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Analyzing Medical Advocacy
Organizations’ Positions on
E-cigarettes

By Chelsea Boyd

Medical advocacy organizations influence professional
practice and legislative priorities, both of which
eventually impact the perspective of the general public.

Executive Summary

Medical advocacy organizations often promote policy change. Their advocacy work
can also influence public perception of health conditions and behaviors. With this in
mind, we conducted a study to analyze these organizations’ publicly available policy
or position statements related to e-cigarette use. We describe the content of the
statements, explore the nuances of the science underpinning the statements, and
discuss how the statements may contribute to the social and policy environment.

Fourteen policy/position statements met our study inclusion criteria.® After
reviewing the statements, we conducted a qualitative discourse analysis by
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1. “Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems (ENDS),” American Academy of Family Physicians, 2019. https://www.aafp.org/about/policies/all/electronic-nicotine-
delivery-systems.html; Roy S. Herbst et al., “Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems: An Updated Policy Statement from the American Association for Cancer
Research and the American Society of Clinical Oncology,” Clinical Cancer Research 28:22 (Nov. 14, 2022), pp. 4861-4870. https://aacrjournals.org/clincancerres/
article/28/22/4861/710466/Electronic-Nicotine-Delivery-Systems-An-Updated; “Position Statement: Electronic Cigarette,” American Association for Respiratory
Care, February 2020. https://www.aarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/statement-of-ecigarette.pdf; “Regulation, Implementation, and Enforcement of Policies
Regarding E-Cigarette Use Across the Life Span,” American Public Health Association, Oct. 24, 2020. https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-
Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span; “Policy Statement on E-cigarettes,” American College of Preventive Medicine,
last accessed Feb. 28, 2023. https://www.acpm.org/getmedia/ab615b59-a492-4cal1-8935-79ab05a3cef9/e-cigarettes_policy.pdf.aspx; “Electronic Cigarettes,
Vaping, and Health H-495.972,” American Medical Association, 2019. https://policysearch.ama-assn.org/policyfinder/detail/e-cigarettes?uri=%2FAMADoc%2FHOD.
xml-0-4504.xml; “Public Policy Statements: E-Cigarettes,” American Society of Addiction Medicine, April 1, 2020. https://www.asam.org/advocacy/public-policy-
statements/details/public-policy-statements/2021/08/09/e-cigarettes; “Referred Resolution: Regulation of E-Cigarettes and Nicotine Vaping Policy Statement,”
American Osteopathic Association, 2020. https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of E-
Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf; “Public Policy Position — Tobacco and Health,” American Lung Association, June 25, 2021. https://www.lung.org/policy-
advocacy/public-policy-positions/public-policy-position-tobacco; “American Cancer Society Position Statement on Electronic Cigarettes,” American Cancer Society,
last accessed Feb. 28, 2023. https://www.cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html; “Use of E-cigarettes
and Vaping: Position Statement from the Oncology Nursing Society Regarding E-Cigarettes and Vaping,” Oncology Nursing Society, August 2022. https://www.
ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping; “Position Statements on e-cigarettes,” American
Academy of Otolaryngology—Head and Neck Surgery, April 21, 2021. https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes; “Position Statement on
Vaping,” American Academy of Addiction Psychiatry, Nov. 18, 2019. https://www.aaap.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Position-Statement-on-Vaping-11.18.19.
pdf; “Current Polices: Tobacco Use and Vaping,” American Dental Association, Aug. 3, 2021. https://www.ada.org/about/governance/current-policies#tobacco.
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thematically coding the content of each and tabulating the frequency with which
identified themes appear. We identified 12 themes and 18 subthemes, which we
condensed into six broad categories that provided a loose structure for reporting
the results of the discourse analysis: youth use; nicotine addiction; health impacts
and e-cigarette or vaping use-associated lung injury; chemical exposure; accidental
injuries and poisonings; and calls to action.

Our study found that, overall, the medical advocacy organizations’ statements
were grounded in scientific evidence, but they often failed to convey important
subtleties. This is noteworthy because the discourse produced by medical advocacy
organizations has social and political implications. Although the statements often
offered a balanced assessment of e-cigarettes’ potential harms, the message

that has been reaching and resonating with policymakers and the public is that
e-cigarettes are more harmful than combustible cigarettes, which is the opposite of
the general scientific consensus.? This misalignment is problematic, as the message
of increased harm—in addition to other misperceptions about relative risk, nicotine
and net effect on public health—has led to misguided proposed and implemented
policies that include bans on all non-tobacco-flavored e-cigarettes and limits on
nicotine concentration.?

As a result of this study, we make three key suggestions to ensure that a
more complete message reaches policymakers and the public. First, advocacy
organizations should promote the need for high-quality research that considers
and attempts to mitigate the challenges of studying e-cigarette use. Second,
public education campaigns should be targeted to appropriate audiences and
should evolve as scientific evidence evolves. Third, because medical advocacy
organizations play a key role in the discourse about e-cigarettes, they should
educate policy makers about the nuances of the issue, encourage policymakers to
consider the net public health impact of their recommendations, and encourage
governmental organizations to correct misperceptions and clearly communicate
relative risk.

Introduction

Although smoking rates in the United States have decreased over the past few
decades, it is estimated that 30.8 million adults still smoke combustible cigarettes.*
Smoking remains the leading cause of preventable death and illness in the United
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2. “Nicotine Is Why Tobacco Products Are Addictive,” U.S. Food & Drug Administration, June 29, 2022. https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/health-effects-
tobacco-use/nicotine-why-tobacco-products-are-addictive; Gideon St. Helen et al., “Comparison of Systemic Exposure to Toxic and/or Carcinogenic Volatile
Organic Compounds (VOC) during Vaping, Smoking, and Abstention,” Cancer Prevention Research 13:2 (Feb. 5, 2020), pp. 153-162. https://aacrjournals.org/
cancerpreventionresearch/article/13/2/153/258439/Comparison-of-Systemic-Exposure-to-Toxic-and-or; “About Electronic Cigarettes (E-Cigarettes),” Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, Nov. 10, 2022. https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/basic_information/e-cigarettes/about-e-cigarettes.html; Kathleen Stratton et al.,
eds., Public Health Consequences of E-Cigarettes, (The National Academies Press, 2018), p. 598. https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/24952/public-health-
consequences-of-e-cigarettes; A. McNeill et al., “Nicotine vaping in England: an evidence update including health risks and perceptions, 2022,” King’s College
London, Sept. 29, 2022, pp. 40-42. https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/files/194502390/Nicotine_vaping_in_England_2022_report.pdf.

3. Laura Bach, “States & Localities that Have Restricted the Sale of Flavored Tobacco Products,” Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, March 17, 2023. https://www.

tobaccofreekids.org/assets/factsheets/0398.pdf; Michael Nedelman, “New bill aims to cap nicotine levels in e-cigarettes,” CNN health, Oct. 7, 2019. https://www.
cnn.com/2019/10/07/health/vaping-nicotine-cap-krishnamoorthi-bn/index.html; “Utah House Bill 438: Electronic Cigarette Requirements,” LegiScan, last accessed
March 22, 2023. https://legiscan.com/UT/text/HB0438/2023.

