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This commentary reviews barriers to smoking cessation during the COVID-19 pandemic and the potential of
social media-based smoking cessation programs. Several published randomized controlled trials are summarized
and future directions for designing and evaluating social media-based smoking cessation programs are described.

1. Smoking cessation treatment barriers during the COVID-19
pandemic

COVID-19 has brought the impact of cigarette smoking on health to
even greater public awareness. Concerns about respiratory health have
motivated many attempts to quit smoking (Elling et al., 2020; Grogan
et al., 2020; Klemperer et al., 2020) and the role of cigarette smoking in
COVID-19 severity continues to be debated (J et al., 2020; van Zyl-Smit
et al., 2020). However, societal responses to the pandemic and changes
in healthcare access (e.g., loss of insurance coverage, fewer office visits,
overburdened providers) compound existing barriers to smoking
cessation treatment.

In considering these difficulties, the social ecological model (McLe-
roy et al., 1988) is a useful framework. At the individual level, people are
experiencing greater stress and boredom during the pandemic, which
are key triggers for smoking (American Psychiatric Association, 2020;
Grogan et al., 2020). Individuals attempting smoking cessation describe
numerous potential obstacles, including lack of access to previous
coping strategies (e.g., going to the gym, visiting family and friends)
(Rosoff-Verbit et al., 2021). At the interpersonal/relational level, con-
flict at home and living with other smokers contributes to continued
smoking (Meacham et al., 2013). At the community/organizational

level, people may have less access to school- and workplace-based
smoking cessation programs. Moreover, loss of employment in the
United States usually results in lost access to health insurance (Panchal
et al., 2020). At the policy level, public health departments face budget
shortfalls, potentially scaling back smoking cessation resources. These
challenges are likely to negatively impact the use of evidence-based
smoking cessation treatments during the pandemic, including behav-
ioral counseling, nicotine replacement therapy, and prescription
medications.

2. Social media and smoking cessation

Social media is thoroughly integrated into most people’s daily lives
worldwide and has the potential to reach broad audiences (Perrin &
Anderson, 2018), particularly those not engaged in healthcare. In the
course of physical distancing recommendations, many people have
turned to social media with greater frequency (Koeze & Popper, 2020).
These trends could be leveraged to support smoking cessation. Our
research group has completed multiple randomized controlled trials
(RCTs) and published a review of intervention studies using social media
for smoking cessation (Thrul et al., 2019). The review found that social
media interventions were feasible, acceptable, and contributed to
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smoking cessation. However, out of 12 included studies, only three were
RCTs (vs. feasibility or observational studies) and the majority were
conducted on Facebook or Twitter (vs. Instagram, Snapchat, WhatsApp,
Reddit, TikTok, or Tumblr). Although the evidence base is still devel-
oping, promising results of RCTs are illustrative of social media’s po-
tential for delivering smoking cessation interventions.

One of the three RCTs in the review, the Tobacco Status Project,
enrolled 500 U.S.-based young adult smokers (average age: 20.9, 44.8%
male) randomized to a 90-day Facebook-based smoking cessation pro-
gram or referred to the National Cancer Institute’s Smokefree.gov
website (Ramo et al., 2018). Young adults were not required to be
interested in quitting to participate. Participants who received the To-
bacco Status Project intervention were significantly more likely to have
biochemically verified 7-day abstinence at the end of the intervention
than those receiving the website referral. The Tobacco Status Project
intervention was also made publicly accessible to young adults in the
San Francisco Bay Area through the San Francisco Cancer Initiative.

Social media-based smoking cessation interventions have broad ap-
peal and applicability beyond young adults and Facebook. Tweet2Quit,
a smoking cessation intervention RCT delivered to 160 U.S.-based adults
intending to quit smoking (average age: 35.7, 26.3% male) in private
Twitter groups for 100 days, doubled sustained abstinence compared to
a control group (Pechmann et al., 2017). In another RCT based in Hong
Kong, adults (average age: 40.5, 76.5% male) who completed a treat-
ment program and participated in a WhatsApp group for 8 weeks
reduced their risk of relapse following smoking cessation compared to
an informational booklet control group (Cheung et al., 2015).

Ongoing questions about this line of research include how engage-
ment (e.g., viewing, liking, or commenting on posts) is related to
smoking changes, as well whether tailoring content to specific de-
mographic groups and communities or co-occurring behaviors improves
cessation outcomes. We conducted two additional pilot RCTs comparing
the Tobacco Status Project to tailored interventions among 165 LGBTQ+
young adult smokers (Vogel et al., 2019) and 179 heavy drinking young
adult smokers (Meacham et al., 2021). Participants receiving the
LGBTQ+ tailored intervention were significantly more likely to report 7-
day abstinence than those receiving the non-tailored intervention. Par-
ticipants in tobacco only and tobacco and heavy episodic drinking trial
arms did not significantly differ in smoking abstinence, though both
groups reduced smoking compared to baseline.

3. Future directions in implementing and evaluating social
media-based interventions

A key issue in scaling up smoking cessation interventions during the
COVID-19 pandemic is the different speeds at which publicly funded
biomedical research and social media environments managed by private
corporations evolve. For example, by the time an intervention has been
funded, developed, implemented, and tested for efficacy (usually several
years (Ross et al., 2013)), social media platforms and users may have
changed. Intervention researchers in traditional settings may need to
partner with technology-focused nonprofit groups, health systems, and
industry partners to speed up this process. At the same time, technolo-
gists should ground novel programs in evidence-based strategies for
behavior change.

In the meantime, service programs and individuals quitting smoking
have independently created smoking cessation peer support commu-
nities on Facebook, Reddit, WhatsApp, and other platforms. These
communities provide emotional and instrumental support to help people
manage health conditions (Fox, 2013). Although carefully designed and
evaluated interventions tend to be the gold standard in healthcare, the
clinical and societal value of independently created, targeted, and
moderated communities should also be explored. These peer-driven
online communities may be more engaging and responsive to individ-
ual needs and include current memes and discussion relevant to par-
ticipants. However, information shared may not be evidence-based, and
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the norms and attitudes within online communities, e.g., towards vap-
ing, can shift over time. Service providers should become familiar with
the social media platforms used by populations they serve, noting how
content is generated and interacted with, and attitudes towards various
information sources. Effective smoking cessation communities may
moderate content using social rather than regulative styles, such as
fostering civil and pleasant discussion as a group norm and minimizing
negative audience reactance to health promotion messaging (Majmun-
dar et al., 2020).

A final major concern is the privacy of information shared on social
media. While healthcare services and academic research take great pains
to rigorously protect patient and participant identity and health condi-
tions, there have been multiple well-publicized data breaches from
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter (Cisomag, 2020; Granville,
2018), which place protected health information at risk. The social
stigma of smoking, smoke-free workplaces, and differences in insurance
premiums may mean that a data breach could have serious conse-
quences. For these reasons, privacy concerns could present a deterrent to
participation in social media-based smoking cessation treatment or peer
community support.

4. Conclusions and recommendations

Social media-based smoking cessation is an innovative and prom-
ising way to reach people, especially those not engaged in other forms of
treatment. As the COVID-19 pandemic limits in-person healthcare ser-
vices and leads to increased levels of stress, the potential reach of social
media to support smoking cessation should continue to be explored,
with particular attention to privacy, inclusion of timely content, and
deeper understanding of how social media engagement may promote
sustained behavior change.
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