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CHOICES 20th Anniversary Luncheon gy Tyish Dooley Budsock

It’s hard to believe, but CHOICES is entering its 20th year! To
celebrate this milestone and honor the incredible work and
dedication of our team over the years, we are thrilled to invite
you to a celebratory luncheon.

@ Date: October 9th, 2025
Time: 12:00 PM - 3:00 PM
Location: The Rutgers Club, Piscataway, NJ

THE
RUTGERS

CLUB

Please save the date and plan to join us for an afternoon of celebration,
reflection, and inspiration. We look forward to recognizing the team's
contributions and the impact we've made together over the years. To

purchase tickets, or obtain additional information please email
program director: Trish Dooley Budsock at dooleypc@rutgers.edu

CHOICES is a partnership between Rutgers-RWJMS Division of Addiction Psychiatry, the Mental Health Association of New Jersey (MHANJ) and
the NJ Division of Mental Health and Addiction Services and funded by the NJ Division of Mental Health and Addiction Services .
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20 Years CHOICES: The Little Pro-

gram that Could By Jill Williams

WOW Two decades of dedication, hard
work, and commitment! By Nancy Szkodny

More than twenty years
ago I was thinking about
how to reach more peo-
ple with mental illness,
to help them address
their addiction to smok-
ing. I had been reaching
out to mental health
clinics, trying to get psychiatrists, nurses
and counselors to start doing tobacco treat-
ment in their work. As a young and naive
professional, I was surprised and frustrated
by the resistance and barriers I often en-
countered. Instead of going through profes-
sionals, could we bring tobacco education
and the message of recovery directly to peo-
ple with mental illness? And would it be
better to have the message delivered by
people with lived experience?

That’s the story of how CHOICES began. I
reached out to Marie Verna, who had
worked for years as a mental health con-
sumer advocate, and she helped to shape
the vision. We quickly discovered that peo-
ple with mental illness were VERY interest-
ed in learning about the impact of their
smoking and ways they could try to quit.
And they were very comfortable meeting
with people from similar backgrounds who
could share their personal story of tobacco
recovery. CHOICES has continued to reach
out to communities in NdJ since 2005 to de-
liver the important message that recovery
from tobacco addiction is possible for every-
one.

I am proud of the team we have built in this
time. Our Program Directors, Martha and
Trish provided mentoring and leadership
and helped us expand our mission. Nancy
and Lucy provided support for our newslet-
ter so we could reach a larger audience.
Our work would not be continued on page 3

Congratulations team! I was honored when
Trish asked me to write for the June 2025
edition of the CHOICES newsletter. It's been
a while since our first newsletter, and finding
the right words is still challenging.

As the Addiction Psychiatry Program Assis-
tant from 2003 until 2014, I was tasked with
providing administrative support to the en-
tire CHOICES team. I worked closely with
the Consumer Tobacco Advocates — Wayne,
Yasmin, Deidre, Eric, Bill, Diane, and Lisa —
who were responsible for contributing articles
and information for the quarterly newsletter,
creating smoking cessation handouts for site
visits, constructing story board posters and
brainstorming topics for presentations.
CHOICES was supervised by Martha and lat-
er by Trish, who were always on hand to pro-
vide invaluable guidance and support. It was
a pleasure to work with each of you.

I marvel at CHOICES incredible journey that
began with Jill's vision to offer peer-to-peer
support for tobacco cessation among adults
with serious mental illness. Congratulations
on 20 amazing years! Jill, your leadership,
expertise, and passion have definitely made a
lasting impact, I feel privileged to have been
a part of the CHOICES team.
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Congratulations CHOICES!

