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Introduction

It has been stated, that the most common addictive drug in the world 
is tobacco, and that the most frequently used one among tobacco prod-
ucts is cigarettes (Eriksen, Mackay & Ross, 2006). A global health problem, 
smoking is one of the prevalent reasons of death all over the world. World 
Health Organization defines smoking as an epidemic. This epidemic is one 
of the most important tugs of wars in both developed and developing 
countries. It has been calculated that if the smoking habit continued as 
it does, it would have caused the death of 8 million people worldwide by 
2030 (World Health Organization, 2008). 

Smoking is the primary cause for several cancer types, primarily lung, 
pancreatic, laryngeal, esophagus cancers, cardiothoracic and respiratory 
diseases. Damaging almost every organ of the body, smoking is also related 
to many other diseases (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2004). 
Dangers of smoking are not limited to the disease and death risk for the 
smokers. Passive smokers who are exposed to smoke are also in a risk group 
for serious health problems. Health problems caused by smoking decrease 
the quality of life and cause early death on the one hand, and bring a huge 
burden to economy because of health expenses on the other hand. 

Tobacco consumption is rather high in Turkey, which is a tobacco 
producing country. Turkey is among the top 10 countries in tobacco con-
sumption (Ministry of Health, General Directorate of Basic Health Services, 
2010). In the study conducted by Family Research Institute and Turkish 
Statistical Institute in 2006, the frequency of +18 individuals smoking 
everyday is 33.4% (T.R. Prime Ministry General Directorate of Family and 
Social Researches and T.R. Turkish Statistical Institute, 2006).

As is the case with many other countries in the world, smoking is highly 
common among children and adolescents in Turkey (Ogel, Tamar, Evren 
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& Cakmak, 2000; Karlikaya, 2002; Ogel et al., 2004; Nilden Arslan, Terzi, Dabak & Peksen, 2012). Results of Turkey 
Tobacco Survey of Global Youth indicate that approximately 3 out of every 10 students have smoked at some point 
of their lives, and 30% of these students smoked before they were 10 (Erguder, Cakir, Aslan, Warren, Jones & Asma, 
2008). Research shows that although smoking frequency among the young change according to regions, there is 
a general increase (Ogel, Tamar, Evren & Cakmak, 2001; Ogel et al., 2004; Erguder et al., 2008).

Each part of society has important responsibilities in keeping our youth away from smoking. In order to de-
crease the number of smokers, various precautions have been put forth such as consciousness-raising campaigns, 
increase in taxes for tobacco products, advertisement bans; and support services in relation to quitting smoking have 
been provided prevalently. Nevertheless, the fact that the number of smokers is still high and that it still increases 
especially among the young shows that such studies should be maintained, and they should be maintained more 
vigorously. A great responsibility falls unto primary and secondary education institutions, school principals and 
teachers who can reach almost all young people. 

Examination of students’ smoking behavior from every aspect is a prerequisite for developing well-planned 
sustainable preventive measures in order to prevent smoking among the youth. To this end, in this study, high 
school students’ smoking habits were examined based on Theory of Planned Behavior (Azjen, 1985; 2005), which 
is a socio-psychological theory; and the study aims to determine students’ smoking behaviors and the factors af-
fecting these behaviors. To this end, following questions were tried to be answered: 

What are students’ behavior beliefs affecting their attitudes towards smoking?1.	
What are students’ normative beliefs affecting their subjective norms towards smoking?2.	
What are students’ control beliefs affecting their perceived behavior controls towards smoking?3.	

It is thought, that the findings and the results of this study would contribute to eliminating the factors that are 
behind smoking and to developing various preventive measures such as developing school programs to prepare 
students for a smoking-free life. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was conducted within the framework of Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), a socio-psychological 
theory developed by Ajzen (1985; 2005). In addition to being used in socio-psychological fields, TPB has been em-
ployed successfully in various other fields such as smoking (Norman, Conner &Bell, 1999), sexual health behaviors 
such as AIDS prevention, using condoms (Plies & Schmidt, 1996; Reinecke, 1997; Albarrracin, Blair, Fischbein & 
Muellerieile, 2001), and fields such as weight loss (Schifter & Ajzen, 1985), healthy diet (Armitage & Conner, 1999; 
Conner, Norman & Bell, 2002), environmental protection (Sparks & Shepherd, 1992; Bamberg & Schmidt, 1993; 
Wortmann, 1994), and biology didactics (Yaman, 2003; Kilic, 2011). 

