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Introduction
Cigarette smoking and alcohol consumption have long been established 

as major contributors to the global cancer burden. In Korea, these two 
lifestyle factors are particularly significant, as they are linked to a high 
prevalence of various cancers, including lung, liver, and esophageal cancers. 
Despite ongoing efforts to reduce smoking rates and alcohol consumption, 
these behaviors continue to pose substantial public health challenges. 
Understanding the impact of cigarette smoking and alcohol consumption 
on the cancer burden in Korea is critical for developing effective prevention 
and intervention strategies to reduce the incidence and mortality associated 
with these diseases. Cigarette smoking remains one of the leading causes 
of preventable death and disease worldwide. In Korea, smoking rates have 
historically been high, particularly among men. According to recent data, while 
smoking rates among men have gradually declined over the past few decades, 
the prevalence remains substantial. Among women, smoking rates have 
remained relatively low but have been rising in recent years. Smoking is a 
well-established risk factor for a range of cancers, including lung, esophageal, 
and head and neck cancers, as well as several other chronic diseases such as 
cardiovascular disease and respiratory conditions.

Description
The association between smoking and cancer is well-documented 

through numerous epidemiological studies, which have shown that tobacco 
smoke contains a myriad of carcinogenic compounds that damage DNA and 
promote tumorigenesis. In Korea, the link between smoking and lung cancer 
is particularly strong, as lung cancer is the leading cause of cancer-related 
deaths in the country. Studies have shown that smoking is responsible for 
approximately 80-90% of all lung cancer cases in Korea, underscoring the 
importance of tobacco control measures in reducing cancer incidence and 
mortality. In addition to lung cancer, smoking is also a significant risk factor 
for cancers of the esophagus, liver, and pancreas. The risk of developing 
these cancers is compounded when smoking is combined with alcohol 
consumption, as both factors act synergistically to increase cancer risk. For 
example, smoking and drinking alcohol together is associated with a higher 
risk of esophageal cancer, particularly among individuals who have a history of 
heavy drinking and smoking. Alcohol consumption is another key contributor 
to the cancer burden in Korea. While alcohol-related cancer risks are often 
overshadowed by the focus on smoking, alcohol consumption is a major risk 
factor for several types of cancer, including liver, esophageal, and breast 
cancers. The role of alcohol in cancer development is well-understood, as 
ethanol is metabolized into acetaldehyde, a toxic and carcinogenic compound. 
Chronic alcohol consumption can also impair the body's ability to metabolize 
other carcinogens, further increasing the risk of cancer development [1].

In Korea, alcohol consumption is deeply embedded in the culture, with 
drinking being a common social activity. While moderate alcohol consumption 

is generally considered safe for most adults, heavy drinking or binge drinking 
significantly raises the risk of developing cancer. The high prevalence of 
alcohol use among Korean men, combined with the widespread consumption 
of alcohol in social settings, contributes to the country's relatively high rates 
of alcohol-related cancers, particularly liver cancer. Liver cancer is one of 
the most common and deadliest cancers in Korea, and alcohol consumption 
plays a significant role in its development. Chronic alcohol use can lead to 
liver cirrhosis, a condition that increases the risk of liver cancer. In addition 
to alcohol, smoking also exacerbates liver cancer risk, as it has been shown 
to promote the progression of liver disease and increase the likelihood 
of developing hepatocellular carcinoma. Furthermore, the combination 
of smoking and alcohol consumption increases the risk of cancers of the 
oral cavity, pharynx, and larynx, making it a potent risk factor for head 
and neck cancers as well. The synergistic effects of smoking and alcohol 
consumption are particularly concerning, as they significantly increase the 
risk of developing certain cancers compared to either factor alone. Studies 
have shown that individuals who smoke and drink are at a much higher risk 
of developing cancers of the mouth, throat, and esophagus. This interaction 
between smoking and alcohol consumption underscores the importance of 
addressing both behaviors simultaneously in cancer prevention efforts [2,3].

To combat the cancer burden caused by smoking and alcohol 
consumption, the Korean government has implemented a variety of public 
health measures aimed at reducing smoking rates and alcohol consumption. 
These measures include smoking cessation programs, public smoking bans, 
higher taxes on tobacco products, and public awareness campaigns. While 
these policies have had some success in reducing smoking rates, particularly 
among younger people, the overall impact on cancer rates has been limited. 
Smoking rates remain high among older generations, and the continued 
prevalence of smoking among men presents a significant challenge to cancer 
prevention efforts in Korea. Alcohol consumption has also been targeted 
by public health campaigns, with efforts to raise awareness of the cancer 
risks associated with heavy drinking. However, cultural factors and social 
norms related to alcohol consumption make it difficult to implement effective 
behavior change strategies. In particular, drinking alcohol in social settings 
is seen as a normal and even necessary part of Korean culture, making it 
challenging to reduce excessive drinking without significant shifts in societal 
attitudes. Addressing the cancer burden associated with smoking and alcohol 
consumption in Korea will require a multifaceted approach that includes 
continued tobacco control measures, public education campaigns, and efforts 
to shift cultural attitudes toward alcohol consumption. Greater emphasis 
should be placed on targeting high-risk groups, such as heavy smokers and 
drinkers, with tailored interventions that focus on reducing both smoking and 
drinking behaviors. Additionally, greater investment in cancer screening and 
early detection programs is essential to identify cancers at an earlier stage, 
improving prognosis and survival rates [4,5].

Conclusion
Cigarette smoking and alcohol consumption are major contributors to 

the cancer burden in Korea. While significant progress has been made in 
reducing smoking rates, smoking remains a leading cause of cancer-related 
deaths in the country. Alcohol consumption, particularly heavy drinking, also 
plays a critical role in the development of several types of cancer, including 
liver and esophageal cancer. The combined effects of smoking and alcohol 
consumption further increase the risk of cancer, making it essential to address 
both behaviors in cancer prevention and control efforts. Continued public 
health initiatives, along with cultural shifts in attitudes toward smoking and 
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drinking, are crucial to reducing the cancer burden in Korea and improving 
public health outcomes.
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