By Martha Dwyer

The Power of Partnership

By Marie Verna

When CHOICES was developed in 2005 I was
fortunate to be selected as Program Director
by the co-founders, Jill Williams, MD, and
Marie Verna. Our first Consumer Tobacco
Advocates (CTAs) were Yasmin Halim and
Wayne Holland, who were enthusiastic and
eager to learn how they could help their peers
who smoked by sharing their own experience
in addressing tobacco. They worked tirelessly
traveling around New Jersey. Yasmin and
Wayne connected with their peers, providing
motivation and hope. It was an innovative
concept, having mental health consumers
reach out to their peers who also used tobac-
co. Many other CTAs have followed in their
footsteps. Trish Dooley, the Director for the
past 15 years has done an outstanding job in
building the Program. Congratulations to
CHOICES on 20 years and to Jill, Marie, the
CHOICES Team and the many individuals
who have contributed to its success! It was a
privilege to once be part of the team.

20 Years continued from page 2

possible without critical support from parners
including NJDMHAS (Dr Eilers, Margaret
and Susanne) and MHANJ (Bob and Kate). It
1s hard to mention all the many people behind
the scenes who supported and helped us over
the years. Most importantly, I must
acknowledge the many contributions of advo-
cates past (Wayne, Bill, Yasmin, Eric and
Diane) and present: Deidre, Lisa, Terrance,
Cleo and Azeem. These individuals have
made a difference in many people’s lives
through the work they do. It takes tremen-
dous courage to share their personal journeys.
These highlight both the struggles and the
triumphs that have brought them to a state of
recovery and well-being. This is our message-

that we all have challenges, and we all have
CHOICES.

Early in my career in
mental health consumer
advocacy, I was respon-
sible for organizing the
national consumer con-
ference, Alternatives, in
major cities across the
country. Each time I
negotiated with a venue,
I was told that I had to
reserve at least two large rooms that would
serve as “drop-in centers” where people could
smoke. My boss told me that I should make
sure they were in areas of the hotel where
excessive smoke wouldn’t bother other
guests.

Nothing about it made sense to me—then or
now. I distinctly remember wondering why
we were making so many assumptions about
people with mental illness: Why are we as-
suming that absolutely everyone smokes?
What about people who don’t; would there be
a drop-in center for them? Why are we as-
suming that smokers couldn’t or wouldn’t go
outside? Most confusing to me was why we
were enabling something as dangerous as
smoking among people who were already so
physically vulnerable? Why didn’t anyone
seem to care?

Five years later, I learned that there was an
addiction psychiatrist in New Jersey who
did. A fellow advocate told me about Jill
Williams, M.D. and how she was tired of
hearing from mental health professionals
that consumers “would never,” “couldn’t, or
“didn’t want to,” quit smoking. Jill’s in-
stincts told her that she needed to test those
gross assumptions by hearing from consum-
ers themselves.

Continued on page 8
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Non-Secular Prayer as a Relevant Tool
to Quit Smoking By Cleo Zifovski

The Dangers of Cigarette Tar
By Deidre Stenard

Although religiously active people are less
likely to smoke cigarettes, and if they do, they
use fewer cigarettes. Given the link between
smoking and disease, as well as the general
frequency of smoking and religious involve-
ment, this finding has public health implica-
tions.[1] There is a significant link between
faith and addiction in the United States and
many other parts of the world. But can Reli-
gion and/or trust in God or a higher power
help you stop smoking?

Corinthians 6:12 states, "Everything is per-
mitted for me, but not everything is good. Eve-
rything is permitted for me, but I will not be
dominated by anything." This proclamation
that "I will not be mastered by anything" is
used to demonstrate that addictions like
smoking are bad from a Christian perspec-
tive[2]. When you consider the harm, you
cause to your body (which does not exactly
"honor God"), it's evident that Christians (and
most other religious believers) should not
smoke. The question is, can faith help you
overcome addiction in a good way?

Religion has been used for centuries to benefit
health. However, the use of religion and the
inclusion of religious authority in public
health efforts to combat tobacco consumption
1s a relatively new phenomenon. Previous re-
search indicates that while religion has some-
times influenced success in smoking cessation
among adult smokers, there is little evidence
that religious belief or affiliation has a major
1mpact on the general population, except for
followers of religions with very strong sanc-
tions against tobacco use. [3]

New research suggests that while smoking
cessation can be approached in a variety of
ways, integrating non-secular prayer, such as

religious or spiritual rituals, can be an
Continued on page 8

When cigarette smoke passes through a filter,
it leaves a black, sticky substance known as
tar. Tar causes the disastrous health effects
of tobacco in the lungs. The effects of tar
spread to all areas of the ‘
body through the blood
stream.