According to TPB, in any behavior, there is first an intention in relation to that particular behavior in the indi-
vidual. The stronger the intention towards behavior, the higher is the possibility of that behavior to take place (Frey, 
Stahlberg & Gollwitzer, 1993). Intention of behavior is influenced by 3 variables (Ajzen, 2005): Attitude towards 
Behavior, Subjective Norm, and Perceived Behavior Control. 

Attitude towards Behavior refers to the evaluation of a behavior as good or bad. Subjective Norm denotes the 
social pressure an individual perceives as to whether s/he should perform the behavior or not. Perceived Behavior 
Control indicates to what extent an individual finds the behavior easy or difficult to perform. Behavior control can 
have a direct influence on the behavior in cases where the person has no control. 

The effect of attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control over behavior differs according to 
the individual himself/herself and the characteristic of the behavior. These factors are the main components that 
constitute the first part of the theory. The second part of the theory consists of the belief dimensions (behavioral 
beliefs, normative beliefs, control beliefs) related to the main components (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: 	 Theory of Planned Behavior (adapted according to Ajzen, 2005).  

Belief dimensions indicate that TPB is also an “Expectation-Value Theory” (Frey et al., 1993). According to 
this theory, each variable in belief dimensions consists of 2 sub-dimensions that can be considered as expecta-
tion and value, and it is evaluated by multiplying the answers given to these sub-dimensions (Ajzen & Fishbein, 
2008; Gagne & Godin, 2000). Being the predictor of Attitude, behavioral beliefs are determined based on the 
individual’s predictions about the end-result of the behavior and how he/she evaluates these results. Being 
the predictor of Subjective Norm, normative beliefs are a combination of the expectations of people who are 
important to the individual and the willingness of the individual to meet these expectations. Being the predic-
tor of perceived behavior control (PBC), control beliefs are determined based on the individual’s predictions of 
his internal (ability, knowledge, etc.) and external (money, time, etc.) adequacy in order to realize the behavior 
and of his/her belief in whether this adequacy will facilitate or complicate the behavior. Beliefs which constitute 
the cognitive and affective basis of attitude, subjective norm and PBC play a central role in TPB. At the core of 
beliefs is the effect of such variables as emotions, personal characteristics, intelligence, value, age, gender, level 
of education, knowledge, experience and income, and race (Ajzen, 2005).

Methodology of Research 

This is a qualitative research. Data were gathered via face-to-face interviews conducted in the spring se-
mester of the 2012-2013 academic year.

Sample of Research

Sample consists of 20 male and 9 female high school students in Ankara who were selected on a voluntary 
basis by using appropriate sample method. In appropriate sampling method, objects and individuals to be 
used in sampling are selected from an environment that is familiar to the researcher (Aziz, 1994, p 58). There are 
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smoker and non-smoker female and male students in the sample. This enabled the researchers to thoroughly 
examine the beliefs towards smoking and to present different views on the topic in a detailed way. 15 of these 
students (12 boys, 3 girls) indicated that they smoke, 10 of them (5 boys, 5 girls) said they do not smoke, and 4 
of them (3 boys, 1 girl) indicated that they occasionally smoke.

Data Collection and Instrument 

Data were gathered through semi-constructed face-to-face interviews. In gathering the data, an interview 
form was developed by the researchers after a literature scan, and it was based on Theory of Planned Behavior 
directives (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Ajzen, 1985; Ajzen, 1988). During the interviews, a problem-based interview 
method was adopted. Problem-based interview is a semi-constructed qualitative data gathering method in which 
individuals can answer the questions freely (Witzel, 1985). By employing this method, the researcher focuses 
on the problem case he or she has determined, and looks for the answers to the questions in the questionnaire. 
Questions asked here are always determined by a theoretical framework, and the interview form is as standard-
ized as possible (Mayring, 2002). 

