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Abstract

Background: Telephone quitlines offer a wide range of services to callers, including advice and counsel, and
information on pharmacotherapy for smoking cessation. But, little is known about what specific quitline services
are offered to smokers and whether these services are appropriately matched to characteristics of smokers. This
study examines how quitline services are matched to callers’ level of addiction, educational level, stage-of-change
with quitting, and whether they are referred by a doctor or other health professional.

Methods: Between February 2005 and April 2006, 3,585 callers to seven European quitlines responded to our
survey. During the course of and immediately after the call, quitline counsellors collected descriptive data on
callers’ characteristics and the services they used. We then conducted four logistic regression analyses to examine
the relationship between quitline services and the four caller characteristics.

Results: Forty three percent of all callers received information on pharmacotherapy - most often nicotine patches
and nicotine gum - from the counsellor. As we predicted, these callers were the heavy smokers. There was a direct
correlation between the length of the conversations between the counsellor and the educational level of the
smoker: the lower the education of the smoker, the shorter the call. However, we found no significant association
between any other type of service and the educational level of caller. We also found a correlation between the
smoker’s stage of quitting and the type of advice a counsellor gives. Smokers in the action stage of quitting were
more likely to receive advice (in two quitlines) or counselling (in two quitlines) than those in the preparation stage,
who were less likely to be referred (in three quitlines). Very few of the total number of calls (10.7%) were from
referrals by health professionals. Referred callers were more likely to receive counselling, but this was found only in
four of seven quitlines.

Conclusion: Most of the services quitlines offer to smokers favour heavy smokers and those at a more advanced
stage of cessation, but not based on their educational level. Thus, we recommend that European quitlines extend
and tailor their services to include less-educated smokers.

Background
Quitlines have become an important component of
tobacco control efforts. Because of the demonstrated
efficacy and the convenience of telephone-based coun-
selling, there has been a rapid adoption of quitlines in
Europe and worldwide since the 1990 s. However, facts
about how quitlines operate is scarce.
There are a variety of ways in which counsellors

respond to quitline clients [1]. First-time callers may
receive a variety of services. These include self-help

materials, pharmacological consultation, brief advice,
and extensive counselling. Quitlines may also refer call-
ers to health professionals for further information or for
a medical prescription. Counsellors may refer smokers
to smoking cessation clinics and proactive call-back
services.
The manner in which counsellors respond to callers is

important. Motivational interviewing is crucial to the
success of telephone counselling. This patient-centred
approach improves the efficacy of quitline counsellors
[2] and is a common element in the training of counsel-
lors in Europe. In a previous study we examined the
effectiveness of nine quitlines [3]. We found that the
type of behavioural support (counselling, brief advice,
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information) did not affect success rates. However, when
a caller received additional telephone support, specifi-
cally through more telephone counselling, there was an
increase in continuous abstinence. This finding was sup-
ported in a recent meta-analysis of the efficacy of differ-
ent types of support provided by quitlines [4]. This
review concluded that the number of calls may improve
success rates, but failed to show that any particular
method of counselling or adjunctive self-help materials
leads to higher success rates. Regardless, according to
clinical guidelines, pharmacotherapy should be advised
to nicotine addicted smokers [5,6].
In this paper we examine whether the types of support

quitlines offer is related to smokers’ characteristics. Four
important distinctions of smokers’ characteristics were
considered: level of addiction, education, caller’s stage of
change, and type of referral.
During the initial contact between the counsellor and

the caller, the caller’s level of addiction must first be
assessed, which will determine whether or not informa-
tion about pharmacotherapy is provided. A second con-
sideration is educational level, since smokers with a
lower education have more difficulty quitting [7,8]. The
third smoker characteristic considered is the caller’s
stage of change. Quitlines cater to two groups of callers:
smokers seeking help with quitting in the near future
(those in the preparation stage of change - planning to
quit within four weeks), and those callers who have
already quit smoking but are having difficulty staying
smoke-free (those in the action stage who may have
quit for less than 6 months). The needs of callers in
these two stages of smoking cessation are different from
each other. In the preparation stage, smokers actively
seek information on how to quit. In the action stage,
smokers who are already trying to quit need continued
support to reinforce their decision [9]. We hypothesised
that compared to callers in the preparation stage, those
in the action stage are more likely to get immediate
attention. This group will tend to receive more direct
counselling or advice from the quitline and fewer refer-
rals to outside help or literature, regardless of whether
they were self-referred or referred by a health
professional.
We conducted this study by collecting data on all call-

