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Anti-E-Cigarette Puritans Put Lives at Risk 
A Successful Smoking Quitting Aide is Enjoyable. That Is Not a Reason to Ban It. 

By Michelle Minton.* 

 
Big tobacco companies were publicly pilloried when they were found to have misled the 

public about the dangers of their products. To this day, that industry remains a touchstone 
example for corporate malfeasance. But when public health officials use similar tactics to 

spread the misleading claim that e-cigarettes are “no less harmful” than combustible tobacco 

products, it can lead to fewer smokers switching to safer alternatives. The result is that more 

smokers will die, while public health officials face few repercussions.1 
 
One reason U.S. health advocates often give to justify their unwillingness to embrace the e-

cigarette revolution is that there is not enough evidence that e-cigarettes are effective at 
helping smokers quit, and could even hook some people onto nicotine who will progress or 

regress back to smoking. For example, in August 2018 University of California, San 
Francisco professor and anti-tobacco advocate Stanton Glantz lectured that the evidence 

shows “smokers who use e-cigarettes quit less not more than smokers who don’t use e-
cigarettes.”2 A statement on the website for the National Institute of Drug Abuse in the 
National Institutes of Health notes that “e-cigarettes haven’t been thoroughly evaluated in 

scientific studies” and that “not enough data exists on the safety of e-cigarettes, how the 
health effects compare to traditional cigarettes, and if they are helpful for people trying to 

quit smoking.”3  
 

Never mind that millions of e-cig users have said that e-cigs were the only thing that helped 
them quit. Yes, anecdotes, even millions of them, are not strong evidence, but there is a 
growing body of actual scientific research to back up what ex-smoking vapers have been 

saying. So why the continuing opposition among health advocates? One reason might be a 
puritanical mindset against products smokers can enjoy while ceasing to smoke. 

  
E-Cigarettes Have Already Helped Millions Quit Smoking. Of the more than 1 

billion people worldwide who continue to smoke, about half will die due to their habit.4 This number, 

though high, is much lower than it was in the 1970s thanks to educational efforts. Today, 

one would be hard pressed to find anyone unaware of the risks of smoking, but despite that 
and billions in funding tobacco-prevention, the declines in smoking tapered off and flatlined 

during the mid-to-late 2000s with a stubborn 20-21 percent of adults either unable or unwilling 

to quit.5 Among adolescents, the recent history is even worse, with smoking rates among 

high schoolers even increasing during the late 1990s.6 Between 2003 and 2009, however, 

adolescent and adult smoking rates plateaued and declines stalled.7  
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Prevalence of Current Smoking among U.S. Adults Age 18+, 1997–2015 

 
Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,  

“Tobacco,” page updated December 14, 2017,  

https://www.cdc.gov/winnablebattles/report/tobacco.html. 

 

Current Smoking among U.S. High School Students 

 
Source: CDC National Youth Tobacco Survey,  

https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/surveys/nyts/index.htm. 

 

But around 2009, the smoking rate among both adults and teens suddenly started to 

nosedive. Since then, smoking has hit records lows every year with just 14 percent8 of adults 
and only 7.6 percent of high schoolers classified as current smokers today.9  

 
What caused these this miraculous decline? If you ask public health officials, they will likely 

attribute the drop to their own efforts—to marketing messages, tax hikes, and other tobacco 
control policies—but most of those policies had been in place in several states long before 

the declines.10 For example, half the country had banned indoor smoking before 200811 and 

https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2014/p1126-adult-smoking.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_smoking_bans_in_the_United_States#Smoking_laws_of_the_United_States_by_state_or_territory
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the federal minimum age for purchasing tobacco has been 18 years since 1992.12 Yet, they 
have failed to acknowledge that the rise in popularity of e-cigarettes has helped many people 

quit smoking, despite thousands of e-cig users saying this is the case13 and study after study 
indicates that is what is happening.14  

 
E-Cigarettes Help Smokers Quit, Even When They Do Not Want to. The 

evidence about e-cigarettes’ safety relative to smoking is conclusive. In 2015, after reviewing 

the evidence, Public Health England declared that the existing e-cigarettes were at least 95 
percent less harmful than smoking.15 The following year UK’s Royal College of Physicians 

even recommended that doctors encourage their smoking patients to use e-cigarettes.16   
 