“Current Cigarette Smoking Among Adults in the United States,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, March 17, 2022. https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_
statistics/fact_sheets/adult_data/cig_smoking/index.htm.
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States.® Quitting smoking is challenging for many people, and traditional quitting
aids, like nicotine replacement therapy, do not work for everyone. Of course,
abstaining from tobacco use entirely is the optimal smoking cessation strategy for
health, but for people who cannot, will not or are not ready to quit, e-cigarettes
offer an alternative way to consume nicotine with fewer health risks than
combustible cigarettes.®

Despite their reduced risk profile, e-cigarettes are one of the most divisive topics

in tobacco control policy.” Tobacco control policy refers to how tobacco products,
including e-cigarettes, are regulated and how the public is educated about the
harms of tobacco use. Many organizations have taken public positions on how
e-cigarettes should be regulated and their value in the tobacco control environment.
Among them, medical advocacy organizations are an important voice in the
conversation. In speaking for and defining positions for their constituencies, these
organizations influence professional practice and legislative priorities, both of which
eventually impact the perspective of the general public.

To better understand the stances medical advocacy organizations are taking on
e-cigarettes, we analyzed the position or policy statements of 14 such organizations.
This analysis provides a summary of the discourse produced by the selected
medical advocacy organizations, explores the subtleties of the data underpinning
the discourse, and comments on how these statements may be contributing to the
social and political climate around e-cigarettes.

Methods

To identify the prevailing trends in medical advocacy organizations’ stances on
e-cigarettes, we conducted a qualitative discourse analysis of policy positions.
Primary inclusion criteria were that the publishing organization was based in the
United States; the organization had published a public-facing position or policy
statement on e-cigarettes, electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS), or nicotine
between January 2018 and February 2023; the publishing organization was a
nationally focused health or medical organization (excluding hospital systems);

the organization advocated for healthcare providers or a disease or organ

system strongly associated with smoking-related morbidity or mortality; and the
organization did not specialize in pediatric populations. To identify policy and
position statements, we used the following search terms to compile a list of medical
and health-focused organizations: “medical advocacy (association OR organization),”
“health advocacy (association OR organization),” “health professional (association
OR organization)” and “medical professional (association OR organization).” After
compiling a list of organizations, we searched their websites using the search
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6.  Stratton et al., eds. https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/24952/public-health-consequences-of-e-cigarettes; “About Electronic Cigarettes (E-Cigarettes).”
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/basic_information/e-cigarettes/about-e-cigarettes.html; “E-Cigarettes, Vapes, and other Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems
(ENDS),” U.S. Food & Drug Administration, June 29, 2022. https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/products-ingredients-components/e-cigarettes-vapes-and-other-

electronic-nicotine-delivery-systems-ends.

7. ThomasJ. Glynn et al., “E-Cigarettes, Harm Reduction, and Tobacco Control: A Path Forward?,” Mayo Clinic Proceedings 96:4 (April 2021), pp. 856-862. https://

www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/article/S0025-6196(20)31382-3/fulltext#secsectitle0025.

R Street Policy Study—Analyzing Medical Advocacy Organizations’ Positions on E-cigarettes

www.rstreet.org—3


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/24952/public-health-consequences-of-e-cigarettes
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/basic_information/e-cigarettes/about-e-cigarettes.html
https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/products-ingredients-components/e-cigarettes-vapes-and-other-electronic-nicotine-delivery-systems-ends
https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/products-ingredients-components/e-cigarettes-vapes-and-other-electronic-nicotine-delivery-systems-ends
https://www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/article/S0025-6196(20)31382-3/fulltext#secsectitle0025
https://www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/article/S0025-6196(20)31382-3/fulltext#secsectitle0025

Analyzing Medical Advocacy R Street Policy Study
Street . . ) ces

Organizations’ Positions on No. 287
Fres morkets. Reo! sltins E-cigarettes May 2023

feature for the following terms: “e-cigarette,” “ENDS,” “nicotine” and “tobacco.” Of
the organizations identified, 14 had released position or policy statements related
to e-cigarette use that met the inclusion criteria.?

After collecting the organizations’ statements, we reviewed each of them and
thematically coded the content. We then tabulated the frequency that each
coded theme appeared in the statements. We identified 12 main themes and 18
subthemes before themes and subthemes began repeating and new ones were
not being identified. Based on the frequency with which each theme appeared,
similarities between themes and overlap between subthemes, we identified six
categories that summarized the themes: youth use; nicotine addiction; health
impacts and e-cigarette or vaping use-associated lung injury (EVALI); chemical
exposure; accidental injuries and poisonings; and calls to action.

Discourse Analysis Results

In this section, we discuss the six categories identified in the data from the medical
advocacy organizations’ policy and position statements, focusing on how each theme
was framed in the statements and the frequency with which the ideas appear.

Youth Use

Concern about youth use was the most prevalent theme found in the statements
from medical advocacy organizations, with nearly all statements mentioning
concerns about youth use or noting that people under 21 should not use

e-cigarettes.? Although youth use was a common theme, the intensity with which

the organizations leaned on the theme varied considerably. Some of the statements C%
———

focused most of their attention on the risks associated with youth use and the
need to decrease it, whereas others mentioned that young people should not use
e-cigarettes but did not make it the focus of their position statement.

8.  “Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems (ENDS).” https://www.aafp.org/about/policies/all/electronic-nicotine-delivery-systems.html; Herbst et al. https://
aacrjournals.org/clincancerres/article/28/22/4861/710466/Electronic-Nicotine-Delivery-Systems-An-Updated; “Position Statement: Electronic Cigarette.” https://
www.aarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/statement-of-ecigarette.pdf; “Regulation, Implementation, and Enforcement of Policies Regarding E-Cigarette Use
Across the Life Span.” https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-
Life-Span; “Policy Statement on E-cigarettes.” https://www.acpm.org/getmedia/ab615b59-a492-4cal-8935-79ab05a3cef9/e-cigarettes_policy.pdf.aspx; “Electronic
Cigarettes, Vaping, and Health H-495.972.” https://policysearch.ama-assn.org/policyfinder/detail/e-cigarettes?uri=%2FAMADoc%2FHOD.xml-0-4504.xml; “Public
Policy Statements: E-Cigarettes.” https://www.asam.org/advocacy/public-policy-statements/details/public-policy-statements/2021/08/09/e-cigarettes; “Referred
Resolution: Regulation of E-Cigarettes and Nicotine Vaping Policy Statement.” https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy H455-A-20_ Referred
Resolution-_Regulation_of_E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf; “Public Policy Position — Tobacco and Health.” https://www.lung.org/policy-advocacy/public-

policy-positions/public-policy-position-tobacco; “American Cancer Society Position Statement on Electronic Cigarettes.” https://www.cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-

from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html; “Use of E-cigarettes and Vaping: Position Statement from the Oncology Nursing Society
Regarding E-Cigarettes and Vaping.” https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping;
“Position Statements on e-cigarettes.” https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes; “Position Statement on Vaping.” https://www.
aaap.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Position-Statement-on-Vaping-11.18.19.pdf; “Current Polices: Tobacco Use and Vaping.” https://www.ada.org/about/
governance/current-policies#tobacco.