ers seeking help with quitting smoking. This included
both those smokers without referrals and those referred
to the quitline by health professionals - general practi-
tioners, medical doctors, nurses, midwives, pharmacists.
Thus, we were able to categorize the callers based on
referrals and how referred callers differed from those
without referrals. We anticipated that referred callers
would more often receive counselling, since many health
professionals consider smoking cessation counselling as
too time consuming to do it themselves [10-12].

Methods
Data
The first European quitline began in 1988 and the num-
ber of quitlines has now grown to 30. In 2002, when we
began recruiting quitlines for our research, the number
had grown to 15. All quitlines are part of the European
Network of Quitlines (ENQ), and each runs indepen-
dently and is at a different stage of development. We
tried to include a wide range of quitlines, from different
parts of Europe, and excluded quitlines without the
capacity to recruit sufficient respondents. The seven qui-
tlines participating in this study were from Denmark,
France, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, and the
United Kingdom. Initially, German and Portuguese qui-
tlines were also included but were dropped because they
were unable to recruit enough callers during the period
of the study.

Respondents and procedure
From February 2005 to April 2006, counsellors in each
of the seven quitlines screened all the calls for eligibility.
All callers requesting telephone support to stop smoking
were asked if they were in the preparation stage (intend-
ing to quit smoking within the next four weeks), or the
action stage (had quit smoking in the last six months
and were calling to prevent relapse). Those who were in
the preparation or action stage were eligible for our
study and were asked for informed consent. Those who
called for other reasons, such as looking for information
or advice on cessation methods but not yet ready to
quit, or calling for another person, were excluded. The
counsellors collected data and recorded it on a paper-
and-pencil questionnaire (see additional file 1) at three
points in the interview: during the call, while the caller
was still on the line but the reason for the call had
ended, and after the call had ended. At each quitline,
data collection ended when 500 callers had been
enrolled, or at the end of the inclusion period of
15 months, whichever came first.

Questionnaire
In our questionnaire, the phrase Type of Service referred
to one or more of the following items:

• Literature sent was referred to as booklets or leaf-
lets on quitting.
• Basic information was a quick call providing objec-
tive or neutral facts about the consequences of stop-
ping smoking.
• Advice was recommendations for how to quit
smoking.
• Pharmacotherapy information was objective or
neutral information about pharmacotherapeutic aids
for smoking cessation.
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• Referral to a quit smoking service provided by an
outside agency, such as a stop smoking group.
• Referral to a health professional included a general
practitioner, medical doctor, nurse, midwife, phar-
macy, dentist, or other categories.
• Counselling was a caller-centred, person-tailored,
in-depth motivational interaction.

The length of each call was recorded in minutes and
excluded the time required to complete the question-
naire. Education level was the highest level obtained by
the respondent. Exact definitions varied per quitline and
depended on classifications that were common in each
country. Quitline representatives categorized the
answers so that for each quitline we obtained roughly
comparable education categories (low, medium, high).
We used the Heaviness of Smoking Index (HSI) to mea-
sure nicotine dependence. This index measures heavi-
ness of smoking by combining two variables: the time to
the first cigarette of the day and number of cigarettes
smoked per day [13,14]. Heavy smokers have a score of
4 or greater on a scale ranging from 0 to 6. Counsellors
asked callers if someone referred them to the quitline,
and if yes, by whom, a health professional (a general
practitioner, medical doctor, nurse, midwife, pharmacy,
or a dentist) or other. If the response was no, callers
were asked if they were self referred.

