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Executive summary
Vaping is an innovative harm reduction tool that has been recognized as a safer alter-
native to smoking by Public Health England, Cancer Research UK, Ministry of Health 
New Zealand, among many others. Millions of smokers globally choose vaping as a 
means of quitting smoking. Despite its indisputable successes in bringing about the 
end of the smoking epidemic, vaping is subject to a wide array of myths. Understan-
ding the prevalence of these myths, as well as the fundamental beliefs surrounding 
them, is key to breaking the stigma surrounding vaping.

This report presents the findings of two nationwide surveys on harm reduction in 
Germany and France. The report consists of 30 interviews with general practitioners 
and a quantitative survey of 862 French and German smokers. The main goal of this 
study is to gain a greater insight into misperceptions about vaping, their impact, and 
to understand how to address them.

In addition to our own research, we compared these findings with international studies 
on vaping and nicotine misperceptions drawn from several countries. Taken together, 
this shows fundamental and pervasive lack of knowledge surrounding the topic of 
tobacco harm reduction  — including the very meaning of harm reduction, the impor-
tance of nicotine alternatives, and misperceptions of the effects of nicotine itself. Mo-
reover, current policies ignore the public health benefits that come with a strategy cen-
tered on minimizing harm. Current cessation approaches focused on outright quitting 
or altering smokers’ behavior have proven unsuccessful and have left their intended 
beneficiaries down. By contrast, campaigns to quit smoking are far more likely to be 
successful when they focus on the inclusion of alternatives such as vaping.

The report recommends engaging in more robust and scientifically-informed commu-
nication with smokers about the real risks involved in smoking as well as informing 
the latter about possible substitutes for consuming nicotine. Furthermore, future regu-
latory measures should be risk-based, encouraging doctors and smokers to seek out 
less detrimental alternatives to classic cigarettes. 
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Introduction
Millions of smokers have quit smoking thanks to vaping and similarly less harmful 
alternatives to smoking. While it is estimated that more than 80 million people worldwide 
are vaping, the regulatory burden on these products is intensifying.

Traditional anti-smoking policies such as tobacco taxes, advertising and marketing 
bans, and high taxation, to name a few, have had only limited success thus far. 
Although commendable, these policy measures clearly haven’t brought about the 
desired outcomes. In the European Union alone, smoking-induced illnesses take 
nearly 700,000 lives every year. As conventional policies have failed to drive down 
this staggering number, new innovations have entered the market. Less harmful 
alternatives such as vaping, nicotine pouches, and snus helped millions of people 
worldwide to quit smoking.  

However, the myths about vaping and nicotine have gotten in the way of embracing 
harm reduction by many governments. As we discovered during our study, these myths 
are deeply rooted in the hearts and minds of consumers, doctors, and policymakers. 
To address the misperceptions around vaping, it is important to review them.

1. Lack of knowledge about harm reduction 
among doctors

Survey results: 
Only three out of 15 doctors in Germany say they know the term harm reduction at all. 
In France, the majority of surveyed doctors know the term. Additionally, the majority 
of German doctors do not perceive vaping products as a harm-reduction tool while in 
France more doctors perceive vaping products as a harm-reduction tool. Though, in 
both Germany and France, the surveyed general practitioners point out that vaping 
causes less harm than traditional cigarettes, but according to them it is still harmful to 
health, and stress that its long-term effects are uncertain. Overall, German and French 
GPs are consistently skeptical about vaping and say they only recommend it to their 
patients when all other methods of helping them quit didn’t work. Only a few doctors 
perceive vaping as a harm reduction tool because it has less harmful substances and 
because it gives patients who need to preserve a ritual of smoking an opportunity to 
smoke something other than cigarettes.

https://gsthr.org/briefing-papers/82-million-vapers-worldwide-in-2021-the-gsthr-estimate/
https://gsthr.org/briefing-papers/82-million-vapers-worldwide-in-2021-the-gsthr-estimate/
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International findings: 
According to a Rutgers University study in the United States, more than 60% of doctors 
interviewed believed that all nicotine products — including tobacco-free products 
such as vaping — are equally harmful. This makes them less likely to recommend 
e-cigarettes for people trying to quit smoking. In the 2018-2019 study, more than 2,000 
doctors were asked whether they would advise patients to switch to e-cigarettes. One 
in four physicians discouraged all use of e-cigarettes and only 22% recommended the 
products. 