9.  “Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems (ENDS).” https://www.aafp.org/about/policies/all/electronic-nicotine-delivery-systems.html; Herbst et al. https://
aacrjournals.org/clincancerres/article/28/22/4861/710466/Electronic-Nicotine-Delivery-Systems-An-Updated; “Position Statement: Electronic Cigarette.” https://
www.aarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/statement-of-ecigarette.pdf; “Regulation, Implementation, and Enforcement of Policies Regarding E-Cigarette Use
Across the Life Span.” https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-
Life-Span; “Policy Statement on E-cigarettes.” https://www.acpm.org/getmedia/ab615b59-a492-4cal-8935-79ab05a3cef9/e-cigarettes_policy.pdf.aspx; “Electronic
Cigarettes, Vaping, and Health H-495.972.” https://policysearch.ama-assn.org/policyfinder/detail/e-cigarettes?uri=%2FAMADoc%2FHOD.xml-0-4504.xml; “Public
Policy Statements: E-Cigarettes.” https://www.asam.org/advocacy/public-policy-statements/details/public-policy-statements/2021/08/09/e-cigarettes; “Referred
Resolution: Regulation of E-Cigarettes and Nicotine Vaping Policy Statement.” https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_
Resolution-_Regulation_of E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf; “Public Policy Position — Tobacco and Health.” https://www.lung.org/policy-advocacy/public-

policy-positions/public-policy-position-tobacco; “American Cancer Society Position Statement on Electronic Cigarettes.” https://www.cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-

from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html; “Use of E-cigarettes and Vaping: Position Statement from the Oncology Nursing Society
Regarding E-Cigarettes and Vaping.” https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping;
“Position Statements on e-cigarettes.” https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes; “Position Statement on Vaping.” https://www.aaap.
org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Position-Statement-on-Vaping-11.18.19.pdf.
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The youth-use theme was often linked to other themes. The need to decrease
youth use always justified calls for banning flavored e-cigarettes.'® Nicotine
addiction was another theme that was often, but not always, linked with concerns
about youth use.! The idea that e-cigarette use predisposes people to future
combustible cigarette use, sometimes called the “gateway theory,” was another
theme associated with youth use.'? Subthemes of the youth use theme included
discussion about how exposure to nicotine can produce changes in developing
brains and concerns about reversing progress on decreasing tobacco use.

Nicotine Addiction

About one-half of the statements from medical advocacy organizations mentioned
the risk of nicotine addiction.'® In most cases, nicotine addiction was framed as

a harm in and of itself. While the primary theme among the medical advocacy
organization statements was that nicotine addiction is harmful, there were three
associated subthemes. The first was that high nicotine concentrations in e-cigarette

liquids furthers addiction. Similarly, several statements expressed concern that dual
use (i.e., using combustible cigarettes and e-cigarettes simultaneously) perpetuates

addiction. The other subtheme was that nicotine itself is harmful. The nicotine

addiction theme was often present in conjunction with youth use and health

impacts themes.

10.

11.
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Association. https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span;
“Public Policy Statements: E-Cigarettes.” https://www.asam.org/advocacy/public-policy-statements/details/public-policy-statements/2021/08/09/e-cigarettes;
“Referred Resolution: Regulation of E-Cigarettes and Nicotine Vaping Policy Statement.” https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_
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Health Impacts or EVALI

the discussions and references were fairly vague. Nicotine addiction, as previously

Roughly one-half of the statements referenced different health impacts or EVALI.* (—
Considering the publishing organizations of these statements, it is somewhat

surprising that more statements did not reference health impacts. What was also @@
striking about the statements that did mention health impacts was that many of >

mentioned, was the most common and specific health outcome discussed in the

statements. Beyond nicotine addiction, most of the statements made general

references, such as threats “to the health of users;

” u

cardiovascular and non-cancer

R

lung disease risk;” “DNA damage and inflammation;” “respiratory and cardiac

changes;” and nicotine’s effect on blood pressure, immune function and developing

brains.'® Statements often linked health outcomes and EVALI to other themes,

including youth use (especially nicotine’s effect on developing brains), nicotine

addiction and chemical exposure.'” Although some statements did recognize

that e-cigarettes represent a lower health risk than combustible cigarettes, the

statements still framed the health impacts of e-cigarettes negatively.'®

Chemical Exposure

About one-quarter of the statements discussed chemical exposures associated
with e-cigarettes.'® When discussing chemical exposures and toxicants, most of
the statements referenced the potential health effects or discussed how chemical
exposure from e-cigarettes is lower than that from combustible cigarettes. Within
the chemical exposure theme, there were three subthemes: metals, carcinogens

15.

16.

17.

18.
19.
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and that e-cigarettes result in lower exposure to chemicals than combustible
cigarettes. Chemical exposure was often linked to the theme of health impacts.?

Accidental Injuries and Poisonings —

Slightly more than one-third of the medical advocacy organization statements noted
that e-liquids could result in accidental poisonings or that there had been cases of
e-cigarette devices catching fire or exploding and causing injuries.? In most cases, x

the statements discussed the risk of accidental poisoning in the context of young

children unknowingly consuming an adult’s e-liquid.??

Calls to Action

Most of the statements included at least one call to action. The four main calls

to action were banning non-tobacco-flavored products, banning all e-cigarettes,
limiting the nicotine concentration of e-cigarettes and conducting more research

on the long-term effects of e-cigarette use. Banning non-tobacco-flavored products //

was the most common call to action, with nearly three-quarters of the statements
advocating it.?? The justification for banning flavored products was nearly always

to decrease youth use. Of note, none of the statements mentioned the role \
that flavored products could play in helping adults who smoke transition from
combustible cigarettes to e-cigarettes.?* One organization went further, calling

for a ban on all e-cigarettes.? Limiting the nicotine concentration of e-cigarettes

was another call to action that approximately one-quarter of the statements
suggested.?® This call to action was linked to concerns about youth use and nicotine
addiction. About one-half of the statements also called for additional research into

20.
21.

22.

23.

24.

25.
26.

Ibid.

“Position Statement: Electronic Cigarette.” https://www.aarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/statement-of-ecigarette.pdf; “Regulation, Implementation, and
Enforcement of Policies Regarding E-Cigarette Use Across the Life Span.” https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-
Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span; “Policy Statement on E-cigarettes.” https://www.acpm.org/getmedia/ab615b59-a492-4cal-8935-
79ab05a3cef9/e-cigarettes_policy.pdf.aspx; “Referred Resolution: Regulation of E-Cigarettes and Nicotine Vaping Policy Statement.” https://osteopathic.org/wp-
content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf; “Use of E-cigarettes and Vaping: Position
Statement from the Oncology Nursing Society Regarding E-Cigarettes and Vaping.” https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/
position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping; “Position Statements on e-cigarettes.” https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes.

“Position Statement: Electronic Cigarette.” https://www.aarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/statement-of-ecigarette.pdf; “Regulation, Implementation, and
Enforcement of Policies Regarding E-Cigarette Use Across the Life Span.” https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-
Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span; “Referred Resolution: Regulation of E-Cigarettes and Nicotine Vaping Policy Statement.” https://
osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf; “Use of E-cigarettes
and Vaping: Position Statement from the Oncology Nursing Society Regarding E-Cigarettes and Vaping.” https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-
advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping; “Position Statements on e-cigarettes.” https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-
statements-on-e-cigarettes.

Herbst et al. https://aacrjournals.org/clincancerres/article/28/22/4861/710466/Electronic-Nicotine-Delivery-Systems-An-Updated; “Regulation, Implementation,
and Enforcement of Policies Regarding E-Cigarette Use Across the Life Span.” https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-
Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span; “Public Policy Statements: E-Cigarettes.” https://www.asam.org/advocacy/public-policy-statements/
details/public-policy-statements/2021/08/09/e-cigarettes; “Referred Resolution: Regulation of E-Cigarettes and Nicotine Vaping Policy Statement.” https://
osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf; “Current Polices:
Tobacco Use and Vaping.” https://www.ada.org/about/governance/current-policies#ftobacco; “Public Policy Position — Tobacco and Health.” https://www.lung.
org/policy-advocacy/public-policy-positions/public-policy-position-tobacco; “American Cancer Society Position Statement on Electronic Cigarettes.” https://www.
cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html; “Position Statements on e-cigarettes.” https://www.entnet.
org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes; “Position Statement on Vaping.” https://www.aaap.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Position-Statement-on-
Vaping-11.18.19.pdf.

