
something they would usually do day-to-day?
“Social smoking is nothing to do with 

addiction to nicotine,” explains Fiona. “It 
is all about the desire to belong. When we 
encounter new challenges in life such as 
starting college, or a new job, above all we 
want to fit in. 

“If you are in a group and the rest of the 
group are smoking and are hanging out in the 
smoking area, you may find yourself wishing 
to be part of the action, otherwise you fear you 
will be rejected. This is perfectly normal.”

Fiona says that, in addition, the bonding 
which results from going to the smoking area 
seems like fun and at the same time increases 
the desire to smoke.

“A subconscious association is now 
embedded in the neural networks of your 
brain; social smoking equals fun and 
connection. However, it is not the smoking 
that is fun but the hanging out with peers. 
Unfortunately, the subconscious mind sees 
things in black and white and cannot compute 
this difference.”

While it may begin with having two or three 
cigarettes on a night out, Fiona says there is 
the possibility of social smoking eventually 
leading to full-time addiction.

Nicotine is highly addictive, and while 
the addiction has a physical component, it is 
mainly psychological. If you start smoking 
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S
moking the odd cigarette with friends 
after a few drinks may seem relatively 
harmless, but research in the US has 
suggested that it may be as dangerous 

as an everyday habit. More than 10pc of the 
39,000 people surveyed said they were ‘social 
smokers’, compared with 17pc who said they 
smoked daily. The study found that around 
75pc of both groups had high blood pressure, 
while 54pc had high cholesterol.

“Young people are much more aware of the 
damaging effects of social smoking on their 
physical health now than ever before,” says 
clinical hypnotherapist Fiona Brennan  
(www.fionabrennanhypnotherapy.com). 
“Binge smoking on a night out can also make 
a bad hangover the next day unbearable. Their 
system cannot cope, as nicotine is so toxic; a 
teaspoon of pure nicotine would kill a horse.

“Then, there are the effects on mental 
health. Social smoking can erode confidence. 
The belief that you need something outside 
of yourself to be included in a group is very 
damaging. People want to hang out with you 
for who you are and not because you smoke.”

So, why do some people tend to smoke at 
social events and nights out, when it isn’t 

Eat and stay hydrated
Eating food and drinking water should 
precede or be part of any social event 
where drinking alcohol is involved. 
Drinking on an empty stomach can lead 
to quicker alcohol absorption and alcohol 
is a diuretic which means it causes your 
body to produce an increased amount 
of urine. To avoid dehydration, it is wise 
to drink plenty of water before alcohol is 
consumed, and before bed to help avoid 
a hangover.

Know exactly what you  
are drinking
“If you are drinking at someone’s house 
and there is a free-pour bottle of gin 
or vodka, it’s hard to keep track of how 
much you are consuming,” says Dr 
Smyth. “Bring your own alcohol, keep 
count of how many glasses or bottles you 
have, and drink at your own pace. Avoid 
mixing different drinks, stick to just one 
type, and don’t give into the temptation 
of shots or buying rounds.”

Think about the benefits
“If anyone is slagging you for not 
drinking, just take it on the chin,” says 
Dr Bobby. “Be your own man or woman 
in terms of setting limits for yourself. At 
the end of the day, you want to be able 
to enjoy your night, but also remember it 
as well.”

Thinking about the benefits of being 
and feeling healthy can help you to 
drink in moderation or avoid alcohol 
altogether. Put together a list of 10 ways 
going alcohol-free can be beneficial to 
your lifestyle, whether that is being able 
to save money, to focus more in lectures, 
or to keep fit for playing soccer or hurling 
with the college GAA team.

Askaboutalcohol.ie have begun a 
campaign with the GAA and Tipperary 
hurler Noel McGrath, who said recently, 
“We don’t need to make massive 
life changes to experience visible 
improvements. Reducing your alcohol 
intake over a week, or even during a 
single night out, will result in real gains 
on and off the pitch.”

socially, you will first make the connection of 
having fun and feel it gives you confidence, 
helping you to relax in social situations. The 
smoking becomes a crutch on nights out, 
which then leaks into other areas of college 
life.

Fiona shares an example, “Pressure in the 
lead up to exams, going on a date, feeling 
stressed or anxious in general all now 
become associated with smoking. If you 
subconsciously believe that smoking relaxes 
you, then why not smoke at other times 
too? Before you know it, it can become an 
unconscious daily habit that has nothing to do 
with socialising.”

For those who want to quit, Fiona says you 
do not need to change your social life or avoid 
going out. “This is a lose-lose situation, as you 
will begin to feel like you are missing out on 
all the fun, which then cements the belief that 
smoking is fun when it isn’t.

“Developing true inner confidence is key. 
This comes from being aware of why you 
behave the way you do. Continue to go out 
and be an example to others. Other people, 
rather than looking down on you, will admire 
your strength. We are highly suggestible 
creatures and by choosing to not smoke, you 
are inspiring others to also quit.

“For the first few times you go out, you will 
need to break the habit and associations in 
your mind. I have a wonderful mindfulness 
technique called the four-second positive 
pause, which stops people from carrying out 
negative behaviours.”

You can access this technique for free on 
www.thepositivehabit.com. 

Fiona adds that full-time smokers looking 
to quit will require more psychological work. 
“Getting to the root of when you first started 
to smoke is paramount to your success in 
quitting. Often, full-time smokers started out 
as social smokers and the habit was developed 
from there. You need to examine why you are 
smoking and what you think it is giving you? 
Do you believe it helps you to deal with stress?

“You then need to start to break these 
associations in your mind and replace them 
with healthy pursuits that genuinely deliver 
relaxation and confidence. For example, 
going for a walk if you feel stressed, or doing 
a mindfulness exercise, yoga or chatting to 
a friend. There are so many things that will 
really help you that have nothing to do with 
poisoning your system.”

So, you 
enjoy a 
social 
smoke?
Can social smoking 
damage your health 
and why do we do it?

Fiona Brennan

Enjoy a drink the 
low-risk way
Follow these simple tips 
and have a good night 
you that will remember!

Parental guidance
For parents who are concerned that their 
son or daughter may be drinking excessively 
or taking other drugs, Dr Smyth advises 
approaching the subject with care.

“If you are concerned, don’t get into 
investigator mode to try and find more 
evidence to back up your concern. Calmly 
say to your son or daughter that you are a bit 
worried about how they are drinking. Drug 
use can be less obvious to parents unless they 
see someone using, come across drugs, or see 
changes like huge amounts of money being 
spent and no evidence of anything being 
purchased with it.

“Avoid charging into their room and making 
accusations. It’s about expressing concern 
and offering to provide support. Where there 
is a constant pattern of poor decision making 
around drink or drugs, it might be reasonable 
to point the person towards a professional.

“Most of the colleges have mental health 
supports there which could be a port of call 
for some people, whatever difficulties they are 
facing.”

 For more on the effects of alcohol on the 
body, see www.askaboutalcohol.ie


