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Cigarette smoking remains a leading cause of preventable disease and premature death across Europe, 

driving significant morbidity from cardiovascular disease, chronic respiratory conditions, and various cancers. 

Despite established pharmacotherapies and behavioural support, many individuals struggle to achieve sustained 

abstinence. This persistent unmet need has forced a re-evaluation of strategies, leading some experts to embrace 

electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS), or vapes, as a pragmatic harm reduction tool.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: Public health bodies and addiction specialists are increasingly recommending e-cigarettes as 

a cessation aid for adult smokers unwilling or unable to quit using traditional methods.

º The Data: E-cigarettes have demonstrated superior efficacy over nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) in 

some head-to-head comparisons for smoking cessation.

º The Action: Clinicians should consider discussing e-cigarettes as an option for adult smokers who have 

failed with or are unwilling to use conventional cessation therapies, while emphasizing complete transition 

away from combustible tobacco.

The global burden of disease attributable to combustible tobacco is immense, with millions of deaths annually from 

conditions directly linked to smoking. Despite decades of public health campaigns, taxation, and readily available 

cessation aids like nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) and pharmacotherapies such as varenicline and bupropion, a 

substantial proportion of smokers find it exceptionally difficult to quit. Nicotine addiction is a complex neurobiological 

disorder, characterized by compulsive drug seeking and use despite harmful consequences. The addictive potential of 

nicotine is well-established, but it is the thousands of other chemicals in tobacco smoke, particularly carcinogens and 

respiratory irritants, that cause the vast majority of smoking-related illness and death.

Traditional cessation methods aim for complete nicotine abstinence, a goal that is often unattainable for heavily 

dependent smokers. This reality has spurred a re-evaluation of harm reduction strategies, where the primary objective 

shifts from immediate abstinence to reducing exposure to the most harmful components of tobacco. E-cigarettes emerged 

as a consumer product, but their potential as a public health tool quickly became apparent. These devices deliver nicotine 

by heating a liquid (e-liquid) to produce an aerosol, or vapour, which the user inhales. This process avoids the combustion 

of tobacco, thereby eliminating exposure to tar and many of the toxic gases present in cigarette smoke.

Understanding the Mechanism of Vaping for Cessation
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The rationale for using e-cigarettes in smoking cessation hinges on several mechanisms. First, they deliver nicotine, 

addressing the physiological dependence that drives continued smoking. The speed and efficiency of nicotine delivery 

can vary significantly between different types of e-cigarettes, with newer generations often providing nicotine more 

rapidly, mimicking the pharmacokinetic profile of combustible cigarettes more closely. This rapid delivery can be vital 

for satisfying cravings and preventing relapse.

Second, e-cigarettes replicate many of the behavioural and sensory aspects of smoking. The hand-to-mouth action, the 

inhalation and exhalation of vapour, and the throat hit sensation are all familiar cues for smokers. These behavioural 

rituals are deeply ingrained and contribute significantly to the difficulty of quitting. By mimicking these aspects without 

combustion, e-cigarettes can help smokers transition away from traditional cigarettes while maintaining some of the 

habitual elements they associate with smoking. This dual approach, addressing both physiological and behavioural 

dependencies, is a key reason for their observed efficacy.

Third, e-cigarettes offer a customizable experience. Users can select e-liquids with varying nicotine strengths, allowing 

them to gradually reduce their nicotine intake over time, if desired. They can also choose from a wide array of flavours, 

which some users report helps them disassociate from the taste of tobacco. This personalization can enhance user 

satisfaction and adherence, factors critical for successful cessation.

Evidence for Efficacy and Safety Considerations
Clinical evidence, while still evolving, has begun to support the use of e-cigarettes as a cessation aid. Several randomized 

controlled trials have compared e-cigarettes to traditional NRT, such as patches or gum. These studies have generally 

shown that e-cigarettes are more effective than NRT in helping smokers quit combustible cigarettes. For instance, one 

notable trial found that e-cigarettes were nearly twice as effective as NRT for smoking cessation. Participants using 

e-cigarettes achieved higher rates of sustained abstinence at one year compared to those using NRT. This difference was 

attributed, in part, to the higher rates of complete switching from cigarettes to e-cigarettes in the intervention group.

But the long-term health effects of e-cigarette use remain a subject of intense debate and ongoing research. While 

e-cigarettes are widely considered less harmful than combustible tobacco, they are not risk-free. The aerosol contains 

various chemicals, including propylene glycol, vegetable glycerin, flavourings, and sometimes trace metals, which can 

have unknown long-term effects on respiratory and cardiovascular health. Concerns also exist regarding the potential for 

nicotine addiction in non-smokers, particularly adolescents, and the possibility of dual use, where individuals continue 

to smoke combustible cigarettes while also using e-cigarettes, thereby not fully realizing the harm reduction benefits.

The open-label nature of many e-cigarette studies is an obvious caveat. Blinding participants to whether they are using 

an e-cigarette or NRT is challenging due to the distinct sensory experiences. This could introduce bias, as participants' 

expectations might influence their reported outcomes. The heterogeneity of e-cigarette devices and e-liquids makes it 

difficult to generalize findings across all products. Different devices deliver nicotine and other chemicals with varying 

efficiency and concentration, meaning that the safety and efficacy profiles may not be uniform.

Navigating the Regulatory and Public Health Landscape
The regulatory market for e-cigarettes is complex and varies significantly across different jurisdictions. Some countries 

have adopted a harm reduction approach, integrating e-cigarettes into their public health strategies for smoking cessation. 

