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Although smoking increases the risk of cancer death by 3 to 4 

times, a recent study shows that this increased risk can be 

reversed by quitting smoking early enough, before reaching the 

age of forty. 

Cigarette smoke contains several hundred carcinogenic compounds which 

considerably increase the risk of cancer, in particular in the lungs which 

are in direct contact with these toxins. Chronic exposure to cigarette smoke 

over many years causes the accumulation of several thousand mutations in 

the DNA of lung cells, which can lead to the development of cancer when 

these mutations occur in certain genes critical for the control of cell 

growth. 

EXPOSURE TIME 

In regular smokers, lung cancer usually appears twenty years or more after 

the initiation of smoking. This latency period therefore means that the 

duration of exposure to cigarette smoke plays a decisive role in the risk of 

cancer, which suggests that it would be possible to reduce this risk by 

reducing the number of years spent smoking. 

To explore this possibility, a team of researchers examined the association 

between the ages at the start and end of smoking and the cancer mortality 

rate (1). By studying the medical records of 410,231 people who 

participated in the US National Health Survey from 1997 to 2014, they 

first observed (unsurprisingly) that smokers overall had a 3 times higher 

risk of death from cancer than non-smokers. This increased risk is strongly 

influenced by the age at which smoking began. (see table below) 

 

Those who start smoking very young therefore have a much higher 

probability of dying from cancer than those who start later (in their 

twenties), but the latter still have a cancer mortality rate twice as high as 

those who have never smoked. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEFICIAL STOP 

One of the most interesting aspects of the study concerns the risk of cancer 

mortality observed in ex-smokers, in particular those who quit smoking 

fairly early in adulthood. (see table below) 

 

Quitting before age 35 therefore completely eliminates the increased risk 

of cancer mortality associated with smoking, while quitting at age 45 

reduces the increased risk to about 90% of the risk for those who have 

continued to smoke. 

It should also be noted that even if the reduction in the risk of mortality is 

less spectacular when the cessation occurs at older ages, it nevertheless 

remains very significant, with a reduction in the risk of excess mortality 

from cancer of 78% in the 45-54 years and 56% among 55-64 year olds. 

Quitting smoking is therefore positive at any age, but as early as possible 

remains preferable to minimize and even eliminate the increased risk of 

cancer mortality. 

(1) Thomson B et al. Association of smoking initiation and 

cessation across the life course and cancer mortality: 

Prospective study of 410 000 US Adults. JAMA Oncol. 

2021; 7: 1901-1903. 

Age of onset of smoking Relative risk of cancer mortality

Before 10 years 4

Between 10-14 years 3,6

Between 15-17 years 3,2

Between 18-20 years 2,9

21 years and over 2,4

Smoking cessation age Decrease in excess risk (%)

No quitting (regular smoker) -

Stop between 15-34 years old 100 %

Stop between 35-44 years old 89 %

Stop between 45-54 years old 78 %

Stop between 55-64 years old 56 %
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