Statistical analyses
Logistic regression analyses were conducted to identify
those services (independent variables) that predicted the
dependent variables (callers’ characteristics). Four sepa-
rate analyses were conducted, each with one of the fol-
lowing dependent variables: referral by a health
professional (Yes = 1; No = 0), being heavy smoker (1)
or a lighter smoker (0), low education (1) or a medium
to high education (0), and being in the action stage of
quitting (1) or in the preparation stage (0). To deter-
mine whether the association between type of service
and caller characteristics might be modified by quitline,
we examined the significance of the Quitline × Type of
service interaction. If any interactions were significant,
analyses were stratified by quitline or groups of qui-
tlines. In all analyses, quitline was entered as a covariate
to correct for between-quitline variation, and the service
types were entered in the analysis simultaneously, to
correct for overlap in services (method = enter). All ana-
lyses were performed using SPSS version 16.0 for
Windows.

Results
Callers’ characteristics
8,761 callers from seven European quitlines were checked
for eligibility. Of these, 3,585 (40.9%) participated in the

study. Main reasons for non-enrollment were not being
in either the preparation or the action stage of smoking,
or not calling for themselves. In addition, 12.7 percent
did not give informed consent to participate in the study,
and some callers met the eligibility criteria but were not
recruited because they were distressed or abusive callers
(4.9%), they had a language barrier (1.2%), or the counsel-
lor forgot to ask the caller to participate (3.1%), or did
not ask to participate (12.0%).
Table 1 presents the characteristics of the callers.

Almost two thirds of respondents were female (63.4%).
The mean age was 43.3 years (SD = 13.2). The distribu-
tion of educational level was: 29.3 percent low, 40.7 per-
cent medium, and 30.0 percent high. Of all respondents,
31.9 percent were in the action stage and 68.1 percent
were in the preparation stage. Smokers in the prepara-
tion stage were asked if they had set a quit date and
41.2 percent said they had. 48.3 percent were heavy
smokers and more than 91 percent smoked at least
10 cigarettes per day. The mean number of cigarettes
per day was 21.6 (SD = 11.7).

Types of services
For 82.9% of respondents, the call being studied was the
subjects’ first to a quitline. The mean length of calls was
15.3 minutes (SD = 9.8), with only 21.3% of calls lasting
longer then 20 minutes. Most calls resulted in combina-
tions of various services (see Table 2). Counselling was
the most frequent type of service provided (76.3%) and
information about pharmacotherapy was received by
43.6%. Of this group, 19.4% of information was about
bupropion, 83.6% about nicotine patches, 51.2% about
nicotine gum, 12.2% about lozenges, 8.5% about inha-
lers, and 6.0% about sub-lingual tablets. In some cases,
information about more than one pharmacotherapy was
given that resulted in an overlap in percentages.

Association between type of service and caller
characteristics
Logistic regression analysis showed that heavier smokers
were more likely to receive information about pharma-
cotherapy than lighter smokers (see Table 3). In addi-
tion, in comparison to lighter smokers, heavy smokers
were more likely to be referred to a health professional
and to receive counselling. These results were not modi-
fied by the specific quitline (no significant interaction),
suggesting a consistent finding across quitlines.
With respect to education level, the findings were not

consistent across quitlines. There were significant inter-
actions (all p < .05) between Quitline and Information
about pharmacotherapy, Quitline × Referral to a health
professional and Quitline × Counselling. The results
were therefore stratified by quitline (see Table 4). How-
ever, in none of the seven quitlines, callers with low
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education were more likely to be counselled. The only
two significant findings were that in the Dutch quitline
low educated callers were more likely to receive infor-
mation on pharmacotherapy (OR = 2.27; 95% CI = 1.46-
3.51) while counsellors in the UK quitline were more
likely to refer low educated smokers to a health profes-
sional (most likely community smoking cessation ser-
vices) (OR = 2.68; 95% CI = 1.40-5.12). An additional
finding was that, on average, the duration of the call
was longer with more highly educated callers (17.11
minutes) than with callers who had a medium (14.72
minutes) or a low (14.38 minutes) education (F = 22.45;
df = 2; p < .001).
The relationship between services and stage of change

was modified by quitline location, as indicated by signifi-
cant interactions between quitline and most types of

services. Again, the results had to be stratified by quit-
line (Table 5). In the Danish, Italian, and English qui-
tlines, respondents in the action stage were referred to
outside help less often. In addition, respondents in the
Irish quitline were less likely to be referred to a health
professional in the action stage than in the preparation
stage. Respondents in the action stage were more than
twice as likely to receive advice on how to quit than
respondents in the preparation stage, but this was only
significant for the French and Irish quitlines. The Italian
and Dutch quitlines were significantly more likely to
give counselling to respondents in the action stage of
change.
Most calls to quitlines (72.2%) were self-referred. Only

