
There is widespread public awareness that smoking 
is harmful and causes serious diseases. Despite 
this,  1.1  billion  people worldwide smoke, and 
according to the World Health Organization this 
number is expected to stay roughly the same over 
the next five years.1

Science and technology have enabled the 
development of smoke-free alternatives for adults 
who would otherwise continue smoking. However, 
regulation often lags behind innovation. 

The lack of understanding about these products, 
as well as misinformation about them, can delay 
the consideration and implementation of risk-
proportionate regulation, which can maximize the 
benefits of smoke-free products and minimizes 
their unintended consequences. 

In many countries, smoke-free alternatives are 
regulated like cigarettes or banned altogether, 
ignoring the differentiation between cigarettes 
(the most harmful way of consuming nicotine) and 
scientifically substantiated smoke-free products.

For this reason, a good place to start a discussion 
on regulation is to understand the basic science of 
tobacco, smoke and nicotine.

TOBACCO AND NICOTINE  
 
• The tobacco in a cigarette or a  heated  tobacco    
   product  (HTP)  comes  from  the  tobacco  plant.  

• Nicotine is naturally present in the tobacco plant,    
   and while it can also be synthesized, the  nicotine 
   used in e-liquids (which is used in in e-cigarettes) 
   is generally  derived from these plants. 

SMOKE ONLY OCCURS WHEN SOMETHING IS BURNED   
 
When a cigarette is lit, the temperature of 
the  tobacco reaches up to 900°C (far above 
the minimum temperature required for tobacco 
to combust).  As it burns, it generates smoke 
that contains over 6,000 different chemicals, 
approximately 100 of which have been identified by 
public health authorities as harmful or potentially 
harmful.
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MAKING THE DISTINCTION 
BETWEEN TOBACCO, 
SMOKE AND NICOTINE 



NICOTINE IS NOT THE PRIMARY CAUSE OF   
SMOKING-RELATED DISEASES   
 
Nicotine is one of the reasons people smoke, along 
with other factors  such as taste and ritual. Giving 
adult smokers—who would otherwise continue 
smoking—the option to use products that deliver 
nicotine by less harmful means has the potential to 
switch smokers away from cigarettes. 

In order for these smokers to successfully switch 
from cigarettes to alternatives, these products 
need to contain nicotine and also provide the taste 
and experience that is acceptable to adult smokers. 
Nicotine is addictive and not risk free, but it is not 
the primary cause of smoking-related diseases. 

Nicotine-containing products should not be used 
during pregnancy or while breast-feeding, should 
not be used by people who have or are at risk of 
heart disease, are diabetic, are epileptic, or are 
experiencing seizures, and should not be used by 
minors.

SMOKE-FREE ALTERNATIVES  
 
Scientifically substantiated smoke-free alternatives 
do not produce smoke. It is the burning of tobacco 
that produces the vast majority of  harmful  or 
potentially harmful chemicals in cigarette  smoke.  

By  eliminating the burning process—as is the case 
with smoke-free products such as e-cigarettes 
or HTPs—the levels of harmful chemicals 
generated may be significantly reduced. However, 
it is important to clarify that the determination of 
whether a product reduces emissions of harmful 
chemicals, compared  with cigarette   smoke,   has   
to   be   scientifically assessed for each product. 

Provided they are scientifically substantiated, and 
manufactured using appropriate safety and quality 
controls, smoke-free alternatives can be a  better 
choice for adult smokers who would otherwise 
continue to smoke. That said, it is important to 
note that these products   are   not  risk-free   
and   contain nicotine, which is addictive. These 
products are for adults who would otherwise 
continue smoking and are not an alternative to 
quitting tobacco and nicotine altogether, which is 
the best choice any smoker can make.

Recognizing the role that science-backed, smoke-free products can play 
in moving adult smokers who would otherwise continue to smoke away 
from cigarettes, combined with the right regulatory encouragement and 
support from society, we can collectively deliver a smoke-free future.

THERE ARE NOW A GROWING NUMBER 
OF SMOKE-FREE ALTERNATIVES FOR 
ADULTS WHO WOULD OTHERWISE 
CONTINUE TO SMOKE.

1 WHO, Global report on trends in prevalence of tobacco use 2000-2025, https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/who-global-report-on-trends-in-prevalence-of-tobac-
co-use-2000-2025-third-edition 
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