Public health officials in the U.S. has been slower to recognize the potential benefits of e-
cigarettes, but some health groups have admitted that they are safer than smoking. For 

example, in early 2018 the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 

(NASEM) issued a consensus statement on e-cigarettes after reviewing more than 800 
studies on the topic. NASEM found “conclusive evidence” that switching from combustible 

to vaporized sources of nicotine reduces exposure to harmful toxicants and “substantial 
evidence” that switching entirely from smoking to vaping results in “reduced short-term 

adverse health outcomes in several organ systems.” Although the report stopped short of 
projecting long-term benefits to individuals and public health at large, it did say that “the 

modeling projects that use of these products will generate a net public health benefit, at least 
in the short run.”17 

 
Even the Truth Initiative, an ardently anti-tobacco group funded with tobacco settlement 
money, admits that “vaping might be safer than smoking,” though it still makes such 

admissions alongside jeers that “it’s not that difficult to find things that are safer for you 
than smoking.”18 

 
In January 2019, the New England Journal of Medicine published a study in which nearly 900 

smokers at stop smoking clinics in the U.K. were randomized into groups receiving e-
cigarettes or nicotine-replacement products (NRTs) such as nicotine patches, gum, lozenges, 
or nasal sprays. After a year the researchers found that participants in the e-cigarette group 

remained abstinent from smoking at twice the rate of those in the NRT group (18.8 to 9.9 
percent).19  

 
This is only the latest in a string of studies indicating that e-cigarettes might not only be as 

effective as other cessation routes, but more effective than traditional nicotine replacement 
therapy at helping smokers quit and preventing relapse.20 Why might these “unregulated” 
devices not approved by the public health police be better able to help even the most 

hardened smoker quit when all their education has failed? The answer might just be because 
they are enjoyable.   
 
It’s the Pleasure, Stupid. For some reason, U.S. public health officials cannot seem to 

wrap their heads around the idea that people smoke for any reason other than their 
addiction to nicotine. But the low success rates of nicotine replacement therapies prove that 

https://www.nap.edu/catalog/24952/public-health-consequences-of-e-cigarettes
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there is something more than just a chemical that keeps people coming back. That 
something, as e-cigarettes demonstrate, appears to be enjoyment.   

 
People don’t just consume alcohol because they like the buzz, and they don’t just drink 

coffee because it wakes them up in the morning. They drink these products because they 
enjoy the taste and the experience; otherwise we all would just take caffeine pills and drink 

swill. The same is true for smokers. E-cigarettes give them the nicotine hit they crave, but 
also mimics the hand-to-mouth habit and pleasing taste. Limited research indicates that it is 
this “fun” aspect of e-cigarettes that may explain why smokers switch to vaping and why 

they stick with vaping, even when they did not intend to quit smoking.21  
 

A small UK study published in June 2018 found that smokers who vaped were successful at 
fully quitting cigarettes despite their intent to continue smoking. Of the 40 e-cig users in this 

study, 31 had fully switched to vaping, five used both e-cigarettes and tobacco cigarettes, 

three quit entirely, and only one relapsed back to smoking. Notably, seven of the current 
vapers in the group—17.5 percent—said at the beginning that they had no intention of 

quitting smoking, but did so anyway.22  
 

Those results are similar to an earlier Flemish trial from 2014 comprised of smokers who 
had never used e-cigs and did not indicate a willingness to quit smoking. The study found 

that when the participants vaped, their nicotine cravings were reduced as if they had smoked 
a cigarette, indicating that e-cigarettes are an effective substitute for smoking. Notably, eight 
months after this initial experiment, researchers observed that nearly a fourth (21 percent) of 

the participants had quit smoking entirely and another fourth (23 percent) cut their smoking 
in half—this despite the fact that all participants indicated an unwillingness to quit before 