Lung Cancer

Lung cancer is one of the fre-
quently talked about diseases
caused by smoking. Known
carcinogens in tar include
benzene, acrylamide and ac-
rylonitrile. Smoking exposes
the delicate cells inside the
lungs directly to these com-
pounds. They cause muta-
tions in the DNA of the cells which lead to
cancer. According to the World Health Organ-
ization's report on "Tobacco Smoke and Invol-
untary Smoking," 90 percent of all cases of
lung cancer are attributable to smoking.
Emphysema

Emphysema is a disease in which the complex
honeycomb of air passages and pockets inside
the lungs get damaged, leading to large open
spaces in the lungs. This causes a chain reac-
tion where the large spaces do not absorb oxy-
gen from the air as well as the original lung
tissue, causing shortness of breath. It is
harder to exhale as well. There is a domino
effect where compounds in tar cause inflam-
mation inside the lungs, triggering the cells of
the immune system. The constant activity of
these immune cells causes damage of lung tis-
sue and emphysema.

Heart Disease

Smokers have a much higher rate of coronary
artery disease, or CAD, than non-smokers.
Tar plays a role in the increased risk of CAD
that smokers suffer from. The compounds in
tar are absorbed through the lungs and enter
the bloodstream. Once there, continued on page 9
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My Meditation Retreat Experiences
By Azeem Sitabkhan

We Know What We Need To Do

By Lisa Evans

For several years now, I have been participat-
ing in 10 day silent meditation retreats. Over
the last 5 years, I have probably attended
around 8 of them and over the last 10 years
maybe around 11-12. I am writing this article
to relate these experiences to others and share
how they have informed me and given me ide-
as on ways to overcome various troubling is-
sues, including addictions like smoking ciga-
rettes.

The retreats begin formally with a vow to en-
gage in silence during the course, and to follow
the instructions of the meditation technique.
The first 4 days we focus on the touch of
breath entering and exiting our nostrils in or-
der to concentrate and calm the mind, and on
the subsequent 5 days we practice scanning
the body from head to toe while trying to im-
partially observe the various sensa-
tions/feelings throughout the body and at-
tempting not to react to them.

The main technique is the body scan practiced
in the latter half. Well, why do we do this? Our
goal is to become a neutral observer of the var-
ious feelings/sensations in the body, allowing
them to come and go as they please, and there-
by reducing our reactivity to them. In this way,
slowly and gradually, we become less swayed
by negative feelings and, yet, can experience
beautiful, profound experiences of flow by al-
lowing the feelings to move as they wish.

Why is this meditation potentially so life alter-
ing and profound? Well, difficult or unpleasant
feelings can deeply affect our lives because we
want to avoid them at all costs or, on the flip
side, we might be unhealthily driven to only
experience things that are pleasant. Addictions
are a case 1n point: when we can’t smoke we
suffer because we experience unpleasant feel-
ings like cravings and withdrawal, or converse-
ly we become so addicted to the pleasant feel-
ings generated by the cigarettes that we need

more and more, In an continued on page 9

You may have heard that our government
has cut funding for tobacco initiatives on
the federal level, affecting funding for
many programs. I read on Senator Jeff
Merkel of Oregon’s website that “Tobacco
use remains the leading preventable cause
of death in the United States and is respon-
sible for about $240 billion in health care
costs every year. More than 16 million
Americans are currently living with a
tobacco-caused disease, including chronic
diseases such as cancer, heart disease,
respiratory disease, and diabetes. Nearly
500,000 Americans die each year from to-
bacco use, making up one in every five
deaths in the United States.” The website
goes on to state that this administration
has fired dozens of employees from the
Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA)
Center for Tobacco Products (CTP) and the
Center for Disease Control and Preven-
tion’s (CDC) Office on Smoking and Health
(OSH).