10.7% had been referred by a health professional; the
rest were referred by family, friends or others. A logistic

Table 1 Caller characteristics per quitline

DM FR IR IT NL NO UK Total

Number of respondents 425 619 494 520 493 534 500 3,585

Female (%) 65.8 61.1 55.3 57.3 73.4 73.0 58.5 63.4

Age (mean, SD) 46.2 (14.1) 42.0 (12.5) 40.3 (12.5) 42.3 (12.1) 46.0 (13.3) 44.5 (13.8) 42.2 (13.3) 43.3 (13.2)

Educational level (%)

Low 26.1 35.9 22.1 33.2 27.9 20.8 38.5 29.3

Medium 49.8 23.8 39.9 51.5 44.2 43.2 36.4 40.7

High 24.1 40.2 38.0 15.3 27.9 36.0 25.1 30.0

Smokes >= 10 cigarettes per day (%) 91.7 91.9 89.4 94.8 92.7 86.9 92.4 91.4

Heaviness of Smoking Index score >= 4) (%) 55.5 46.4 48.5 46.3 58.0 39.3 46.3 48.3

Action stage of quitting (% yes) 32.0 33.0 38.5 11.3 31.4 41.4 35.8 31.9

Did someone refer you to our quitline?(%)

Health Professional 14.1 13.6 6.1 3.8 14.0 11.6 12.0 10.7

Self-referral 75.8 68.7 76.5 81.2 75.7 63.1 66.0 72.2

Family/friends/colleagues 5.9 9.4 12.8 9.8 6.1 17.6 7.0 9.9

Other 4.2 8.4 4.7 5.2 4.3 7.7 15.0 7.2

Note. DM = Danish quitline, FR = French quitline, IR = Irish quitline, IT = Italian quitline, NL = Dutch quitline, NO = Norwegian quitline, UK = United Kingdom
quitline.

Table 2 Types of services provided to callers per quitline

DM FR IR IT NL NO UK Total

Service provided (%)a

Literature sent b 7.1 51.9 78.3 31.7 - 71.0 60.0 44.1

Basic information (quick call) 76.7 66.1 72.9 45.6 55.0 83.7 43.2 63.2

Advice on how to quit 27.1 71.6 88.7 37.3 2.0 81.3 35.2 50.5

Pharmacotherapy information 48.0 74.0 51.0 9.4 32.5 51.5 33.0 43.6

Referral to outside service (such as a smoking cessation
course)

10.8 1.1 4.3 62.3 8.7 5.8 27.2 17.0

Referral to a health professional 4.0 14.4 14.8 16.5 3.9 16.9 13.4 12.3

Counselling 66.1 87.4 91.5 60.0 51.9 94.8 77.8 76.3

Mean length of call (minutes; mean, SD) c 18.7
(11.1)

19.6
(11.9)

16.4
(8.4)

10.0
(5.8)

10.0
(4.5)

18.7
(10.4)

12.9
(7.5)

15.3
(9.8)

Note. DM = Danish quitline, FR = French quitline, IR = Irish quitline, IT = Italian quitline, NL = Dutch quitline, NO = Norwegian quitline, UK = United Kingdom
quitline.
a Multiple answers allowed. bData for the Netherlands missing c N = 3,337.
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regression analysis revealed that the association between
being referred and type of services received was modi-
fied by quitline location. In the Danish, French, and UK
quitlines we found a positive association with referral to
a medical professional, but not in the other quitlines
(Table 6). Instead, in these four quitlines we found a
positive association between medical referral and receiv-
ing information about pharmacotherapy and being
counselled.

