very important part of most couples’ intimate and happy
relationship. A disappointing sex life can often damage a relationship
or prevent one from forming in the first place. The result can often
be a sense of loneliness and insecurity which could make someone
embarrassed to seek help.
Smoking has been linked to many common sexual problems affecting
both men and women. Unfortunately, it is sometimes overlooked as
an important cause. Although it is not always the case, smoking can
very often increase the likelihood of sexual problems. Let’s have a
look at some.
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What can smoking do
to a man’s sex life?
One of the most common sexual problems faced by men
is erectile dysfunction (ED). ED is the repeated inability to
have or keep an erection satisfactory for sex. Generally, ED
affects about 1 in 10 men and smoking can increase the risk
of erection problems by 50 per cent for men in their 30s and
40s. This means that around 120,000 men in the UK in this age
group are experiencing erection problems as a direct result of
smoking and this number is thought to be increasing.
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Exactly what does smoking do?
To answer this question it is important to understand how erections
occur in the first place. When a man is sexually aroused, signals pass
from the brain through the nerves to the blood vessels, which supply
blood to the penis. The arteries in the penis relax and widen, allowing
more blood to flow into the penis. As the arteries in the penis expand
and harden, the veins that normally carry blood away from the penis
become compressed, slowing down the blood flow out of the penis.
With more blood flowing in and less flowing out, the penis enlarges,
resulting in an erection.

Smoking affects this process
in 3 ways:
1. Often smoking can cause arteries
to become blocked and hardened
(atherosclerosis) by a long term build
up of fatty deposits. This then means
that less blood flows into the penis
because the inflow route becomes
slowly blocked.
2. Nicotine stimulation in the brain
causes rapid contractions in the penile
tissue and this restricts blood flowing
through the arteries into the penis,
and is called vasospasm.
3. Nicotine can also damage the valve
mechanism that traps blood in the
penis making getting an erection
difficult.

Smoking can increase the risk of erectile dysfunction even more in
men who are already suffering from other cardiovascular disease,
particularly diabetes. Diabetes is also an important cause of erection
problems and, together with smoking, can be dangerous to the heart
and circulation.
The effects of smoking can affect men in other ways which can affect
fertility. These include reduced volume of ejaculate (or ‘come’), a lower
sperm count, abnormal sperm shapes and reduced sperm movement.
These are all indicators of fertility problems.
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What can smoking do
to a woman’s sex life?
Smoking affects the balance of hormones in women and
as a result some women can find that they have a lower
sex drive and a lower sexual desire.
Hormones are directly linked to sexual activity.
As well as the normal female sex hormones (oestrogen
and progesterone), women also produce small amounts
of the male hormone, testosterone. A decrease in the
amount of testosterone produced is likely to cause
a decline in sexual arousal and orgasm in women.
Female smokers are also more likely to go through the
menopause a few years earlier.
Smoking can be a major cause of infertility in women.
For smokers it can take longer to conceive and the
length of time taken to get pregnant is thought to be
linked to the number of cigarettes smoked. If both
partners smoke then the problem can be doubled.
Smoking during pregnancy should always be avoided.
Chemicals in tobacco are passed from pregnant mothers
through the blood stream to the unborn child. These
toxic chemicals present serious risks to the baby, as well
as the mother. Smoking during pregnancy is associated
with an increased risk of pre-term birth, low birth weight
and still-birth.
For those women not intending to conceive, there are
links between contraception methods and smoking.
Specific guidance for women taking the combined
contraceptive pill is given. For women aged over 35years
on the combined pill it is particularly important to avoid
smoking because of the increased risk of heart attack.
Finally, increased risk of cancer is always linked to
smoking. A woman who smokes is twice as likely as a
non-smoker to be at risk of cancer of the neck of the
womb (as well as lung cancer).
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What happens when you
stop smoking?
Smoking is a major, but also potentially avoidable, hazard of sexual
health. As most of the effects of smoking on a person’s sex life
are due to nicotine, it is likely that most people would experience
an improvement as soon as they stop – the sooner the better to
avoid longer term serious consequences.
To a non-smoker, or someone who has stopped, giving up could
mean becoming a much more attractive partner in a new or
established relationship.
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Your questions answered
I haven’t had any sexual problems yet,
but will I in the future?
Smoking doesn’t automatically mean that you will have problems
with your sex life, but it helps to understand it could happen.
As long as you keep smoking, you are at risk. If you notice any
changes in your sex life, you should talk to your doctor or nurse
who will give advice about sexual problems and try and help you
give up smoking.

How do I know if my problems are caused
by smoking?
If you notice a gradual worsening in your erections or sexual ability
over a period of time, this is likely to be physical and can be due
to smoking. In men, if you wake up with your usual erection in the
morning, but you can’t get an erection when you want to have sex,
then the cause is likely to be due to psychological factors such as
stress and anxiety. If you have a heart condition, or diabetes, these
can also lead to erectile dysfunction, but if you smoke, it really
worsens your risk all round.

Are erection problems (ED) more common
when smoking cigarettes, or cannabis?
Erection problems can occur with any type of smoking.
It is best to try to avoid both.