There have been lawsuits to block these fir-
ings and in some cases some of the employ-
ees who were cut were placed on paid tem-
porary administrative leave. However,
what is happening at the federal level may
1mpact how tobacco education is communi-
cated to the younger generation of non-
smokers, but in truth, for those of us who
currently smoke, we already know what we
need to do.

It 1s so easy to get side-tracked by news
coming out of Washington. As a former
smoker with a mental health diagnosis, I
recall using any and all reasons (excuses)
to justify my dependence on smoking. My
addiction was real and many of my reasons
were real in the moment, just as your rea-
sons may be. Once I began focusing on my
quit, I did what needed to be done and

those reasons continued on page 9
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Smoker’s Cough

by Deidre Stenard

A Smoker’s Cough develops when you are a
regular, daily smoker. It starts as a dry hack-
ing and as it progresses the lungs produce
phlegm which is coughed up. Most smokers
will develop a Smoker’s Cough. People who
are exposed to secondhand smoke may also
develop a Smoker’s Cough. The more phlegm
will be coughed up if a heavy smoker. Other
symptoms may include sore throat, difficulty
breathing, chest pain, and wheezing. The
cough can be worse in the morning, coughing
up phlegm upon wakening. Before I quit, I
was a 3 pack-a-day smoker and my cough did-
n’t ease up during the day, but if you smoke
less your cough could ease up as the day pro-
gresses.

What Causes Smoker's Cough?

Causes of Smoker's Cough include:

Smoking: About 16 million people in the Unit-
ed States have health problems caused by
smoking. This includes all types of smoking,
including marijuana and vaping. Every time
you take a puff of a cigarette, chemicals enter
the body and make it harder for the cilia--tiny,
hair-like structures that move debris up and
out of the airways--to filter out dangerous tox-
ins. Toxins start to build up in the body, caus-
ing inflammation and a persistent cough. As
the Smoker’s Cough progresses, the body
starts to make thick phlegm--mucus. Over
time, this inability to filter out toxins can lead
to medical conditions such as Chronic Ob-
structive Pulmonary Disease—COPD--which
includes emphysema and chronic bronchitis.
Lung Cancer can develop as well.

Secondhand smoke, can cause a Smoker’s
Cough as well and diseases that are worse,
like lung cancer.

If you are a long-term heavy smoker, you can
develop Chronic Obstruction in your lungs and
not be able to really cough up the phlegm be-

cause a blockage has developed in the lungs.
continued on page 9

Celebrating CHOICES: 20 Years of
Peer-Led Tobacco Recovery

by Trish Dooley Budsock

As CHOICES (Consumers Helping Others Im-
prove their Condition by Ending Smoking) cele-
brates its 20th anniversary, I'm filled with im-
mense pride and gratitude to reflect on the in-
credible work our team has accomplished.
Since joining as Director in 2010, I've had the
honor of working alongside passionate, resili-
ent Consumer Tobacco Advocates (CTAs)—peer
counselors who use their lived experience to
connect with and inspire others navigating to-
bacco addiction and mental health challenges.
CHOICES is unique because it centers on the
voices of those we serve. Over the past two
decades, we've reached tens of thousands of
mental health consumers across New Jersey
with education, support, and hope. Our ap-
proach has evolved, now including structured
group offerings like Learning About Healthy

Continued on page 9

oAt Lot

by Terrance H

1. What’s green, leafy and sings the
blues?

2. What happens if you don’t pay
your exorcists?

3. What do you do if you break your
arm in two places?
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CHOICES: Twenty Years of Excellences

by Trish Dooley Budsock

CHOICES has won several awards for innovative programming. In 2023, CHOICES was
awarded a NdJ Social Innovation Award for recognition of Community Voices Impact,
improving health equity for medically underserved populations. We were nominated by a
community partner who witnessed the impact of CHOICES on the clients with mental illness
that she served. “Our members have found the CHOICES presenters to be inspiring and
influential in their own journey towards recovery from tobacco.