Discussion
For this study, we used data from seven European qui-
tlines to examine which callers get which types of ser-
vice from quitlines. Although some findings were
consistent across quitlines, most seemed to be mediated
by quitline characteristics.
As hypothesised, one consistent finding was that heavy

smokers were more likely to receive information on
pharmacotherapy, especially nicotine replacement ther-
apy. This finding mirrors clinical guidelines on smoking
cessation that recommend providing pharmacotherapy
to more dependent smokers [5]. We also found that

counsellors were likely to refer heavy smokers to a
health professional, most likely to obtain a prescription
for pharmacotherapy.
An unexpected finding was that low educated smo-

kers, who generally have more difficulty quitting, were
not getting intense counselling support. The length of
call for lower educated smokers was shorter than for
more highly educated smokers. This finding is disap-
pointing since quitlines, with their centralized experi-
ence in smoking cessation, are particularly well placed
to deal with disadvantaged groups [15]. When asked to
explain these findings, quitline representatives justified
the lengthier calls because it was their impression that
highly educated smokers requested more specific and
detailed guidance compared to the lower educated.
Furthermore, it was their experience that higher edu-
cated callers are more willing to expressing fears and
ask more questions, making it easier for them to be
counseled. Therefore, we advise European quitlines to
improve their counsellor training and support systems
so that counsellors are better equipped to communicate
with smokers from lower educated strata.
Smokers who had already quit and called for relapse

prevention (action stage) were more likely to receive
advice (in two quitlines) or counselling (in two quitlines)
than smokers preparing to quit. They were also more
likely to be further referred (in three quitlines). This
finding partly confirmed our hypothesis that more acute
crisis calls get more immediate attention from quitline
counsellors. Further research should focus on why this
finding was not the case in all quitlines.
This study also makes it clear that there are differ-

ences in how callers to EU quitlines are served. In parti-
cular, we found that callers referred to quitlines by
health care providers were likely to receive counselling,
although this association was significant in only four of
seven quitlines. This finding suggests that quitlines can
play a role in supporting physicians who seek additional

Table 3 Association between callers’ heaviness of
smoking (0 = HSI score <4, 1 = HSI >= 4) and types
of quitline service (Results of logistic regression
analyses - OR)

Type of service OR (95% CI)

Literature sent .89 (.75 - 1.04)

Basic information (quick call) .94 (.81 - 1.09)

Advice on how to quit 1.03 (.87 - 1.22)

Pharmacotherapy information 1.30 (1.12 - 1.51) ***

Referral to outside service (eg., stop
smoking course)

1.15 (.93 - 1.43)

Referral to a health professional 1.35 (1.02 - 1.54) *

Counselling .92 (.78 - 1.09)

*p < .05,** p < .01, *** p < .001; NB. Quitline included as co-variate in analysis.

Table 4 Association between educational level (1 = Low, 0 = Medium or High) and types of quitline service (Results of
logistic regression analyses -OR - per quitline)

DM FR IR IT NL NO UK

Number of respondents 410 604 426 520 491 528 390

Type of service

Literature sent .84 1.10 1.02 1.01 - 1.14 1.12

Basic information (quick call) .94 1.16 1.30 1.19 1.04 .74 1.65

Advice on how to quit .92 .81 .64 1.49 1.25 1.34 .96

Pharmacotherapy information 1.04 .87 .92 1.29 2.27*** .97 .94

Referral to outside service (eg., stop smoking course) 1.17 .27 .46 .87 1.29 .56 .84

Referral to a health professional 1.27 1.54 1.19 .65 1.43 1.12 2.68***

Counselling .80 1.51 .77 .44 .77 1.05 1.22

Note. DM = Danish quitline, FR = French quitline, IR = Irish quitline, IT = Italian quitline, NL = Dutch quitline, NO = Norwegian quitline, UK = United Kingdom
quitline.

