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Smokers who die from a smoking-related disease 
lose, on average, 15 years of life 
 

Description 

Internationally, it is estimated that those who die of a smoking-related disease lose, on 

average, 15 years of life. 

 

Summary of evidence 

An international study on mortality from smoking, which is cited by both the Ministry of 

Health
1
 in New Zealand, and the World Health Organization,

2
 estimates that, worldwide, 

long-term smokers who die from a smoking-related disease die 15 years prematurely.
3
  In 

New Zealand, it is estimated that those who die of a smoking-related disease lose 13 years of 

life and that those New Zealanders who die of smoking-related disease in middle age lose an 

average of 23 years of life.
4
  Other studies have found that overall, smokers compared with 

non-smokers die approximately six to ten years prematurely (depending on how much 

tobacco they consume).
5,6

  

 

Cited in the following publications 

•••• Ministry of Health (2008).
1 

                                                      

“Those smokers who die from a smoking-related illness lose on average 15 years of life 

compared with non-smokers”.
 
 

•••• World Health Organization (2008).
2   

                                             

“Tobacco kills a third to half of all people who use it, on average 15 years 

prematurely” (p. 14).  

 

Specific findings 
 
Deaths from smoking-related disease  

The following studies have shown the difference in mortality between smokers who die of 

smoking-related disease, and non-smokers: 

•••• An international study of mortality from smoking estimates that smokers who die from 

a smoking-related disease lose 15 years of life on average, compared with non-

smokers.
3
 

•••• Using New Zealand data from the year 2000, the same international study on mortality 

from smoking estimated that New Zealand smokers who die of a smoking-related 

disease lose an average of 13 years of life, compared with non-smokers. Furthermore, 

they estimated that New Zealanders who die in middle age (defined as 35 to 69 years) 

from a smoking-related disease lose an average of 23 years of life.
4
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Mortality of smokers compared with non-smokers 

The following studies have examined the difference in mortality between smokers and non-

smokers for all causes of death: 

•••• In 2004, the authors of a long-term study of British doctors concluded that on average, 

smokers die ten years younger compared with non-smokers.
6
  

•••• A large-scale prospective study conducted in Denmark which began in the 1970s found 

that continuing heavy smokers (those who smoked more than 15g of tobacco per day) 

died nine years earlier on average, compared with non-smokers.  Men who were defined 

as light smokers (those who smoked less than 15g of tobacco per day), died 6.0 years 

earlier on average, compared with non-smokers, and women who were defined as light 

smokers died 7.4 years earlier on average compared with non-smokers.
5
 

•••• In 2002, the Ministry of Health summarised the evidence from the Danish study
5
 and 

the study of British doctors
6
 to conclude that the median difference in survival for all 

causes of death between smokers and non-smokers is approximately 7.5 years.
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