Others have taken a more cautious stance, imposing strict regulations on sales, marketing, and product composition, often 
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driven by concerns about youth vaping and the potential for renormalization of nicotine use. This divergence in policy 

reflects the scientific uncertainty and the differing public health philosophies regarding risk versus benefit.

Public health bodies, including the UK's National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) and Public Health 

England, have acknowledged the role of e-cigarettes in helping adult smokers quit. They emphasize that while not 

harmless, e-cigarettes are substantially less harmful than smoking and can be an effective tool for those who struggle 

with conventional methods. These organizations advocate for clear communication of the relative risks, ensuring that 

smokers understand the benefits of switching completely to e-cigarettes, and that non-smokers are discouraged from 

initiating use.

The challenge for clinicians lies in providing evidence-based advice in an environment of evolving data and public 

controversy. While the immediate health benefits of switching from combustible tobacco to e-cigarettes are clear, the 

long-term health consequences of sustained e-cigarette use are not yet fully understood. This uncertainty necessitates 

a cautious, individualized approach, focusing on the primary goal of eliminating combustible tobacco use. The Oxford 

Handbook of General Practice can be a useful resource for clinicians seeking concise, evidence-based guidance on 

managing complex patient discussions around smoking cessation and harm reduction.

The potential for e-cigarettes to serve as a gateway to combustible tobacco for young people is a significant concern. 

While data on this phenomenon are mixed, the rise in youth vaping rates in some regions has led to calls for stricter 

age restrictions and marketing controls. This issue highlights the delicate balance between promoting e-cigarettes as a 

cessation tool for adults and preventing their uptake by adolescents. Any strategy involving e-cigarettes must include 

robust measures to protect young people.

The role of flavourings in e-liquids is another contentious point. Proponents argue that flavours help adult smokers 

transition away from the taste of tobacco, making e-cigarettes more appealing and effective as a cessation aid. Critics 

contend that flavours, particularly sweet and fruity ones, are designed to attract young people and contribute to 

youth vaping. This debate has led to various regulatory actions, including flavour bans in some jurisdictions, further 

complicating the guidelines for both consumers and clinicians.

Moving Forward: Integration into Clinical Practice
For clinicians, the current consensus leans towards considering e-cigarettes as a viable option for adult smokers who have 

tried and failed with, or are unwilling to use, other proven cessation methods. The key message must be clear: complete 

cessation of combustible tobacco is the ultimate goal. If e-cigarettes facilitate this, they represent a significant step 

towards harm reduction. Patients should be advised to use e-cigarettes exclusively and to avoid dual use, as continuing 

to smoke even a few cigarettes a day negates much of the health benefit.

The conversation with patients should include a balanced discussion of the known benefits (reduced exposure to 

combustion products) and the unknown long-term risks. Clinicians should also guide patients on how to select appropriate 

devices and e-liquids, emphasizing the importance of regulated products. Regular follow-up is essential to monitor 

progress, address any concerns, and encourage eventual cessation of e-cigarette use if possible, though for some, 

long-term use may be necessary to prevent relapse to smoking.

The absence of specific clinical trial data on long-term outcomes for e-cigarette use means that recommendations are 

based on a balance of probabilities and the overwhelming evidence of harm from combustible tobacco. Future research 

needs to focus on robust, long-term studies to fully characterize the health effects of e-cigarette use, particularly in 
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individuals who use them for many years. This will provide a clearer picture of the risk-benefit profile and inform more 

definitive clinical guidelines. Until then, a pragmatic approach, prioritizing the elimination of combustible tobacco, 

remains the most responsible course of action.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The shift towards embracing vapes for smoking cessation marks a pragmatic, if imperfect, evolution in 

addiction medicine. For years, the purist approach of complete nicotine abstinence has left a significant 

cohort of heavily dependent smokers without effective pathways to reduce their overwhelming health risks. 

Acknowledging that some patients simply cannot or will not quit cold turkey or with traditional NRT is not an 

endorsement of vaping as harmless, but a recognition of clinical reality.

Clinicians should now feel more confident discussing e-cigarettes as a legitimate harm reduction strategy for 

adult smokers. This requires a balanced conversation, emphasizing that the goal is a complete transition away 

from combustible tobacco, not dual use. The long-term safety profile of vaping is still being elucidated, but the 

immediate and profound harm reduction compared to smoking is undeniable.

The industry, particularly manufacturers of traditional NRT, faces a challenge. The data increasingly show 

e-cigarettes outperforming their products in cessation rates, forcing a re-evaluation of their market position 

and potentially driving innovation in nicotine delivery. Regulators, meanwhile, must thread the needle between 

protecting youth from nicotine addiction and providing adult smokers with a less harmful alternative. This is a 

policy tightrope, and the current patchwork of regulations across Europe reflects that difficulty.

For patients, this means more options. Those who have repeatedly failed to quit smoking now have a 

potentially more effective tool, one that addresses both their physiological nicotine dependence and the deeply 

ingrained behavioural rituals of smoking. The onus is on healthcare providers to educate them clearly, manage 

expectations, and support them in making the safest possible transition away from the deadliest form of 

nicotine consumption.

EDITORIAL & AI STANDARDS
AI tools are used solely to structure and summarise evidence from peer-reviewed primary sources. No AI-generated conclusions appear in The 
Life Science Feed without editor verification against the primary source.
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