Christopher Russell et al., “Changing patterns of first e-cigarette flavor used and current flavors used by 20,836 adult frequent e-cigarette users in the USA,” Harm
Reduction Journal 15:33 (June 28, 2018). https://harmreductionjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12954-018-0238-6#Abs1; Shannon Gravely et al.,
“The Association of E-cigarette Flavors With Satisfaction, Enjoyment, and Trying to Quit or Stay Abstinent From Smoking Among Regular Adult Vapers From Canada
and the United States: Findings From the 2018 ITC Four Country Smoking and Vaping Survey,” Nicotine & Tobacco Research 20:10 (October 2020), pp. 1831-1841.
https://academic.oup.com/ntr/article/22/10/1831/5843872?login=true.

“Current Polices: Tobacco Use and Vaping.” https://www.ada.org/about/governance/current-policies#tobacco.

“AACR-ASCO Joint Recommendations for Electronic Nicotine Delivery System Regulations.” https://www.aacr.org/professionals/policy-and-advocacy/tobacco-and-
cancer/policy-positions-and-statements/aacr-asco-joint-recommendations-for-electronic-nicotine-delivery-system-regulations; “American Cancer Society Position
Statement on Electronic Cigarettes.” https://www.cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html; “Position
Statements on e-cigarettes.” https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes.

R Street Policy Study—Analyzing Medical Advocacy Organizations’ Positions on E-cigarettes www.rstreet.org—7


https://www.aarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/statement-of-ecigarette.pdf
https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span
https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span
https://www.acpm.org/getmedia/ab615b59-a492-4ca1-8935-79ab05a3cef9/e-cigarettes_policy.pdf.aspx
https://www.acpm.org/getmedia/ab615b59-a492-4ca1-8935-79ab05a3cef9/e-cigarettes_policy.pdf.aspx
https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of_E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf
https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of_E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf
https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping
https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping
https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes
https://www.aarc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/statement-of-ecigarette.pdf
https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span
https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span
https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of_E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf
https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of_E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf
https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping
https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping
https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes
https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes
https://aacrjournals.org/clincancerres/article/28/22/4861/710466/Electronic-Nicotine-Delivery-Systems-An-Updated
https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span
https://www.apha.org/Policies-and-Advocacy/Public-Health-Policy-Statements/Policy-Database/2021/01/12/E-Cigarette-Use-Across-the-Life-Span
https://www.asam.org/advocacy/public-policy-statements/details/public-policy-statements/2021/08/09/e-cigarettes
https://www.asam.org/advocacy/public-policy-statements/details/public-policy-statements/2021/08/09/e-cigarettes
https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of_E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf
https://osteopathic.org/wp-content/uploads/policies/Policy_H455-A-20_Referred_Resolution-_Regulation_of_E-Cigarettes_and_Nicotine_Vaping.pdf
https://www.ada.org/about/governance/current-policies#tobacco
https://www.lung.org/policy-advocacy/public-policy-positions/public-policy-position-tobacco
https://www.lung.org/policy-advocacy/public-policy-positions/public-policy-position-tobacco
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html
https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes
https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes
https://www.aaap.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Position-Statement-on-Vaping-11.18.19.pdf
https://www.aaap.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Position-Statement-on-Vaping-11.18.19.pdf
https://harmreductionjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12954-018-0238-6#Abs1
https://academic.oup.com/ntr/article/22/10/1831/5843872?login=true
https://www.ada.org/about/governance/current-policies#tobacco
https://www.aacr.org/professionals/policy-and-advocacy/tobacco-and-cancer/policy-positions-and-statements/aacr-asco-joint-recommendations-for-electronic-nicotine-delivery-system-regulations
https://www.aacr.org/professionals/policy-and-advocacy/tobacco-and-cancer/policy-positions-and-statements/aacr-asco-joint-recommendations-for-electronic-nicotine-delivery-system-regulations
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/stay-away-from-tobacco/e-cigarettes-vaping/e-cigarette-position-statement.html
https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes

Street Analyzing Medical Advocacy
Organizations’ Positions on
E-cigarettes
the health effects of e-cigarettes.?”” Most of the statements focused on the need
for long-term evaluations of e-cigarette use on health and their effectiveness as
cessation aids.?®

Evaluating the Statements

Overall, the position and policy statements published by medical advocacy

groups were accurate and underpinned by a reasonable amount of evidence,

but the statements did not always provide a nuanced discussion of the debate
around regulating e-cigarettes. As a result, despite the statements being based

on available evidence and, in many cases, offering a cautious description of how
e-cigarettes affect health, policymakers and the public seem to be focusing on
only one part of the message—that e-cigarettes are more dangerous to individuals
and public health than combustible cigarettes.?® However, this is not an accurate
conclusion.

To help illustrate the subtleties of the science and discourse surrounding
e-cigarettes, this section provides a brief overview of the research on e-cigarettes
that relates to the findings in the discourse analysis. As we evaluate the

medical advocacy groups’ policy and position statements, it is important to first
understand the basic premise of e-cigarettes as a valuable harm reduction tool. By

acknowledging that e-cigarettes can reduce the harm of using combustible tobacco

products for people who smoke, we can better appreciate how they might benefit
individual and public health.

The Role of Nicotine in Smoking-Related Disease

E-cigarettes are a method of delivering nicotine—the addictive chemical in
tobacco—while eliminating or limiting exposure to the chemicals derived from

combusting tobacco leaves.?® Because e-cigarettes do not produce as many of these

chemicals, the general consensus is that they are less harmful than combustible
cigarettes, but they are not harmless (i.e., people who do not already use

combustible tobacco products should not begin to use e-cigarettes).?* A number of
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Despite the statements
being based on available
evidence and, in many
cases, offering a cautious
description of how
e-cigarettes affect health,
policymakers and the
public seem to be focusing
on only one part of the
message—that e-cigarettes
are more dangerous to
individuals and public
health than combustible
cigarettes. However, this is
not an accurate conclusion.
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the medical advocacy organizations in our study acknowledged, to some degree,
that e-cigarettes are less harmful than combustible cigarettes.3?

Nevertheless, many of the statements framed nicotine addiction as a harm in and
of itself, which is not necessarily true. Without a doubt, addiction to any substance
can be distressing, and the majority of people who smoke report that they would
like to stop, but the relationship between nicotine addiction and negative health

impacts is complex.® Separating nicotine consumption from the health harms of
smoking—which is the benefit e-cigarettes offer—makes it possible to see how

nicotine addiction itself is not the primary cause of harm. Rightly or not, some Many of the statements
. . L framed nicotine addiction as
people perceive value from consuming nicotine. Because the adverse consequences a harm in and of itself, which

is not necessarily true. Giving
people an option to consume
pulmonary disease [COPD], heart disease) are likely caused not by nicotine itself, nicotine through less harmful
mechanisms can benefit their
overall health, even if they do

people an option to consume nicotine through less harmful mechanisms can benefit nﬁt quiLconsuming nicotine
altogether.

normally associated with consuming nicotine (i.e., lung cancer, chronic obstructive

but by the mechanism of consumption (i.e., smoking combustable cigarettes), giving

their overall health, even if they do not quit consuming nicotine altogether.?*

Nicotine replacement therapy is evidence of this. Because few serious adverse
events are associated with nicotine replacement therapy, the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) approved label changes that allow individuals to use multiple
nicotine replacement therapy products simultaneously and for longer than 12
weeks, if needed.® If the relative risk of using nicotine in a nicotine replacement
therapy product is sufficiently low that the FDA endorses using these nicotine-
containing products in the longer term to promote cessation, it begs the question
as to why nicotine, on its own, is framed as harmful in many medical advocacy
organizations’ position statements.