*** p < .001, # number of respondents lower compared to table 1 due to missings on the education variable.
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counselling for their smoking patients. It also suggests
that further research is needed to examine more closely
the different practices of quitlines in different countries.
From a public health perspective, it appears that

despite national differences in quitline services, not
many patients seem to find their way to quitlines yet,
since only 10.7% of calls were referrals from health care
providers. In contrast, in California, between 14.5% and
51.3% of callers (variance depended on whether they
used nicotine replacement therapy) heard about the
quitline from a health care provider [16]. It seems
worthwhile for European quitlines to put more effort
into bridging the current gap between the health care
system and quitlines. This could be done, for example,
by experimenting with pro-active enrolment models
where names and telephone numbers of patients are for-
warded to the quitline. Such systems have been shown
to increase the use of quitline services by referred
patients [17].
Our study has both strengths and limitations. One

strength is that some findings were consistent across
quitlines. These findings will probably hold true for
many quitlines in developed countries beyond those stu-
died here. However, because there was so much variance
among quitlines, it is difficult to make general

conclusions without further examining how quitline or
country variables may mediate results. The conceptual
framework that we developed previously could be useful
for guiding such future research [3]. In this framework,
we identified the factors that are most likely to directly
or indirectly affect the types of quitline services provided
to callers. These factors were identified at the micro
level (caller characteristics and counselor variables), the
meso level (quitline organizational factors), and the
macro level (mass media promotion, the health care sys-
tem, and tobacco control environment, including differ-
ences in tobacco epidemic and restrictiveness and type
of control measures).
In our research we found that how quitlines matched

their services to caller characteristics varied. This raises
an important question: Is more standardisation in quit-
line protocols needed to match services to caller charac-
teristics? Further research might identify the most
effective caller/service combinations. In particular, quali-
tative research is needed to determine which individual
quitline protocols can be successfully adapted to local
settings, so that other quitlines can learn from these
best practices. An important task for the international
quitline networks is to disseminate this information
among network members.

Table 5 Association between stage of change (1 = Action stage, 0 = Preparation stage) and types of quitline service
(Results of logistic regression analyses - OR - per quitline)

DM FR IR IT NL NO UK

Type of service

Literature sent .44 .73 .77 1.28 - .32*** .58**

Basic information (quick call) .65 .80 .70 .45* 1.04 1.18 .95

Advice on how to quit .78 2.16*** 2.19* .99 1.34 .90 1.09

Pharmacotherapy information .70 1.01 .69 .53 .76 1.01 .90

Referral to outside service (eg., stop smoking course) .42* .88 .35 .15*** .51 .50 .19***

Referral to a health professional .23 .86 .27*** .53 1.51 1.26 .63

Counseling 1.42 1.28 .88 2.79* 1.58* .50 1.09

Note DM = Danish quitline, FR = French quitline, IR = Irish quitline, IT = Italian quitline, NL = Dutch quitline, NO = Norwegian quitline, UK = United Kingdom
quitline.

*p < .05,** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Table 6 Association between being referred to the quitline (yes = 1, no = 0) by a health professional and types of
quitline service

OR (95% CI)

Type of service Danish, French, UK quitlines Irish, Italian, Dutch, Norwegian quitlines

Literature sent 1.02 (.72 - 1.46) .81 (.52 - 1.25)

Basic information (quick call) .77 (.55 - 1.08) 1.35 (.93 - 1.94)

Advice on how to quit .71 (.50 - 1.00) .84 (.52 - 1.36)

Pharmacotherapy information 1.15 (.81 - 1.62) 1.51 (1.08 - 2.10) *

Referral to outside service (eg., stop smoking course) 1.48 (.92 - 2.39) 1.38 (.82 - 2.33)

Referral to a health professional 6.26 (4.28 - 9.16) *** .89 (.54 - 1.47)

Counselling 1.10 (.71 - 1.44) 1.59 (1.04 - 2.45) *

*p < .05,** p < .01, *** p < .001; NB. Quitline included as co-variate in analysis.
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One limitation of the study is that we did not ask call-
ers their preferences for type of service. Therefore, we
do not know to what extent the type of service rendered
is the result of a specific request from the caller. Coun-
sellors are expected to match the services offered to the
needs of the caller. This requires following formalized
protocol. For instance, counsellors are advised to follow
ENQ quitline protocols, rather than giving callers what
they ask for. However, it is unclear how smokers’ prefer-
ences influence counsellors’ decisions. There is consen-
sus among smoking cessation experts that evidence,
patient preference, and patient experience are important
considerations when deciding the best treatment [18].
Future quitline research should take into account caller
characteristics as well as callers’ needs, variations in
quitline protocol, counsellor characteristics such as level
of experience and training, and the quitline’s level of
maturity.
This study was limited to one-session calls. We do not

