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Direct action on smoking welcome 
Graeme Lynch, CEO Heart Foundation Tasmania 

I was excited to hear about the experiment that’s happening on Tasmania’s east coast right now. A 
group of pharmacies in the area is tackling the smoking problem directly, by offering gift vouchers 
to locals who can show they’re staying off the cigarettes.  

One of the researchers involved, Dr Mai Frandsen from UTAS, has previously had some success 
with incentive-based behaviour change, through a 2015 program trying to help pregnant women 
kick the habit using a similar rewards-based scheme.  

This kind of imaginative thinking will play an increasingly important role in addressing Tasmania’s 
tobacco problem. We already have evidence that strategies like protecting people from exposure to 
tobacco smoke through increasing the number of smoke-free areas, using price and tax measures 
to reduce the demand for tobacco, and public awareness campaigns about the risk of smoking and 
the need to quit – and stay quit – are effective in helping people to kick the habit.  

The east coast project is taking a further step, actively engaging locals in a social contract to 
undertake to quit. It’s not just the voucher that’s the key here (though the $300 total you receive if 
you see the program through is no small incentive). You’re in a small town. You know lots of 
people, and they know you. You’ve just ‘pledged’ to keep off the smokes, and your fellow 
community members have seen you do it.  

That’s a mighty powerful incentive to keep your promise.  

It’s important that we keep chipping away at the smoking problem. As a community, Tasmanians 
smoke more than just about everyone else in the country. Tobacco use places a huge burden on 
our health system, not to mention the suffering that results at the individual level. Studies show that 
people associate smoking with lung cancer but are typically unaware of the raft of other conditions 
that can be brought on by smoking. Stroke, type 2 diabetes, macular degeneration, low bone 
density, lower fertility … the list goes on.   

Very few people are aware that tobacco use is a leading cause of heart disease, which causes 
more deaths in Australia than anything else. Smoking damages the lining of your arteries, leading 
to a build up of fatty material that narrows the artery (atherosclerosis). The blood vessels become 
stiffer, making them more likely to split. A smoker is four times more likely to die from heart attack 
or stroke as a non smoker. 

And not only is the prevalence of heart attack and stroke among smokers higher, they tend to 
experience heart problems at a younger age.   

We know that even one cigarette a day increases your risk of having a heart attack or stroke. 
Being smoke free is one of the best things you can do to protect your heart, not to mention improve 
your chances of avoiding all the other illnesses we associate with tobacco use.  



The east coast project is a sign that the community is taking the smoking problem seriously. With 
funding from the state government, the Drug Education Network, University of Tasmania, plus 
three local pharmacies have come together to try to tackle the problem at the individual level. I 
commend the idea, and hope to see it flourish.  

For information on how tobacco use affects your health, go to www.heartfoundation.org.au/your-
heart/know-your-risks 