Although nicotine is not entirely without negative health effects, the extent to
which these observable effects lead to the manifestation of disease is still a topic
of debate.?® The observable biological changes attributable to nicotine include
increased heart rate and blood pressure; changes to blood vessel, kidney, lung,
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Vaping.” https://www.ons.org/make-difference/ons-center-advocacy-and-health-policy/position-statements/e-cigarettes-and-vaping; “Position Statements on
e-cigarettes.” https://www.entnet.org/resource/position-statements-on-e-cigarettes.

33. “Smoking Cessation: Fast Facts,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, March 21, 2022. https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/cessation/
smoking-cessation-fast-facts/index.html.

34. Kate Kelland, “Is Nicotine All Bad?,” Scientific American, May 19, 2015. https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/is-nicotine-all-bad; “Nicotine Is Why Tobacco
Products Are Addictive.” https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/health-effects-tobacco-use/nicotine-why-tobacco-products-are-addictive; Scott Gottlieb and
Mitchell Zeller, “A Nicotine-Focused Framework for Public Health,” The New England Journal of Medicine 377 (Sept. 21, 2017), pp. 1111-1114. https://www.nejm.
org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1707409; Michael B. Steinberg et al., “Nicotine Risk Misperception Among US Physicians,” Journal of General Internal Medicine 36
(Sept. 1, 2021), pp. 3888-3890. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11606-020-06172-8.

35. “FDA: OK to use nicotine replacement therapies for longer than 12 weeks,” CBS News, April 1, 2013. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/fda-ok-to-use-nicotine-
replacement-therapies-for-longer-than-12-weeks; Lisa M. Fucito et al., “Addressing the Evidence for FDA Nicotine Replacement Therapy Label Changes: A
Policy Statement of the Association for the Treatment of Tobacco Use and Dependence and the Society for Research on Nicotine and Tobacco,” Nicotine &
Tobacco Research 16:7 (July 2014), pp. 909-914. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6281057; Peter N. Lee and Marc W. Fariss, “A systematic
review of possible serious adverse health effects of nicotine replacement therapy,” Archives of Toxicology 91 (2017), pp. 1565-1594. https://link.springer.com/
article/10.1007/s00204-016-1856-y.

36. Patrice Marques et al., “An updated overview of e-cigarette impact on human health,” Respiratory Research 22:151 (May 18, 2021). https://respiratory-
research.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12931-021-01737-5; Emily Banks et al., “Electronic cigarettes and health outcomes: systematic review of global
evidence,” National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health, April 2022. https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/262914/1/
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neurologic and immune-system function; and possibly insulin resistance, which
may in turn increase the risk of type 2 diabetes.?” Nicotine's potential carcinogenic
properties remain unclear.?® Although several studies have suggested that nicotine
itself is a carcinogen, it has not been determined whether nicotine causes cancer
independent of tobacco-leaf combustion.*

E-cigarettes Reduce Exposure to Potentially
Harmful Constituents

The extent to which e-cigarettes are harmful to health is likely correlated less
with nicotine content and more with exposure to other chemicals. Rightly, some
of the statements mentioned that e-cigarettes expose people who vape to some
detrimental chemicals, which include some carcinogens and metals.*® Although
most commercially available e-liquids are made from ingredients like humectants
and flavorings that are generally considered safe for consumption by humans if

used in recommended amounts, few have been rigorously evaluated for their The extent to which
toxicity when inhaled.* Furthermore, the degree of exposure to potentially harmful e-cigarettes are harmful to
. . . health is likely correlated less
constituents varies based on e-cigarette use patterns, such as length of puff; how with nicotine content and
more with exposure to other

hot the heating element gets; the type and concentration of nicotine; the type of chemicals
device; how deeply a person inhales; and how often a person vapes, among other
things, making it difficult to standardize research protocols and compare these

factors in studies.*

Yet returning to the premise of relative-risk reduction, e-cigarettes are generally
regarded as exposing users to fewer potentially harmful constituents than
combustible cigarettes.*® For example, one study found levels of the urinary
metabolites of acrylonitrile, acrolein, propylene oxide, acrylamide and
crotonaldehyde to be up to two times higher among e-cigarette users than they
were among people who did not smoke or use e-cigarettes; however, they were
significantly lower among exclusive e-cigarettes users than among dual e-cigarette
and combustible cigarette users.* Of note, the aforementioned chemicals are all
known to have deleterious effects on human health.* When it comes to exposure to
metals, current research suggests that the use of e-cigarettes may result in similar

37. Neal L. Benowitz, “Emerging Nicotine Delivery Products. Implications for Public Health,” Annals of the American Thoracic Society 11:2 (2014). https://atsjournals.
org/doi/full/10.1513/AnnalsATS.201312-433PS; Maria Esteban-Lopez et al., “Health effects and known pathology associated with the use of E-cigarettes,”
Toxicology Reports 9 (2022), pp. 1357-1368. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214750022001421; Marques et al. https://respiratory-research.
biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12931-021-01737-5; Banks et al. https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/262914/1/Electronic%20
cigarettes%20health%20outcomes%20review_2022_WCAG.pdf.

38. Marques et al. https://respiratory-research.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12931-021-01737-5.

39. Ibid.; Nargiz Travis et al., “Health Effects of Electronic Cigarettes: An Umbrella Review and Methodological Considerations,” International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health 19:15 (July 25, 2022). https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/19/15/9054.

40. Terry Gordon et al., “E-Cigarette Toxicology,” Annual Review of Pharmacology and Toxicology 62 (Jan. 6, 2022). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PM(C9386787.

41. Jeffrey E. Gotts et al., “What are the respiratory effects of e-cigarettes?,” BMJ 366 (Sept. 30, 2019). https://www.bmj.com/content/366/bmj.I15275.long; Gordon et
al. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9386787.

42. Marques et al. https://respiratory-research.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12931-021-01737-5; McNeill et al. https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/
files/194502390/Nicotine_vaping_in_England_2022_report.pdf; Eric Soule et al., “Electronic cigarette use intensity measurement challenges and regulatory
implications,” Tobacco Control 32:1 (2023), pp. 124-129. https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/32/1/124.

43. St. Helen et al. https://aacrjournals.org/cancerpreventionresearch/article/13/2/153/258439/Comparison-of-Systemic-Exposure-to-Toxic-and-or; “About Electronic
Cigarettes (E-Cigarettes).” https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/basic_information/e-cigarettes/about-e-cigarettes.html; Stratton et al., eds., p. 598. https://nap.
nationalacademies.org/catalog/24952/public-health-consequences-of-e-cigarettes; McNeill et al., pp. 40-42. https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/files/194502390/
Nicotine_vaping_in_England_2022_report.pdf.

44, Marques et al. https://respiratory-research.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12931-021-01737-5.

45. 1bid.
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levels of exposure to the use of combustible cigarettes.*® Overall, however, there is a
need for continued research into the toxicology of e-cigarettes.