The interview form used in this study consists of three columns. In the first column, the dimension of the 
theory to be measured is indicated, in other words, the first column expresses to what end the questions are 
asked. Araştırmada kullanılan görüşme formu üç sütundan oluşmaktadır. In the second column are the questions; 
and the third column consists of possible answers the students can give to the questions. The questions in the 
interview form consist of three groups. The first group questions are related to beliefs about smoking behavior 
and its possible outcomes as well as evaluating these outcomes. Questions in the second group aim to deter-
mine which institution or person is more influential on students’ smoking habits. In the third group, there are 
questions related to determining how students perceive the conditions related to smoking. 

Data Analysis

The content of face-to-face interviews was recorded by an audio-recorder, and then they were transcribed. 
The prepared interview protocols were evaluated by qualitative data analysis method (Mayring, 2002) using 
MAXqda. In this method, data is explored by dividing it into categories according to certain frameworks. There 
is constructive content analysis here, in which categories are determined beforehand within a certain theoretical 
framework, and summarizer content analysis methods, in which categories are determined by the researcher, using 
data material. In this study, category definitions were made for attitude, subjective norm, perceived behavior 
control, and behavior intention, all of which are the main dimensions of TPB, and this data was examined via 
constructive content analysis by taking these categories into consideration. Sub-dimensions of the theory, i.e. 
behavior beliefs, normative beliefs, and control beliefs were examined by using summarizer content analysis 
where similar expressions were gathered under common titles. 

Results of Research

For the data that were categorized by taking into consideration the TPB dimensions, frequency (f ) and 
percentage (%) tables were formed. These tables were used in interpreting the data. 

Students’ behavior beliefs regarding smoking were given in Table 1. Students were asked what positive 
and negative effects of smoking could be, and these negative and positive effects were summarized separately 
in the table in accordance with the answers they had given.
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Table 1. 	 Students’ behavioral beliefs related to smoking.  

Total Boys Girls

f % f % f %

If I smoke… (Positive effects)

1. Reduces my stress. 18 62 13 65 5 56

2. I would be popular. 8 28 6 30 2 22

3. Relieves my headache. 7 24 6 30 1 11

4. I would make some new friends. 7 24 5 25 2 22

5. Increases my self-esteem. 5 17 4 20 1 11

6. I would enjoy. 5 17 3 15 2 22

If I smoke… (Negative effects)

1.* My health deteriorates. 29 100 20 100 9 100

2. I would be addicted. 21 72 15 75 6 67

3. Health of the people around me deteriorates. 19 66 11 55 8 89

4. My friendship relations deteriorate. 15 52 9 45 6 67

5. I am excluded from the society. 14 48 11 55 3 33

6. My family relationships deteriorate. 13 45 7 35 6 67

7. I live economic difficulties. 13 45 10 50 3 33

8. I cause environmental pollution because of smoke and cigarette butts. 8 28 7 35 1 11

9. That directs me to bad habits (alcohol, gambling, theft). 6 21 5 25 1 11

10. My psychology deteriorates. 5 17 3 15 2 22

11. I smell bad. 4 14 3 15 1 11

12. I would be a bad example to children. 3 10 2 10 1 11
	 *Refer to Table 2 for more details. 

As can be seen in Table 1, students think that smoking has a stress-reducing effect. This is the most frequently 
cited positive effect of smoking. When it comes to negative effects, all students indicated that smoking is hazardous 
to health. Students approached the negative effects of smoking from different angles. Thus, in order to have a more 
detailed analysis of their behavior beliefs, regarding health-related results of smoking Table 2 was formed. 

