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for healthcare professionals
what support is available to help  
parents-to-be to quit?
Using a local NHS Stop Smoking Service makes smokers up to four times more likely 
to quit successfully. 

Pregnant women can get free, specialist help from a specialist midwife or their local NHS 
Stop Smoking Service. They can find their local service and get extra support by calling 
the NHS Smokefree Pregnancy Helpline on 0800 169 9 169. 

Partners can also get specialist advice and support from their local NHS Stop Smoking 
Service. They can find their local service by visiting www.smokefree.nhs.uk or calling the 
NHS Smokefree Helpline on 0800 169 0 169.

what does smoking do to a baby?
When a pregnant woman smokes, she breathes in over 4,000 chemicals from the 
cigarette. The smoke goes from her lungs into her bloodstream and within moments 
these poisons are passing into the baby’s blood supply. This causes her baby to struggle 
for oxygen and the baby’s tiny heart has to pump even harder. 

you can help babies have the best start in life
Every baby deserves the best possible start in life. A big part of this involves helping 
pregnant women (and their partners) to stop smoking. In fact, it’s the single most 
important thing they can do to improve their baby’s health, growth and development. 

We know that talking about smoking and health during pregnancy can be difficult, so 
we’ve created this leaflet to help you. It outlines the dangers of smoking to the unborn 
baby and provides a short Q&A section for you. 

For more information about NHS Smokefree  
go to www.smokefree.nhs.uk/resources

If you need to order extra copies of this pack or any of its contents, simply visit  
www.orderline.dh.gov.uk
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the three steps to helping parents-to-be  
to quit smoking
It’s really important to raise the subject of smoking during pregnancy with mothers-to-be 
and their partners. Advice from you can really help encourage pregnant women to quit, 
so we have created three simple steps for you to follow during your appointments with 
pregnant women to help you talk about the issue. These steps will help you to ASK and 
record their smoking status, ADVISE them that quitting is the best thing that they can do 
to improve their health and encourage them to ACT by using their local NHS Stop Smoking 
Service or specialist midwife. 

The flashcards in the toolkit will help to guide you through the conversation, showing all 
the important facts. 

You can also find a downloadable referral form to which you can add your local service’s 
details to on the Smokefree Resource Centre at www.smokefree.nhs.uk/resources

Does the pregnant woman smoke?
Carry out a CO test – using a  
CO test will help you confirm  
their smoking status.

Explain that cigarettes restrict the 
oxygen supply to the baby, so the 
baby’s heart has to beat harder 
every time they smoke.

Explain they’re up to four times 
more likely to quit successfully with 
NHS support.

Give them a mothers-to-be leaflet 
and refer them to their local  
NHS Stop Smoking Service or 
specialist midwife.

Tell them about the NHS Smokefree 
Pregnancy Helpline: 0800 169 9 169

Does their partner smoke?
Explain the dangers of secondhand 
smoke during pregnancy and  
after birth.

Explain that if they smoke it not 
only harms them, but their partner 
will find it much more difficult to 
quit smoking successfully.

Explain they’re up to four times 
more likely to quit successfully with 
NHS support.

Refer them to their local NHS Stop 
Smoking Service.

Give them a partners leaflet and 
encourage them to visit  
www.smokefree.nhs.uk for more 
information on the support available.

ask

advise

act

q&a – helping pregnant women to quit smoking
This Q&A contains the information and evidence you’ll need to answer some  
commonly asked questions about smoking in pregnancy that might pop up during  
your appointments. 

isn’t the stress of quitting smoking worse for my baby?

my mum smoked and I’m fine. what’s the problem?

i didn’t know i was pregnant.  

is it too late to stop smoking?

my partner smokes too. does he have to quit?

can i use nicotine replacement therapy  

while i’m pregnant?

but isn’t the womb like a protective bubble for my baby?

No. Smoking is much more harmful to your baby. Being stressed has not 
been shown to have any adverse effects on your baby’s health; so smoking 
is far more damaging even if the mother finds quitting smoking a challenge. 

Smoking affects babies in different ways. Just because the mother is fine, 
doesn’t mean her baby will be.  

It’s never too late to stop smoking.

When a partner smokes it not only affects his health, but the baby’s too.

Yes. Nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) is now licensed for use 
during pregnancy.

No. The baby shares the mother’s bloodstream.

Smoking affects babies in different ways. The damage done can depend on when 
the mother smokes during the pregnancy, how much she smokes and even how 
she smokes. Just because she is fine, it doesn’t mean her baby will be.

The simple fact is that every cigarette harms your baby – but the good news is that 
it’s never too late to quit. Once the mother stops smoking, the baby will benefit 
immediately and the oxygen supply will quickly return to normal.

Regular exposure to secondhand smoke during pregnancy can result in an increased 
risk of miscarriage, premature birth and, for the baby, attention deficit disorder, birth 
defects, allergies and low birthweight. 

The nicotine used in NRT is less harmful than exposure to the many chemicals 
in cigarettes, so if it’s going to help the mother quit, it’s a much better option 
than smoking. Ideally pregnant women should try to stop without using 
NRT, but if they think it will help them, they can discuss this with their GP, 
pharmacist or stop smoking adviser.

The chemicals from cigarette smoke pass from the walls of the mother’s lungs into 
their bloodstream. Their blood then moves around her body until it passes through 
her placenta and her umbilical cord into the baby’s bloodstream. 
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