Effects on Individual and Public Health Outcomes

Because the specific toxicology of e-cigarettes is still being determined, it is

not surprising that many of the statements included vague language about the
specific health risks associated with e-cigarette use.”” The absence of long-term
epidemiologic studies evaluating the effects of these products makes it challenging
to conclusively link them to any single disease.*® Additionally, many diseases
associated with tobacco develop over long periods of time, meaning it would take
many years of use to determine whether e-cigarettes cause disease.*” Furthermore,
the ability to conduct effective long-term studies on e-cigarettes is complicated by
the fact that many of those who use e-cigarettes also currently use or formerly used
combustible cigarettes, which means that studies that are not carefully controlled
may actually be measuring the negative health effects set in motion by smoking
combustible cigarettes, not e-cigarettes.*® Nevertheless, e-cigarettes have been
available in the United States since about 2007, and in the intervening decade

and a half, research has yet to deliver evidence of a causal link between nicotine-
containing e-cigarette use and disease development or progression.>! Therefore,
the statements that do not acknowledge e-cigarettes as a harm reduction tool for
people who smoke are reinforcing the narrative that e-cigarettes are equally or
more harmful than combustible cigarettes.

It is important to note that although long-term studies of the health effects

of e-cigarette use in humans are lacking, studies have shown the activation of
biological processes that could plausibly lead to disease.>? For example, various
changes to the cardiovascular system have been documented among e-cigarette
users, but the degree to which these changes cause heart disease requires further
inquiry.> This is, in part, because any negative effects may be outweighed by the
improvements to blood pressure and vascular function that are gained when

R Street Policy Study
No. 287

May 2023

It is difficult to definitively
establish a causal link between
e-cigarettes and disease;
nevertheless, e-cigarettes have
been available in the United
States since about 2007, and
research has yet to deliver
evidence of a causal link
between nicotine-containing
e-cigarette use and disease
development or progression.
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a person switches from combustibles to e-cigarettes.>* In addition, emerging
evidence suggests that e-cigarette use may be associated with COPD and asthma
exacerbation; however, a causal relationship has yet to be established, and
improvements in these conditions have been seen among people who completely
switch from combustible cigarettes to e-cigarettes.* Finally, e-cigarette use has
been associated with seizures and other neurologic symptoms, but relatively few
cases have been reported and, once again, a causal relationship has not been
established.*® Thus, although the advocacy organizations’ statements did not
explicitly say that e-cigarettes cause disease, some of them addressed this concern
in a vague way that might lead the reader to conclude that causation has been
established.

The most specific health harm discussed in some of the statements was EVALI.>” In
2019 and 2020, there was an outbreak of 2,807 lung-injury cases.>® Ultimately, the
outbreak was found to be strongly associated with vitamin E acetate, an additive to
some THC-containing vaping products.”® Nevertheless, EVALI is often still referenced
when discussing nicotine-containing e-cigarettes. Most of the statements analyzed
for this paper accurately reported that EVALI was strongly linked to THC-containing
vaping products, although several organizations did not mention this distinction.®

Other health harms associated with e-cigarette use mentioned by the medical
advocacy groups include accidental injuries and poisonings. Accidental injuries
include burns and trauma from malfunctioning devices.®! Poisonings most often
result from accidentally or purposefully ingesting or injecting e-liquid.5 A 2020
review documented published reports of traumatic injury and poisoning from
e-cigarettes.®® The review found 126 reported cases, globally, of traumatic injury
from e-cigarettes; however, U.S. burn center reports estimated that there were
2,035 burns or explosion injuries from e-cigarettes between 2015 and 2017.%
Because not every injury results in the medical providers publishing a case report
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in the academic literature, the burn center reports are likely more indicative of the
actual number of this type of injury. As for accidental poisoning, the 2020 review
found six case reports of accidental nicotine poisoning in the United States, noting
that accidental ingestion was observed only in young children and that adult cases
of nicotine poisoning were associated with suicide attempts.®® Although there

are few case reports of poisonings, the U.S. poison control center fielded 17,358
calls between 2010 and 2018 about e-cigarette exposures. This suggests that it
continues to be important to take measures to communicate and mitigate the risk
of accidental injuries and poisonings to the public.®”

Taking all of these considerations together, modeling studies that have looked at
available usage rates have projected that e-cigarette use will result in a net public
health benefit over time.% This is supported by the fact that the FDA has authorized
several e-cigarette products for sale, which required manufacturers to submit

data that showed that their product was “appropriate for the protection of public
health” —a measurement that takes into consideration the net public health benefit
or harm of allowing a product’s sale.®® Nevertheless, although these are positive
indicators regarding the relative harmfulness of e-cigarettes, it is possible that
some currently unknown, deleterious effects may emerge over time. Although the
medical advocacy organization’s statements sometimes acknowledged the potential
benefits of e-cigarettes, they often stressed the harms over the benefits.

E-cigarettes’ Net Public Health Impact: An Off-Ramp or a
Gateway to Smoking?

Net public health impact is an important factor to consider when assessing the
potential value of e-cigarettes in broadly improving population-level health among
those who smoke, and this topic was not explicitly discussed in the medical
advocacy organizations’ statements. In the simplest terms, an estimation of the
net public health harm or benefit from e-cigarettes comprises two key factors:
(1) the difference in toxicity between combustible cigarettes and e-cigarettes; and
(2) the difference between the number of people who quit smoking combustible
cigarettes by using e-cigarettes and the number of people who started using
e-cigarettes who had never previously smoked combustible cigarettes.” Therefore,
to support the position that e-cigarettes offer a net public health benefit, we would
need to demonstrate that they are a valuable harm reduction tool with a reduced
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risk profile compared to combustible cigarettes (which we have done in this paper
and which many of the medical advocacy organizations’ statements suggest)

and we would have to show that the number of people who have switched from
combustible cigarettes to e-cigarettes exceeds the number of people who began
using e-cigarettes and who had not previously smoked combustible cigarettes.

One aspect of the second element of the estimate—establishing e-cigarettes’
potential as smoking-cessation aids—has been supported by several large reports
that have evaluated existing research on this topic. In 2018, a report from the
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine concluded that there
was some limited evidence supporting the use of e-cigarettes as cessation aids.”
Similarly, a 2022 Australian Department of Health report concluded that, in a
clinical setting, there was some evidence that e-cigarettes using freebase nicotine
may be more effective as cessation aids than existing nicotine replacement therapy
and that nicotine-containing e-cigarettes may be more effective for cessation than

no intervention or usual care.” Finally, a 2022 Cochrane review concluded with @
high certainty that the use of nicotine-containing e-cigarettes increased the rate
of successfully quitting smoking compared to traditional nicotine replacement '

73 . . .
therapy.” The review also concluded with moderate certainty that there were E-cigarettes:
higher quit rates among people who used nicotine-containing e-cigarettes than Gateway or Offramp?

there were among those who used non-nicotine-containing e-cigarettes.’ Still, it is A 2022 Cochrane review
concluded with high certainty
that the use of nicotine-

device, which many of the statements mention.”® containing e-cigarettes
increased the rate of
successfully quitting smoking
compared to traditional nicotine
a concern that garners significant attention from policymakers and the public: replacement therapy.

important to note that no e-cigarette has been approved by the FDA as a cessation