trying e-cigarettes.23  
 

A 2017 study by researchers at Columbia University found that smokers who vaped on a 
daily basis were nearly twice as likely to have quit smoking as those who never used e-
cigarettes.24 Months later, another study, published in the International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health, found similar results.25 After surveying the habits of 

thousands of current and former smokers, the researchers in this study found that e-cigarette 

use was associated with a higher chance of quitting smoking than any other cessation aid. It 
was not as effective as the “cold-turkey” method, but that may simply indicate that e-

cigarettes are less effective a cessation tool for smokers more committed to quitting, but far 
more effective among smokers who are less willing to quit or have failed using other 

methods. In other words, e-cigarettes may be the silver bullet for that small, stubborn 
percent of smokers who cannot quit any other way.  
 

All Tobacco Products Are Not Equal. No amount of research, it seems, will convince 
anti-smoking activists that e-cigarettes are an acceptable alternative. Though they have not 

succeeded in fully eliminating e-cigarettes as an option—not yet, anyway—they are trying to 
gin up public panic and scare consumers, including smokers, away from trying e-cigs. Their 

marketing strategy includes spreading misleading claims. On January 21, 2019, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Health issued a tweet warning that “E-cigarettes, e-cigs, e-
hookahs, mods, vape pens or vapes—whatever you call them, they are NOT safer than 



5 
 

other tobacco products.”26 This is blatantly untrue. Although the Web page it linked to 
made it clear that they were only saying e-cigarettes are “no safer than other tobacco 

products for youth,” this clarification is not factually accurate and this type of messaging is 

being communicated to everyone.27 [Emphasis added] 

 
This is only the most recent example of egregiously alarmist and incorrect messaging being 

put out by those health agencies and groups with the greatest amount of public trust. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has repeatedly made false claims about 
the evidence, fabricated research, and issued cherry-picked data intended to scare.28  

 
The U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) Twitter account regularly puts out 

misleading tweets like one that notes that “e-cigarette use surge led to uptick in overall 
tobacco use,”29 without making it clear that e-cigarette use is included in “tobacco use” and 

that smoking has hit record lows every year since 2010, according to CDC annual surveys.30 

To this day, the FDA website contains a statement that “All tobacco products are harmful 
to your health, despite what they taste, smell, or look like,” a wildly inaccurate claim that 

conflates all forms of tobacco—combustible or non-combustible—with smoking.31  
 

The World Health Organization also mixes up tobacco and smoking, tweeting on January 
5, 2018, that “tobacco is the only product that kills half of its consumers.”32 However, this 

statement actually only applies to smoking, not non-combustible products like e-cigarettes or 

snus. In fact, snus has contributed to Sweden having the lowest lung cancer rates of any 

European Union (EU) member nation (since it is banned everywhere else in the EU).33  But 
they persist with this messaging that scares the public, including smokers, away from e-
cigarettes because, unfortunately, the tactic works.    

 
In 2012 polls found that only 12 percent of adults thought e-cigarettes were as harmful as or 

more harmful than smoking, but by 2015 that number had jumped to 35 percent. 34  By 2018, 
50 percent—half of all adults—held this mistaken belief with another 17 percent unsure.35 

Public health activists will insist their messaging is aimed at adolescents and people who 
have never smoked, but those are not the only ones hearing and believing it. Between 2012 
and 2015 the percent of current adult smokers who said that e-cigarettes were as or more 

harmful than cigarettes increased from under 12 percent to just over 35 percent.36 In other 
words, thanks to information disseminated by public health officials, the people most likely 

to benefit from trying e-cigarettes mistakenly believe there is no benefit in switching to 
vaping. As a result, fewer will switch and more will die.  

 
When tobacco companies ignored research showing the dangers of their products, they were 
prosecuted for endangering public welfare. Anti-tobacco activists in health charities and 

within government are using these same tactics to dissuade people from using a 
demonstrably safer product and, as a result, people will be harmed and many will die, but 

these health advocates will face few, if any consequences.  
 
 
 
 

http://www.rasmussenreports.com/public_content/lifestyle/general_lifestyle/august_2018/most_say_e_cigarettes_no_healthier_than_traditional_ones
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