CHO;L[CES 2023

Originally funded
in 2005 by a pilot
grant from the
American Legacy
Foundation (now
called the Truth
Initiative). We are
currently funded
by the New
Jersey
Department of
Human Services.

2025 CHOICES Team

Patricia Dooley Budsock
CHOICES Program Director

CHOICES was awarded a
N3J Social Innovation 4
Award for recognition of g

Community Voices 20231

Impact, improving healthy
equity for medicaIIP/
underserved populations.

CHOICES presented to
the Surgeon General
and other federal
officials at the 2018
Interagency Committee
on Smoking and Health.

‘SAMHSA's WELLNESS INITIATIVE

CHOICES was acknowledged for its
exemplary wellness efforts with the
Recognition of Excellence in Wellness.

from SAMSHA.

CVS provided funding
for program
expansion, both for
staffing as well as
providing support for
additional outreach
activities.

CHOICES was awarded the
SAMHSA Wellness
Initiative’'s MillionHearts
Social Marketing Programs
for Peer-Run/Community
Organizations Award.

Healthy People ‘
\ 2020

CHOICES was honored to receive the

Healthy People 2020 Community
Innovations Award.

The CHOICES Tteam
received the

American Psychiatric
Association Silver
Achievement Award.

CHOICES was the
recipient of the Mental
Health America
Innovative Programming
Award in 2007.

YCvVs

REACHED AN
AUDIENCE OF
MORE THAN 61,000
WHO USE
TOBACCO OR
NICOTINE
PRODUCTS

MET INDIVIDUALLY
WITH MORE THAN
13,500 SMOKERS TO
PROVIDE
PERSONALIZED
FEEDBACK

e iéi,i.ié'g.i. é
AL

PROVIDED OVER
2,100 TOBACCO
EDUCATION
PRESENTATIONS,
BOTH IN PERSON
AND VIRTUALLY

They instill hope in
those who feel pow-
erless to quit smok-
ing.” Additionally,
CHOICES has re-
ceived national
recognition and col-
laborated with oth-
er Tobacco Control
Groups.

CHOICES present-
ed to the Surgeon
General and other
federal officials at
the 2018 Interagen-
cy Committee on
Smoking and
Health. CHOICES
has also received
awards from Men-
tal Health America
(2007) and the
American Psychiat-
ric Association
(2009), 1n addition
to recognitions by
Healthy People
2020 (in 2011), the
SAMHSA Million
Hearts Campaign
(2012) and CVS
Health (2015 and
2016).
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Marie continued from page 3

As Director of Consumer Advocacy and Policy
at the Mental Health Association of New Jer-
sey, I spent every waking moment trying to
get people to let consumers speak for them-
selves. The best way to insult and discourage
people working hard to get mentally and phys-
ically healthy is to tell them what they
“cannot” or “will not” do.

From the time of our first conversation, I've
believed that a spark ignited when Jill and I
got together. Both of us are tenacious and de-
termined when it comes to improving the lives
of people with mental illnesses and substance
use disorders. Both of us are strong, commit-
ted advocates willing to do the work of bring-
ing consumers together to find out what’s
missing in their behavioral healthcare—even
if the solution means more work for every sin-
gle person who works on behalf of people with
mental illness.

Perhaps the most common trait Jill and I
share is the need to tell the story, to get some-
one to listen, to support our ideas, and most
importantly, fund the next steps. We started
to brainstorm a program that would find con-
sumers who had quit smoking and were brave
enough to talk to other consumers about the
possibility of quitting.

I remember clearly the day Jill called me to
tell me that she and her fellow tobacco re-
searchers had come with the acronym
“CHOICES”—Consumers Helping Others Im-
prove Their Condition by Ending Smoking.
From that moment, we had a name, a mission,
a clear goal and a story we could tell to inspire
hope in people who had always wanted to quit
but never believed they could.