know whether calls resulted in further call-back
appointments or whether the advice callers received
from counsellors were followed. Future studies should
monitor the callers’ actions after their initial call.
Another potential limitation of this study is that we

cannot be sure how accurately counsellors’ recorded
callers responses to our questionnaire and if it was done
consistently across quitlines. We are confident, however,
that this was not a problem because we used four strate-
gies to increase classification reliability. First, representa-
tives from all seven quitlines helped us to accurately
define the services used in this study. Second, we con-
ducted a full day’s training workshop for representatives
of all quitlines. This included how to implement the
study protocol, as well as how to record callers’
responses on the score sheet. Third, we provided
detailed written instructions to all quitlines that could
be used to train their own counsellors in the research
tasks. Finally, the definitions of the services were printed
on the questionnaire in close proximity to the pertinent
questions, so the counsellors always had the definitions
at hand when they had to record the type of service
they had provided. However, despite these precautions,
some differences in interpretation may have occurred.

Conclusion
The broadest conclusion we can make from this study’s
findings is that, in general, quitline services appropri-
ately matched the smoker’s level of addiction (as mea-
sured by the Heaviness of Smoking Index) and the
smoker’s stage of change. Our findings also provided
evidence that quitlines might improve their services in
two areas. First, we found that quitlines did not consider
the educational level of callers in their responses. There-
fore, we advise European quitlines to improve their

services for this important target group. This is espe-
cially important in light of the increasing socio-eco-
nomic gradient of the smoking problem in developed
countries. Second, we found that there are a low num-
ber of referrals to quitline services by European health
professionals. Based on this, we strongly advise quitlines
and policy makers to explore ways of integrating qui-
tlines into their country’s health care system.

Additional material

Additional file 1: Questionnaire. This file contains the questionnaire
that was used in the study.

Acknowledgements
This research was supported by a grant from the European Commission
(Health & Consumer Protection Directorate). The authors are grateful to the
participating quitlines, to the staff of the European Network of Quitlines, and
to Amber van der Toorn, Carl Simons, and Roel Joosten for their assistance.

Author details
1STIVORO, Dutch Expert Centre on Tobacco Control, The Hague,
The Netherlands. 2CAPHRI, Maastricht University, the Netherlands.
3Amsterdam Institute for Addiction Research, Academic Medical Centre,
Amsterdam, The Netherlands.

Authors’ contributions
MCW conceived of this study, drafted the manuscript, and performed the
statistical analyses. RMM coordinated the data collection, participated in the
design of the study, and helped draft the manuscript. GMS participated in
the design of the study and helped to draft the manuscript. All authors read
and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 5 July 2010 Accepted: 18 December 2010
Published: 18 December 2010

References
1. Cummings SE, Bailey L, Campbell S, Koon-Kirby C, Zu S-H: Tobacco

cessation quitlines in North America: A descriptive study. Tob Control
2007, 16(Suppl 1):i9-i15.

2. Hollis JF, McAfee TA, Fellows JL, Zbikowski SM, Stark M, Riedlinger K: The
effectiveness and cost effectiveness of telephone counselling and the
nicotine patch in a state tobacco quitline. Tobacco Control 2007, 16(Suppl
1):i53-i59.

3. Willemsen MC, van der Meer RM, Bot S: Description, effectiveness, and
client satisfaction of 9 European Quitlines: Results from the European
Smoking Cessation Helplines Evaluation Project (ESCHER). Den Haag:
STIVORO; 2008.

4. Stead FL, Perera R, Lancaster T: A systematic review of interventions for
smokers who contact quitlines. Tob Control 2007, 16(Suppl 1):i3-i8.

5. Raw M, McNeill A, West R: Smoking cessation guidelines for health
professionals: a guide to effective smoking cessation interventions for
the health care system. Thorax 1998, 53(Suppl 5):1-19.