Table 2.  	 Behavioral beliefs, regarding health-related results of smoking  

Total Boys Girls

f % f % f %

If I smoke…

1. I would have cancer. 15 52 11 55 4 44

2. My lungs are damaged. 15 52 11 55 4 44

3. I would die early. 11 38 8 40 3 33

4. My heart is damaged. 4 14 2 10 2 22

5. My skin is damaged. 4 14 - - 4 44

6. My liver is damaged. 3 10 2 10 1 11

7. My internal organs are damaged. 3 10 1 5 2 22

8. I lose strength. 2 7 2 10 - -
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Total Boys Girls

f % f % f %

9. My head aches. 2 7 2 10 - -

10. I cough frequently. 2 7 1 5 1 11

11. My immune system gets weak. 1 3 1 5 - -

12. I would have tuberculosis. 1 3 1 5 - -

13. My teeth become yellow. 2 7 - - 2 22

14. I would be losing hair. 1 3 1 5 - -

15. I would be aging too early 1 3 1 5 - -

16. My baby is damaged during pregnancy. 1 3 - - 1 11

When students were asked what negative effects of smoking were on health, it was seen that the first thing 
they indicated was that they believed it caused cancer (Table 2). When frequencies were examined, it stands out 
that the belief that it causes cancer and the beliefs that lungs are damaged have the same frequency. Another 
frequently indicated belief is that smoking causes early death. 

 Students’ normative beliefs, regarding smoking, were given in table 2. Here, students were asked about the 
people and institutions that support or do not support smoking. All students have the belief that their families 
do not support smoking. Friends are considered to be supportive by some students (34%), and for some they are 
said to be unsupportive (55%). 

Table 3. 	 Students’ normative beliefs, regarding smoking

Total Boys Girls

f % f % f %

They support my smoking: 

1. Friends 10 34 6 30 4 44

2. My smoker acquaintance 3 10 2 10 1 11

3. Cigarette sellers 2 7 2 10 - -

They do not support my smoking:

1. Family 29 100 20 100 9 100

2. Friends 16 55 12 60 4 44

3. Relatives 8 28 6 30 2 22

4. Adults 4 14 4 20 - -

5. Teachers 4 14 3 15 1 11

6. Call 171 Quit Smoking Hotline 3 10 2 10 1 11

7. Girlfriend 2 7 2 10 - -

8. Turkish Green Crescent Society 1 3 1 5 - -

Students’ control beliefs regarding smoking were given in Table 4. Students’ answers were summarized 
separately as factors facilitating and aggravating smoking. When Table 4 was examined, it was seen, that students’ 
financial means (whether they have the means to buy cigarettes or not) is a decisive factor in their perceived be-
havior control, regarding smoking. Among the aggravating factors, the first one is the family’s negative reaction. 
Having a place where they can smoke undetected is among the first factors that facilitate smoking.
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Table 4. 	 Students’ control beliefs, regarding smoking 