The rest 1s the story of people who listened,
opened their minds and were willing to make
policy changes in New Jersey and Washington
to make it easier for people to accomplish the
tremendously difficult goal of quitting smok-
ing. The rest is the story of amazing CHOIC-
ES program directors, Martha Dwyer and

Trish Dooley, and all of the tobacco-cessation
advocates who literally schlep all over New
Jersey, continuing to educate, spread hope,
stopping only to accept the many, many
awards we've received since.

I'm proud of the work I've done as a mental
health advocate since those days of negotiat-
ing with hotel management, but of nothing
more than co-founding CHOICES. The story
1s a “rags to riches” tale of the power of people
to take a small, extremely unpopular idea and
turn into a large, incredibly successful force.
They say nothing worth doing is easy, which
1s true. But looking back, I can only see great
people meeting great people and doing a great
thing together while making it look easy—
CHOICES.

Prayer continued from page 4

effective strategy for people trying to quit
smoking. Many non-secular people find com-
fort, motivation, and support in faith-based
activities, which can supplement other quit-
ting techniques such as counselling or medi-
cine. [3]Thus, praying to a deity or higher
power can provide comfort, strength, and
hope during the arduous process of quitting.
Many people find that praying helps them to
battle cravings, manage stress, and stay fo-

cused on their goal of quitting smoking.
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We Know continued from page 5

weren’t as important anymore. I knew what to
do.

You need to cut down significantly on the num-
ber of cigarettes you smoke and preferably quit,
and stay quit. That is what we need to do and
we all know it.
https://www.merkley.senate.gov/merkley-blumenthal-durbin-markey-
trump-cuts-to-tobacco-prevention-will-make-americans-sicker-cause-
more-tobacco-related-deaths-diseases/

https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/trump-
administration-withdraws-fda-plan-ban-menthol-cigarettes-2025-01-24/

Meditation continued from page 5

endless loop.

By practicing things like the body scan, we
learn to objectively observe our feelings and not
react to them. This can profoundly change the
way we interact with life’s endless variety and
over time can alter our very experience of life.
We become more accepting of our inner world
and, in doing so, we suffer less and become less
dependent on things like addictions to make us
content and happy. It does take time, unfortu-
nately, because our tendencies are very deep in-
deed, but slowly we can change the unhealthy
habit patterns of the mind.

Celebrating CHOICES continued from page 6

Living, new outreach methods, and expand-
ed tobacco and cannabis education efforts.
The ripple effect of our team’s dedication
continues to inspire me daily.

As we mark this milestone, I'm reminded
that CHOICES is more than a program—it’s
a movement built on connection, compas-
sion, and belief in what’s possible. Here's to
20 years—and to the future we’re still build-
ing together.

Cough continued from page 6

I experienced this myself and I knew it was
time to stop. The treatment for having a
Smoker’s Cough and other diseases is to quit

smoking and never to return to it.
https://www.singlecare.com/conditions/smokers-cough-causes,

What causes Smoker’s Cough? Diagnosis, Prevention and Treat-
ment, Karen Berger, Pharm.D., February 2024

Cigarette Tar Continued from page 4

they promote a chemical transformation of the
cholesterol in the blood that makes it much
more likely to form plaque on the walls of arter-
1es, including coronary arteries. Smoking and
high cholesterol are increasing the risk factors
for CAD. The effects of cigarette tar start heal-
ing when you quit smoking. My health got
better as soon as I quit and the same can be
true for you.

20 Year Anniversary
2005-2025



https://www.singlecare.com/conditions/smokers-cough-causes
https://www.singlecare.com/blog/author/karen-berger/
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CHOICES is a partnership between Rutgers-RWJMS Division of Addiction Psychiatry, the Mental Health Association of New Jersey (MHANJ) and
the NJ Division of Mental Health and Addiction Services and funded by the NJ Division of Mental Health and Addiction Services .
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