6. Van Weel C, Coebergh JWW, Drenthen T, Schippers GM, van Spiegel PI,
Anderson P, et al: De klinische richtlijn: behandeling van tabaksverslaving
[The practice guideline: Treatment of tobacco dependence]. Ned Tijdschr
Geneeskd 2005, 149:17-21.

7. Droomers M, Schrijvers CTM, Mackenbach JP: Why do lower educated
people continue smoking? Explanations from the longitudinal GLOBE
study. Health Psychol 2002, 21:263-72.

8. Kotz D, West R: Explaining the social gradient in smoking cessation: it’s
not in the trying, but in the succeeding. Tob Control 2009, 18:43-6.

Willemsen et al. BMC Public Health 2010, 10:770
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/10/770

Page 7 of 8

http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/supplementary/1471-2458-10-770-S1.DOC
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18048639?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18048639?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18048633?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18048633?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18048633?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18048627?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18048627?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9577513?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9577513?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9577513?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15651498?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15651498?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12027032?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12027032?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12027032?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18936053?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18936053?dopt=Abstract


9. Prochaska JO, DiClemente CC, Norcross JC: In search of how people
change. Applications to addictive behaviors. American Psychol 1992,
47:1102-1114.

10. Vogt F, Hall S, Marteau TM: General practitioners’ and family physicians’
negative beliefs and attitudes towards discussing smoking cessation
with patients: a systematic review. Addiction 2005, 100:1423-32.

11. Twardella D, Brenner H: Lack of training as a central barrier to the
promotion of smoking cessation: a survey among general practitioners
in Germany. Eur J Pub Health 2005, 15:140-53.

12. Ulbricht S, Meyer C, Schumann A, Rumpf HJ, Hapke U, John U: Provision of
smoking cessation counseling by general practitioners assisted by
training and screening procedure. Patient Educ Couns 2006, 63:232-238.

13. Heatherton TF, Kozlowski LT, Frecker RC, Rickert W, Robinson J: Measuring
the heaviness of smoking: Using self-report time to first cigarette of the
day and number of cigarettes per day. Br J Addict 1989, 84:791-800.

14. de Leon J, Becona E, Gurpegui M, Jurado D, Gonzalez-Pinto A: Exploring
brief measures of nicotine dependence for epidemiological surveys.
Addict Behav 2003, 8:1481-6.

15. Borland R, Segan C: The potential of quitlines to increase smoking
cessation. Drug Alcohol Rev 2006, 25:73-8.

16. Zhu S-H, Tedeschi G, Anderson CM, Rosbrook B, Byrd M, Johnson CE, et al:
Telephone counseling as adjuvant treatment for nicotine replacement
therapy in a “real-world” setting. Prev Med 2000, 31:357-63.

17. Sherman SE, Takahashi N, Kalra P, Gifford E, Finney JW, Canfield J, Kelly JF,
Joseph GJ, Kuschner W: Care coordination to increase referrals to
smoking cessation telephone counseling: a demonstration project. Am J
Manag Care 2008, 14:141-8.

18. Bader P, McDonald P, Selby P: An algorithm for tailoring
pharmacotherapy for smoking cessation: results from a Delphi panel of
international experts. Tobacco Control 2009, 18:34-42.

Pre-publication history
The pre-publication history for this paper can be accessed here:
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/10/770/prepub

doi:10.1186/1471-2458-10-770
Cite this article as: Willemsen et al.: Smoking Cessation Quitlines in
Europe: Matching Services to Callers’ Characteristics. BMC Public Health
2010 10:770.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Willemsen et al. BMC Public Health 2010, 10:770
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/10/770

Page 8 of 8

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16185204?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16185204?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16185204?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16531000?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16531000?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16531000?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2758152?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2758152?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2758152?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16492579?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16492579?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11006060?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11006060?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18333706?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18333706?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18845621?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18845621?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18845621?dopt=Abstract
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/10/770/prepub

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Data
	Respondents and procedure
	Questionnaire
	Statistical analyses

	Results
	Callers’ characteristics
	Types of services
	Association between type of service and caller characteristics

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	Authors' contributions
	Competing interests
	References
	Pre-publication history