Another factor in determining the net public health benefit of e-cigarettes is

the risk that previously never-smoking people—especially youth—will begin

using e-cigarettes. This is a valid concern, but many of the medical advocacy
organizations’ statements had not been updated with current relevant data at the
time of our review. Although e-cigarette use rates among youth are still higher

than ideal, youth use of e-cigarettes appears to be decreasing—enough so that the
director of the FDA’s Center for Tobacco Products recently noted that the agency
has not used the term “epidemic” in reference to youth use since he was appointed
in 2022.7 To cite the statistics, in 2022, the Monitoring the Future survey found that
7.1, 14.2 and 20.7 percent of 8th, 10th and 12th grade students had vaped nicotine
in the preceding 30 days, respectively.”” These numbers have come down from the
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peaks for 10th and 12th graders in 2019 of 19.9 and 25.5 percent, respectively.” The
peak for 8th graders occurred in 2020 and was 10.5 percent.” Another nationally
representative survey, the National Youth Tobacco Survey (NYTS), showed similar
declines in vaping among young people.® It showed that in 2018, 20.8 percent of
high school students reported using an e-cigarette at least once in the preceding
month compared to 14.1 percent in 2022.8! However, a study that stratified the
NYTS data by smoking status (i.e., never, former or current smoking) found a much
higher percentage of high school students who currently or formerly smoked are
current e-cigarette users than never-smoking high school students.?? The same
study reported that just 7 percent of high school never-smokers used e-cigarettes

more than five days per month.® Taken together, this study’s findings suggest that _
the majority of high school students who vape are also using or have previously The question of whether
used combustible cigarettes. The study does not offer data on why each subgroup e-cigarette use leads to

) o ) combustible cigarette smoking
of students chooses to use e-cigarettes, but it is possible that the students who is important. Studies assessing

this possibility show mixed

currently or formerly smoke are using e-cigarettes to transition from combustible results

cigarettes, which would reduce their risk of smoking-related illness.

The related question of whether e-cigarette use leads to combustible cigarette
smoking is also important. Studies assessing this possibility show mixed results.?* To
highlight a few, a 2019 study examining population-level trends in youth smoking
found that the rate of decline in youth smoking accelerated after e-cigarettes
became readily available.®® One plausible explanation for this observation is

that e-cigarettes may be diverting youth from smoking combustible products.®
Conversely, a 2022 study using different methods found that the rate of decline in
youth cigarette smoking slowed after e-cigarettes became readily available, which
the authors noted could be taken as evidence of a population-level gateway effect.®’
Still another study found that after e-cigarettes became readily available, the rate of
decline in past-30-day smoking decreased, whereas the rate of decline in ever use
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of combustible cigarettes accelerated.® It is also worth noting that youth smoking
is at or near its lowest recorded level in the United States.® Taking all of this into
consideration, there is insufficient evidence to conclude whether e-cigarettes are a
gateway to smoking at the population level.

Social and Political Implications of These Statements

Medical advocacy organizations are authoritative organizations that influence
policy and public opinion. The statements these organizations have produced about
e-cigarettes are, on the whole, evidence-based and accurate. However, the tone

and framing that are used (i.e., neutral vs. urgent tones; focused on youth uptake
vs. more general framing) impact the message that permeates the crowded public The statements

. . . . . . medical advocacy
discourse on this topic. For example, although the estimation of net public health organizations have produced

benefit or harm from e-cigarettes takes three main components into account— about e-cigarettes are, on
the whole, evidence-based

one of which considers the effect of youth use— youth use often drives the policy
and accurate. However, the

recommendations and tone in the statements.® tone and framing that are
used impact the message

Youth Use: The Center Point of the Tobacco that permeates the crowded

Control Conversation public discourse on this
topic.

Interestingly, although some medical advocacy organizations produced statements
before 2018, several organization published their statements on e-cigarettes in
2019.%! This corresponds roughly with the release of a Surgeon General’s advisory
statement on Dec. 18, 2018 that emphasized “the importance of protecting

our children from a lifetime of nicotine addiction and associated health risks by
immediately addressing the epidemic of youth e-cigarette use.”*? It is therefore
possible that this advisory statement compelled some organizations to produce
statements on e-cigarettes and thus affected the tone and framing used.

Since the time youth use was declared an epidemic, there have been presidential
roundtables and multiple congressional hearings related to e-cigarettes.?® The
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presidential roundtable resulted in a ban on all non-tobacco or menthol-flavored,
pod-based e-cigarette products.®* Additionally, many states and localities enacted
or proposed banning all non-tobacco-flavored e-cigarette products.®® Similarly,
legislation to limit nicotine content has also been proposed.®® This shows how
political discourse can interact with medical discourse and contribute to the public
visibility of an issue.

Perception Is Reality: Incorrect Perceptions May Adversely
Affect Behavior

It is possible that the discourse put out by medical advocacy, in combination with
media coverage and the policy environment, has played a part in shifting the

public opinion on e-cigarettes. Between 2012 and 2018, the percentage of adults
who perceived e-cigarettes as being more harmful or much more harmful than
combustible cigarettes substantially increased from 1.3 or 2.8 percent, depending

on the survey, to 8 percent.”” Additionally, by 2018, 43 percent perceived the two
products as equally harmful, up from about 36 percent.? There is also some evidence
suggesting that the EVALI outbreak soured public perception of e-cigarettes even
further. One 2020 study of patients from University of Missouri clinics found that 55.1
percent thought that e-cigarettes were less safe than combustible cigarettes.*® This
study was conducted shortly after the EVALI outbreak.®

Importantly, it is not just the public’s opinion that is influenced by medical advocacy
organizations’ positions. Medical providers are perhaps even more aware of the
stances taken by these organizations and may be primed to consider any product
that delivers nicotine as harmful. One survey of physicians conducted in 2021 found
that more than three-quarters agreed or strongly agreed that nicotine, on its own,
directly contributes to the development of COPD and cancer, whereas about 90
percent agreed or strongly agreed with that statement for cardiovascular disease.’*

These misperceptions about nicotine’s direct health effects may impact patient
care. One survey found that more than 60 percent of physicians believed all tobacco
products were equally harmful.®? The same survey found that about 40 percent of
physicians believed that the cessation of combustible tobacco use should be the
goal, even if it meant switching to a less harmful product, yet only 21.7 percent

of physicians had ever recommended an e-cigarette to a patient.’® These beliefs
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and behaviors could translate to patients perceiving that their physicians hold
stigmatized beliefs about smoking and e-cigarette use, which could lead some
patients to withhold information about their tobacco use.'® In the context of
the medical advocacy organization statements, our findings suggest that their
messaging about relative risk is not reshaping physicians’ beliefs about nicotine
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or e-cigarettes’ harm reduction potential, given that few statements thoroughly
discussed their risk relative to combustible cigarettes.