Total Boys Girls

f % f % f %

Factors that facilitate my smoking

1.  Enough financial opportunities to get cigarettes 15 52 9 45 6 67

2. Find an environment  where I can smoke without appearing 12 41 8 40 4 44

3. No reaction of my family 11 38 10 50 1 11

4. Offering of my friends 7 24 6 30 1 11

5. Smoking of others around me 6 21 3 15 3 33

6. The sale of a single cigarette 5 17 3 15 2 22

7. Failure to comply with the ban indoor environment 3 10 2 10 1 11

8. Sale to anyone without regarding age restrictions 1 3 1 5 - -

Factors that complicate my smoking

1. Negative reaction of my family 19 66 14 70 5 56

2. Not enough financial opportunities  12 41 9 45 3 33

3. Negative reaction of my teacher 6 21 5 25 1 11

4. To be caught by the familial while smoking 6 21 4 20 2 22

5. Is prohibited in indoor environments 5 17 4 20 1 11

6. Negative reaction of my friends 1 3 - - - -

Discussion 

It was seen, that a great number of students used such expressions as it reduces my stress and it takes away 
my headache to list the positive effects of smoking (Table 1). It is thought, that these expressions may be resulting 
from students’ family background, hardships of today’s living conditions and their educational background. Most 
probably, students feel under a huge amount of stress due to the problems occurring within the family, or due 
to the feeling compelled to be competing against everyone because of the constant presence of exams in their 
lives; and they smoke in order to deal with this stress. Research shows, that the urge to get rid of stress-related 
anxiety and difficulties faced in life, is one of the main reasons of starting smoking (Bray, Fairbank & Marsden, 
1999; Balbay, Annakkaya, Aytar, & Bilgin, 2003; Keskinoglu, Karakus, Picakciefe, Giray, Bilgic, & Kilic, 2006). In 
their studies, Arbak, Erdem, Karacan & Ozdemir, (2000) concluded, that factors that lead to stress and anxiety in 
adolescents, such as education, family structure, and social pressure should be examined thoroughly, and that 
appropriate directives should be given to them by counseling services. In this respect, it would be helpful to 
investigate family structure and problems of smoking students and provide them with necessary psychological 
support. Although smokers have an intense belief in the reducing effects of smoking over the feelings of stress 
and anxiety, it is also known that stress levels of smokers are higher than of non-smokers. Moreover, stress level 
of those who quit smoking is meaningfully reduced in the long run compared to those who continue to smoke 
(Gencoz, Soykan, Soykan & Gencoz, 2003). Thus, it is significant to make adolescents know, that smoking is not 
a stress-reducing agent; on the contrary, it is a source of stress in the long run. 

When the expressions related to the negative effects of smoking are examined, it can be said, that female 
students experience the anxiety that their peer and familial relationships would suffer if they smoke more than 
male students do. It can be said that female students are more susceptible to harming people around them 
compared to male students. 

Almost half of the students expressed, that smoking may cause them to be marginalized in society. Through 
the impressions got from the interviews, it can be said that students mean the adults around them, such as their 
neighbors or teachers, when they use the word society. Moreover, that 21% of students relate smoking with 
other bad habits (alcohol consumption, gambling, and theft) is another significant finding. These two findings 
are thought to be related to the nature of Turkish society. According to Turkish traditions, smoking in front of 
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the elders, women and adolescents, smoking in the streets are unwelcomed deeds. Moreover, they are usually 
considered to be a sign of disrespect, and are usually associated with other bad habits. 

Another issue to draw attention to, in addition to their harm to health and social relations, is the harm 
cigarettes have on environment. Although 28% of students seem to have an awareness of the environmental 
danger of cigarette smoke and cigarette butts, it can also be said that this percentage is, in fact, rather low. 
Indeed, environmental pollution and fires caused by cigarette-butts also play an important role in cigarette-
related environmental problems (Kaya, 2012). Findings of the study show, that there is a need for studies to 
raise awareness on this issue. 

All of the participant students are aware, that their health would deteriorate should they smoke. Moreover, 
most of the students feel anxious, that they would become addicts should they start smoking. It is thought, that 
informative campaigns in the media on the hazardous effects of smoking have a hand in this anxiety. On top 
of the list of the primary problems related to smoking are damage to lungs and smoking related to early death 
(Table 2). It is significant, that these are the problems that are constantly brought to attention in the media. This 
makes one think that media has an impact on students’ view on the negative effects of smoking. When Table 
2 is examined, it can be seen that male students voice health-related problems more than female students do. 
When the fact, that 75% of male students and 44% of female students smoke is taken into consideration, it can 
be said, that male students continue smoking albeit knowing its hazardous effects. One can draw the conclusion 
that because smoking-related health problems occur in the long run, they are not paid much attention to. 

Students indicated that smoking enabled them to become popular, make new friends, and that it has a 
self-esteem boosting effect (Table 1). As mentioned in the previous paragraph, it can be inferred, that public 
service ads have an effect on students’ answers. However, public service ads are mostly on the hazardous effects 
of smoking and on how to quit smoking. Thus, it is thought, that there is a need for preparing public service ads, 
which target to show, that smoking is not a socialization or popularity-gaining tool. 

In Subjective Norm (Table 3), friends play an important role both as people who encourage smoking and 
as people who do not support smoking. This shows the important effect of the expectations of one’s friends 
on students’ smoking behavior. All students expressed, that their families do not support smoking, which is an 
expected result. However, smoker male students (75%) and smoker female students (44%) can be said to be 
presenting a contradictory behavior against their parents’ expectations. Students listed relatives/elders and their 
teachers as other people who do not support their smoking. 