I feel embarrassed talking to my doctor
about my sexual problem as well as smoking,
so how can I overcome this?
All doctors are more than used to talking about intimate problems
but, if you really can’t pluck up the courage, try asking to see a doctor
of the same sex. Before you do, you can always contact the Sexual
Advice Association, www.sexualadviceassociation.co.uk, first for
some advice. Doctors and nurses are very keen to help as many
people quit smoking as possible, so you could think about seeing
them about stopping smoking and then use some of that time to talk a
little about any sexual problems you think may be caused by smoking.
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What will happen when I go to the doctor’s
surgery about my sexual problem?
Understandably, it can be embarrassing to talk to someone
else about a sexual problem. But, your GP or nurse should be
sympathetic, want to help and be able to put you at your ease.
Just try and relax as much as you can. You may be asked to bring
your partner and this is very helpful for the doctor and nurse,
but again you need to feel comfortable with this and it is not
absolutely necessary.
It will be helpful to give the doctor or nurse a clear idea of what
your problem is, when it started, how it started and what you think
may have caused it.
If, as a man, you have an erection problem, you will need to have a
blood pressure test and some blood tests, such as a fasting blood
glucose (sugar) test to rule out hidden diabetes.
Depending upon the cause of your erection difficulty and how it is
affecting your relationship and your life in general, you may wish, or
be advised by your doctor or nurse, to visit a psychosexual therapist
to discuss the psychological effects or causes of problems with
your sex life. You can choose your own therapist from links on the
Sexual Advice Association website, such as the British Association
for Sexual and Relationship Therapy (BASRT), www.basrt.org.uk,
Relate www.relate.org.uk and the Brook Centre for the under 25s
www.brook.org.uk
As a woman, you may well need a vaginal examination, especially
if you have pain on intercourse, or a swab taken if you and/or your
partner have a discharge which causes problems. You can always
ask your partner or a friend to go with you to your appointment.
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What treatment can I take for erection
problems other than to stop smoking?
It is important that your doctor or nurse tries to find the cause of the
problem before recommending any treatment. This will help you to
get the right treatment for you and your partner (if you have one).
It is also vital to treat any other conditions, such as diabetes
or heart disease.
There is now a wide range of treatments for men with erection
problems. Your doctor is the best person to advise you on the best
treatment for you. The choice of treatment should be discussed
with your partner. If you want to find out more about different
treatments either before or after seeing a doctor, then please
contact the Sexual Advice Association.

I am a smoker and have erection problems.
Are the two related?
Only a doctor will be able to help answer this for certain, as there
are a number of illnesses that cause damage to the nerves in the
penis, or restrict blood flow which may cause erection problems
in some men.

If I stop smoking, will I still be at risk of
developing problems?
Even if you stop smoking, you could still be at risk of experiencing
sexual problems because smoking is only one, albeit common,
cause of problems. But certainly, the sooner you give up smoking
the less likely any sexual problems will be as a result of smoking
and the damage it can do.
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Don’t let smoking burn you out…
seek help now!
The Sexual Advice Association understands that many people can be
embarrassed to talk about problems with their sex life. We want to help
you by talking to you directly to support the information that you can receive
from your doctor or nurse. Sexual problems are in fact very common and
the choice of the right treatment, whether that is a medical treatment or
talking to a therapist, could really change your life for the better.

Talk to your GP or nurse and, if you are a smoker, do think about
who could best help you take action to give up.
Call the free NHS Quit smoking helpline – 0800 022 4332
Contact the Sexual Advice Association for help with sexual problems:
Tel:
020 7486 7262 or
Email: info@sexualadviceassociation.co.uk
www.sexualadviceassociation.co.uk
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Roger’s story:
I started smoking at 15 and have smoked anything
up to 40 cigarettes a day since then. I am now 45
and started having some difficulty getting an erection
last year when we wanted to have another baby. As
I felt I was in pretty good health and run or go to the
gym every week, I couldn’t believe it when my doctor
said the cause of the problems was probably due to
smoking too much. He suggested I stop, for a variety
of other reasons, such as a slightly raised blood
pressure and the fact that I get bad bronchitis every
winter especially when I get a cold.
It’s been a difficult task, but with
help from the nurse, the Quit Clinic
and friends and family, I finally
stopped last year and now believe
I am a ‘non-smoker’.
I am amazed at the improvement in
how I feel. My chest wasn’t affected
this winter for the first time in years.
My wife says that my clothes don’t
smell of smoke anymore. I now have
no problem getting an erection and
my blood pressure is low - I feel
great and can’t wait for our second
baby to be born in five months time!
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For further information,
please contact
Sexual Advice Association

Suite 301, Emblem House, London Bridge Hospital
27 Tooley Street, London SE1 2PR
Helpline: 020 7486 7262 Email: info@sexualadviceassociation.co.uk
www.sexualadviceassociation.co.uk
Charitable Company registered in England and Wales. Company registration number 04997095.
Charity registration number 1104691. Registered Office: 59 Knowle Wood Road, Dorridge,
West Midlands B93 8JP (not for correspondence)

Other sources of information
• ASH www.ash.org.uk
• QUIT www.quit.org.uk
• British Association for Sexual and Relationship Therapy (BASRT)
www.basrt.org.uk
• Brook Centre www.brook.org.uk
• Relate www.relate.org.uk
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