Lost in Translation: With E-cigarettes, the Details Matter

Of note, the nuanced details that do exist in the statements tend to get lost when

they are translated by the media and consumed by the public. For example, studies :
have estimated that news coverage of EVALI correlated with a 21 to 30 percent A =S g == z
decline in e-cigarette sales in the weeks that followed the Centers for Disease Although some of the medical

. . . advocacy organizations
Control and Prevention’s announcement of the outbreak.' Similarly, a working acknowIqug that e-cigarettes
paper by the National Bureau of Economic Research reported that the probability are likely less harmful than
. . . . . combustible cigarettes, this
of perceiving e-cigarettes as more harmful than combustible cigarettes increased is not breaking through to the

media, policymakers and other

H 106
by 15.9 percentage points after news broke about EVALI.'® The paper also reported organizations.

that this change in perception remained higher than before the outbreak was
announced even after it was determined that EVALI was associated with tainted
THC-containing vaping products.'®” Although most of the medical advocacy
organization statements accurately attributed EVALI to tainted THC-containing
vaping products, the statements still expressed concern about possible lung injury
from nicotine-containing e-cigarettes, which may have contributed to the media’s
increased reporting on the dangers of vaping any substance during the EVALI
outbreak.'®®

Similarly, although some of the medical advocacy organizations acknowledge that
e-cigarettes are likely less harmful than combustible cigarettes, this message is

not breaking through the opposite rhetoric coming from the media, policymakers
and other organizations.'® In fact, one study that analyzed media coverage about
e-cigarettes in 2019 found that e-cigarette stories peaked during the height of the
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EVALI outbreak and that articles that mentioned EVALI were significantly less likely to
discuss e-cigarettes being less risky than combustible cigarettes compared to articles
that did not mention EVALL.*° Although evidence suggests that media portrayals of
the relative risk of e-cigarettes lack important specificity and that public opinion has
trended toward inaccurate perceptions of risk, there has been little visible effort by

medical advocacy organizations to correct these phenomena.!** One indication of
this is that many of the statements have not been updated since at least 2020, which

coincides with the year the EVALI outbreak subsided.**? I;. AC‘T‘ :

In summary, the medical advocacy organizations’ statements show many similarities
to the current policy landscape and public discourse around e-cigarettes. Many

statements call for a ban on non-tobacco-flavored e-cigarettes and nicotine

concentration limits, both of which have been proposed or passed at the federal, Although evidence suggests
that media portrayals of the

state and local levels.'® Similarly, youth use remains the greatest concern of many relative risk of e-cigarettes

policymakers, as it was in many of the statements.** These similarities demonstrate lack important specificity and
. . . ) that public opinion has trended
how important it is that medical advocacy groups’ statements be conveyed to the toward inaccurate perceptions
public and policymakers in a complete and unemotional way to avoid missing the of risk, there has been little
. . visible effort by medical
key components of a complicated, multifaceted debate. advocacy organizations to

correct these phenomena.

Points for Consideration

In one regard, the cautious statements about e-cigarettes’ potential as cessation
aids and less hazardous products can be understood. Without the long history of
research documenting the harms of e-cigarettes, it is nearly impossible to make
definitive claims about the health and social impacts of e-cigarettes. Given this
issue, one of the most common and important themes among all of the statements
was a call for further research into the health effects of e-cigarettes and their utility
as a cessation aid.'*® Indeed, it is vital to continue building our understanding of
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e-cigarettes’ health effects and public health impact, and well-designed, high-quality
studies are critical. This is something that medical advocacy organizations should
emphasize when they call for more research.

In addition, studying e-cigarettes’ effects can be complicated for several reasons.
First, illnesses caused by smoking combustible cigarettes take decades to develop.
Because e-cigarettes expose users to fewer carcinogens and toxins, it is likely that
any grave health harms from e-cigarettes will take as long, if not longer, to develop
than combustible-cigarette-related illnesses. Although studies that assess harm in
mice and cell cultures can offer hints as to the long-term effects of e-cigarette use,
long-term, epidemiologic studies are necessary to confirm the effects on human
health outcomes. Furthermore, these studies can be challenging to interpret
because many people who use e-cigarettes are current or former smokers, which
can cause confounding results, as combustible cigarettes cause many of the same

health outcomes that researchers are trying to link to e-cigarette use.*® These are

Another facet of tobacco

just a few of the considerations to study design that organizations calling for more control is public education,

and medical advocacy
organizations have an
opportunity to make sure
Another facet of tobacco control is public education, and medical advocacy public-facing education is clear,
complete and accurate.

research could recommend be addressed.

organizations have an opportunity to make sure public-facing education is clear,
complete and accurate. Ensuring that public education campaigns are factual and
reaching the desired audiences (i.e., youth) without having unintended effects

on other audiences (i.e., adults who smoke and might benefit from switching to
e-cigarettes) is important to maximizing the potential public health benefits of
e-cigarettes. One of the marketing restrictions for e-cigarettes is that they cannot
be marketed with claims about having a modified risk profile unless the statements
are authorized by the FDA, and they cannot be marketed as cessation aids unless
they have been approved as such through the FDA’s Center for Drug Evaluation and
Research.''” At this time, no e-cigarette product has received either designation;
however, it is possible that one or more e-cigarette products will achieve one

or both of these designations in the future.!*® If this occurs, medical advocacy
organizations and governmental organizations should develop public education
campaigns and tailor their messages to different audiences to include information
about relative risk and cessation potential based on how e-cigarette use could harm
or benefit them.

When it comes to using e-cigarettes as cessation aids, another organization that can
guide practice is the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force. Currently, the organization
has concluded that there is insufficient evidence to recommend e-cigarettes as

cessation aids.' This organization can continue to evaluate the evidence associated

116. Stratton et al., eds. https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/24952/public-health-consequences-of-e-cigarettes.

117. “Deeming Tobacco Products To Be Subject to the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act, as Amended by the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act;
Restrictions on the Sale and Distribution of Tobacco Products and Required Warning Statements for Tobacco Products,” Federal Register, May 10, 2016. https://
www.federalregister.gov/documents/2016/05/10/2016-10685/deeming-tobacco-products-to-be-subject-to-the-federal-food-drug-and-cosmetic-act-as-amended-
by-the.

118. Ibid.

119. “Tobacco Smoking Cessation in Adults, Including Pregnant Persons: Interventions,” U.S. Preventive Services Task Force, Jan. 19, 2021. https://www.
uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/uspstf/recommendation/tobacco-use-in-adults-and-pregnant-women-counseling-and-interventions.
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with e-cigarette use for cessation and evolve their guidelines as additional evidence
becomes available. Medical advocacy organizations have a role to play in this as
thought leaders and arbiters of public opinion. Their public education campaigns
should evolve with the current evidence, FDA authorizations and U.S. Preventive
Services Task Force guidelines.

Finally, although medical advocacy organizations have a role to play in the discourse
around e-cigarettes, they are not solely responsible for influencing public opinion.
Governmental organizations must also be involved in correcting misinformation
and providing comprehensive assessments of relative risk. Because medical
advocacy organizations can influence policy, these organizations can use their

clout to encourage policymakers to take a measured, evidence-based stance when
legislating public health matters.

Conclusion

Historically, tobacco control policy has been straightforward from a medical
perspective: do not start smoking and, if you already smoke, try your best to quit
as soon as possible. The development of e-cigarettes complicated this messaging
while also offering a new opportunity to improve health outcomes for people

who smoke. It is promising that some medical advocacy organizations recognize
the harm reduction potential of e-cigarettes; however, there is still skepticism to
overcome. Evaluating the official statements of medical advocacy organizations
demonstrates how the discourse produced by these organizations can manifest

in public perception and policy. In the current climate where both public risk
misperceptions and tobacco control policy seem to have discounted e-cigarettes

as a harm reduction strategy, there is a continued need for high-quality research
confirming e-cigarettes’ reduced relative-risk profile and potential as cessation aids.
It is also important that policymakers and the public understand that the statements
from medical advocacy organizations sometimes lack the necessary nuance and
must be interpreted within the context of multiple social factors. Understanding
the patterns and social impact of the discourse produced by medical advocacy
organizations demonstrates how important it is to carefully communicate complex
health concepts to avoid the spread of misconceptions.
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