When control beliefs (Table 4) are examined, it can be seen, that the expression having sufficient financial 
means takes the first place among the facilitative and deterrent factors. In other words, whether the student has 
the financial means to buy cigarettes or not is an important factor in their smoking behavior. Another parallel 
finding is that both female (33%) and male (50%) students indicated, that smoking may lead them experience 
financial difficulties. At this stage, increasing the price of cigarettes would be a good preventive measure. In-
crease in cigarette prices, due to additional taxes, may be thought of as a factor that affects smoking behavior 
negatively. In several studies (Karagoz, Albeni, & Buyuktatli, 2010; Aslan & Bilir, 2011), it was found, that increase 
in cigarette prices and taxes decreased smoking. Selling cigarettes one by one instead of in packs, was considered 
among the facilitating factors. Preventing this would play an important role in blocking the access to cigarettes, 
particularly of this age group. Students listed being offered cigarettes by their friends and selling cigarettes to 
anyone, regardless of their age as facilitating factors. Taking this into consideration, it can be said, that making 
it difficult to access would decrease smoking behavior. 

Family reaction also affects students’ smoking behavior to a great extent. In this case, it can be said, that 
parents being concerned for their children’s wellbeing and showing a determined attitude against smoking, 
would be a deterrent factor. Another influential factor is having a place where one can smoke undetected. Based 
on students’ expressions given during the interviews, it can be said that students shy away from being seen 
smoking by their elders (teachers, family members, relatives) because they are afraid or ashamed of their reac-
tion. At this point, students in fact do not consider smoking as something normal for themselves. As a matter of 
fact, negative reaction of teachers and being seen by someone known were listed as important factors that make 
smoking difficult. 
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Conclusions

Students’ expressions during the interviews show, that they are under stress due to such reasons as familial 
relationships and the forceful and exam-oriented nature of the education system. Being under stress for various 
reasons, students indicated that smoking is a stress-reducing factor. In order to eliminate the stress-inducing 
factors, it is necessary to provide them with psychological counseling and raise their awareness on the fact that 
smoking cannot be a solution to their problems. 

Results indicate that there are differences in the male and female students’ beliefs affecting smoking be-
havior. It was seen, that compared to male students, female students are more sensitive to the harm smoking 
has on people around them and to the deterioration of relationships due to smoking. It was also seen, that male 
students are more concerned with being an addict, marginalized, picking other bad habits such as drinking or 
gambling, and having financial difficulties. Thus, it is important to take these differences into consideration when 
preparing programs or issuing preventive measures. 

Research findings show, that anti-smoking campaigns running in the media in recent years have been ef-
fective on students. This is most explicitly seen in students’ behavior beliefs regarding health-related results of 
smoking. Here, students mostly voiced the health problems that were touched upon in the media, and mentioned 
other health, environmental, and economic problems less. Thus, it is thought that increasing such campaigns 
and including similar studies in school curricula would be effective in preparing students for a smoking-free life. 
Moreover, it is thought, that handling the negative effects of smoking other than the health-related ones, would 
have a positive effect in raising awareness about the dangers of smoking from a different angle. 

A huge responsibility falls unto biology and health teachers in the studies and activities to be conducted in 
schools. Students smoke despite knowing that smoking would cause serious health problems such as cancer. This 
was interpreted as because smoking-related health problems occur in the long run, students usually disregard 
such problems. In this respect, having activities in biology and health classes such as animations, simulations, 
various experiments, hospital visits, doctor and/or patient interviews would help students comprehend the 
severity of the situation.

The available prices of cigarettes and their being sold disregarding the age of the buyer were counted 
among the facilitating factors for smoking. This proves that more attention should be paid to applying existing 
preventive measures and taking more preventive measures that would make it difficult to access cigarettes. An-
other factor that affects smoking among adolescents is the social pressure they feel. They frequently mentioned 
that they shy away from being seen smoking by their parents or elders who would chastise them. Preparing 
public service ads or activities such as seminars, plays or shows addressing this would emphasize the social 
disadvantages of smoking; they would underline that smoking is not a means of popularity; on the contrary it 
causes social, health-related and aesthetic losses. 
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