Welcome to the Phoenix VA Health Care System Podcast of Health Trends.
Paula:  Thank you for joining us for this edition of the Health Trends Podcast.  With us today is Dr. Matt Weyer, a Clinical Psychologist who has been with the PVAHCS for the past fourteen years, and is our Smoking Prevention Coordinator.  Dr. Weyer, we thank you for joining us for our Health Trends Podcast.

Dr. Weyer:  Thanks Paula

Paula:  Tell us first of all why is it important for people to quit smoking if they can.

Dr. Weyer: Yes, one of the things we know from a lot of research is that over 300,000 people die each year related to smoking related illness.  And then there’s another 50,000 people that die from second hand smoke related illness.  And so, the number one reason why it is important for people to start looking at changing this health behavior is so they can live longer and enjoy a healthier lifestyle.  
Paula:  And what do they need to do to intervene for themselves and help either slow down or withdraw from smoking all together?  

Dr. Weyer:  That’s a good question.  One of the things that we have found with people is that usually they have a part of them that very much wants to stop smoking and then there is another part of them that’s very much addicted to a habit,  or is addicted to the belief that this is something that relaxes them something that helps them.  And so, one of the things that we do in our program is we try and help those two parts of a conversation and help them learn behaviors that will help them to begin to reduce, we call that nicotine fading and then eventually stop smoking altogether.   

Paula:  And what are some of the techniques you use, to get the two sides to talk to each other?
Dr. Weyer:  Well, we teach a variety of different coping skills.  One of the things that we want to look at is that smoking often times provides something to the smoker, so for example, many people say that they use it to relax themselves so in that situation we are going to be teaching them other ways that they can relax themselves such as, relaxation training.  One of the things that we think is really neat about our program is we provide a self-hypnosis CD to Veterans so they can help stop smoking in that manner.    We also use something called thought stopping, so when they start to have strong urges we will have them stop that thought and start to focus on some other things that are very important to them, so for example that might be focusing on a reason why they’re interested in stopping; like a child or the cost of smoking would be some of the reasons why many Veterans want to stop smoking.  
Paula:  So it sounds like it’s a multi-faceted approach; you have CD’s ,  you have self hypnosis, do you also offer medicines?  And one-on-on counseling or group sessions?

Dr. Weyer:  Yes, every Veteran is able to get medications to help them to stop smoking.  The two primary ones that we use are a medicine called bupropion or zyban and the other one is the nicotine patch.  If a Veteran struggles with either of those two medication options then some Veterans are eligible to receive Chantix, which has been shown to be quite effective with quite a few people.  
Paula:  But the medicine is just one part of it, isn’t it?

Dr. Weyer:  Right, absolutely.  So the way we have it set-up at our VA is at the beginning of every month, the first Wednesday of every month, we hold a class and it goes over all those coping skills that we were discussing earlier.  It meets for four consecutive Wednesdays and the class is held Wednesday morning at 9 a.m.   Now for some reason if the Veteran cannot attend that class they can always go through the Arizona Quit Line, which is an organization set-up to help anyone in the state of Arizona and there number is 1-800-556-6222 and you can call them and they provide telephone counseling as well as medications.

Paula:  And, in the part about the group therapy, is there also one-on-one counseling that you offer?
Dr. Weyer:  Currently we do not have the resources to provide one-on-one counseling, but we think that the group is a really effective way of providing quite a bit of social support and sometimes healthy peer pressure.

Paula: Good, and what about the CD’s, do they get to keep those do they have to check them back in and out?
Dr. Weyer:  We tend to provide them a copy of the CD that they can use throughout the class.  

Paula:  Okay, then that along with the group, the powerpoints, any other things that you may have?
Dr. Weyer:  Those are the main components, and we have been really proud of our program, we have found it to be quite effective at helping people that are ready to stop smoking to really take that next step.   

Paula:  And what if  its January, good time for New Year’s Resolutions, do you see a huge spike at this time of year and what can you do maybe to encourage people all year long?
Dr. Weyer:  You know it has been interesting we tend to notice that we get a steady flow of consults throughout the year. We tend to find often times New Year resolution folks tend to do a little bit better at the beginning of the year.  We work with people anytime of the year and surprisingly we get a large number of consults throughout the year.  

Paula:  So can anyone just come to that class, do they have to get a referral from their primary care provider, or how does that work?

Dr. Weyer:  That’s a great question.  What we ask people to do is to get a referral from their primary care provider.  And the reason for that is that the primary care doctor really knows the Veterans health care background as well as all the medications that they are currently taking.   That allows that provider to make a determination, which is really the best medication to place the Veteran on to help them stop smoking.
Paula:  Oh good.  And one of the other things we’re trying to do is we’re taking steps to limit our smoking areas here at the hospital.  Why is that important Matt, what are we hoping to accomplish with that?

Dr. Weyer:  One of the things that’s happening across the country is there’s been a movement towards making health care facilities smoke free, and we’re trying to follow that nice model.  And, in the past we’ve had multiple smoking areas for Veterans and for staff.  We’ve had up to nine different spots throughout the hospital grounds and so over the past year the smoke advisory committee met and we began to limit the number of areas.   There are a couple of goals, one was to reduce the number of areas and the other was to make sure patients were not smoking along side of staff.  So, currently we have three designated areas for staff and then another three areas for Veterans.  I’ve been really impressed by the openness of Veterans as well as staff that smoke to comply with the policy.  I’ve noticed that people are smoking in these designated areas.  One of the reasons why we didn’t want staff to smoke with patients is we really are a health care facility and we want to set-up good modeling behaviors and so we don’t want our staff to model unhealthy behavior.  
Paula:  And if people are trying to quit Matt, what is the length of time that it usually takes.  Is there any ball park figure?

Dr. Weyer:  Yeah, It’s a different process for different people so any individual is going to have a different result.  But we know that it often takes anywhere from two to five different times with people attempting to quit before they’re actually successful.  And one of the things, if you’ve ever talked to a smoker most of them will say “oh yeah I’ve tried to quit” or “oh yeah I quit once for three months” or “I quit once for a year”.  And so again, we really encourage those people, just because you have tried it before and it didn’t necessarily work, that we have new information, new technologies that I think can be very helpful in helping Veterans and staff learn ways to stop smoking.  

Paula:  And it sounds like the technologies are well integrated with the group sessions, with the medications, with the support that is there for them.

Dr. Weyer:  That’s right, yes.

Paula:  So it’s kind of a nice integrated approach to get people to help quit.  

Dr. Weyer:  Absolutely.  Yeah, we’re proud of our program and think it’s been quite effective.  

Paula:  Great.  Is there anything else you would like to tell a potential smoker out there that wants to quit?

Dr. Weyer:  Just, that we recognize that this is not an easy process but we also believe that there’s probably a part of you that would like to stop this habit.  That part of you knows that’s not a healthy behavior, that part of you knows it’s very expensive and so we would encourage that part of you to talk to your doctor and at least come to the class and try it out and see if there’s something that you learn that might be compelling to maybe to stop this habit that’s been with you for some time.   

Paula:  Well thank you so much for joining us today.

Dr. Weyer: You bet., Thank you Paula.

Thank you for listening to this installment of Health Trends.  For the latest news and information from the Phoenix VA Health Care System, you can visit us on the web at www.Phoenix.va.gov or find us on the social media websites Facebook.com and twitter.com, just browse to either site and search for PhxVAHealthcare.

