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Which of us wouldn’t spend 
30 seconds of our time to 
save a life if we could? A 
new short online module 

trains practitioners to do exactly this.
The NHS Future Forum has emphasised 

the importance of clinicians using every 
patient contact as an opportunity to main-
tain or improve mental and physical health 
and wellbeing, including issues around 
tobacco, diet, physical activity and alcohol 
(NHS Future Forum, 2012). 

Advice from health professionals can 
be one of the most important triggers for a 
quit attempt. The question is how to give 
this advice effectively without taking up 
too much time or harming relationships 
with patients. The Very Brief Advice on 
Smoking training module has been 
designed to avoid these problems.

The traditional approach is to focus on 
informing smokers of the harms caused by 
smoking and advising them to stop. How-
ever, an offer of support is more effective. 
Compared with no advice to smokers, the 
likelihood of quitting is 68% higher if stop 
smoking medication is offered and 217% 
higher with an offer of support (Aveyard et 
al, 2011). A large study across the whole of 
England found smokers were almost twice 
as likely to try to stop if they had been 
offered help by a GP than if they had only 
been advised to stop (West and Fidler, 2011).

Quick questions
Very Brief Advice on Smoking (VBA) is part 
of the work of the National Centre for 
Smoking Cessation and Training (NCSCT) 
and is funded by the Department of 
Health. It is a simple piece of advice that is 
designed to be used opportunistically in 
less than 30 seconds in almost any situa-
tion with a smoker. 

What may be surprising is that you do 
not advise smokers to stop, and you do not 

Next comes a simple statement advising 
that the best way to stop is with a combina-
tion of support and medication: “Did you 
know the best way to stop is with support 
and treatment through your local stop 
smoking service? They can make it much 
easier to stop than doing it by yourself.”

Smokers who are interested in quitting 
are offered local support and medication. 
The best option is with a trained stop 
smoking adviser from a local stop smoking 
service (Department of Health, 2012).

Delivering VBA routinely quickly 
becomes second nature.

Training module
The training module takes less than 30 
minutes to complete and includes evidence 
for the VBA model, film clips modelling 
how to deliver VBA and advice on how to 
keep the intervention brief. The module 
also includes a short assessment that, when 
passed, generates a certificate as evidence 
of continuing professional development. 

A film – 30 Seconds: a Short Film About 
Saving a Life is included and can be seen on 
the National Centre for Smoking Cessation 
and Training (NCSCT) YouTube channel: 
NCSCTfilms. NT
» The VBA training module is free of 
charge and can be accessed via the NCSCT 
website: www.ncsct.co.uk/vba
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ask how much they smoke or even if they 
want to stop. There are three elements to 
VBA: establishing and recording smoking 
status (ASK); advising on how to stop 
(ADVISE); and offering help (ACT).

There is almost always an opportunity 
for practitioners to ask about smoking 
status when they see patients, whether this 
concerns the presenting problem or a 
patient’s history. Practitioners can use 
whatever words feel comfortable given 
their relationship with and what they know 
about their patients, and what their notes 
tell them.

Having found current smokers, the 
usual instinct is to ask if they want to stop, 
but this is deliberately left out of the VBA 
script. This is because it can immediately 
put patients on the defensive and raise anx-
iety levels. It also takes time and can gen-
erate a conversation about their smoking, 
which should be saved for a dedicated stop 
smoking consultation. Also, there is no 
need to ask how much someone smokes or 
even what they smoke. The details are better 
saved for the stop smoking consultation.
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Very brief advice on smoking
A quick offer to support patients to quit smoking can be far more effective than 
telling them to stop. A short film that counts towards CPD can help nurses do this

Fig 1. stages of VBA
Very Brief Advice on Smoking

30 seconds to save a life

ON THE BEST WAY OF QUITTING
The best way of stopping smoking is with

a combination of medication and specialist support.

ADVISE

AND RECORD SMOKING STATUS
Is the patient a smoker, ex-smoker or a non-smoker?

ASK

ON PATIENT S RESPONSE
Build confidence, give information, refer, prescribe.

They are up to four times more likely to quit successfully
with NHS support.

ACT

REFER THEM TO THEIR LOCAL NHS STOP SMOKING SERVICE
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