Consequences:
These results show that too many GPs are still following the “quit or die” approach, 
and that there is a lack of information about less harmful alternatives. Tobacco Harm 
Reduction must become part of modern medical education. Vaping alone has the 
potential to help 19 million smokers in Europe and 200 million worldwide to quit 
smoking. Vaping is a 95% less harmful alternative to conventional cigarettes. The 
lack of knowledge about new nicotine products shows that there is a need for a better 
understanding of the actual risks of different products and engagement with the issue.

The facts: 
• Public Health England stated that vaping is 95% less harmful than smoking.
• Dr. William E Stephens of St. Andrews University showed that the risk of cancer 

from e-cigarettes compared to that from smoking is less than half a percent.
• The Royal College of Physicians summarized the role of vaping the following 

way: “E-Cigarettes meet many of the criteria for an ideal tobacco harm-reduction 
product. [...], they can in principle deliver a high dose of nicotine, in the absence 
of the vast majority of the harmful constituents of tobacco smoke [...].”

• Vaping is a net public health benefit according to numerous studies: “The overall 
benefits of vaping are considerably greater than the harms and are likely to 
improve public health.” 

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2791164
https://worldvapersalliance.com/eu/lets-save-19-million-lives-together/
https://worldvapersalliance.com/fi/world-vapers-alliance-back-vaping-to-beat-smoking-and-to-save-200-million-lives/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/e-cigarettes-an-evidence-update
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/733022/Ecigarettes_an_evidence_update_A_report_commissioned_by_Public_Health_England_FINAL.pdf
https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/27/1/10
https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/27/1/10
https://colinmendelsohn.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Mendelsohn-Wodak-Hall-Borland.-A-critical-analysis-of-Ecigs-and-health-outcomes-systematic-review-of-global-evidence.-DAR-2022.pdf
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2. Lack of knowledge on alternatives and 
erroneous harm perspectives among all 

stakeholders 
Study results: 
33% of smokers in France and 43% in Germany say that vaping is as harmful or 
more harmful than cigarettes and 6% of smokers in France and 21% of smokers 
in Germany say they don’t even know what vaping is. 37% in France and 40% in 
Germany say vaping should be regulated in the same way as traditional cigarettes, 
and about 10% in both countries say that it should be regulated stricter compared to 
traditional cigarettes.   

While 9% of smokers in both countries wrongly consider vaping the most harmful 
nicotine product, a staggering 11% of smokers perceive cigarettes as the least harmful 
product. 47% of German smokers and 54% of French smokers consider vaping the 
least harmful nicotine product. At the same time, more than half of smokers in both 
countries would like to learn more about vaping.

International findings: 
A survey of smokers and ex-smokers in Great Britain in 2012, 2013 and 2014, found 
a decrease in the proportion of respondents accurately perceiving e-cigarettes to be 
less harmful than cigarettes between 2013 and 2014 (Brose et al., 2015). 

Similar results were replicated in the United States, where two nationally representative 
multiyear cross-sectional surveys of US adults found that the number of those who 
perceived e-cigarettes to be as harmful or more harmful than cigarettes increased 
substantially from 2012 to 2017 (Huang et al., 2019). The US National Cancer Institute 
HINTS survey confirms those findings: almost 62% of people surveyed say vaping is 
more or as harmful as smoking, while only 2.6% have an accurate perception saying 
vaping is “much less harmful”. A brand new paper about perceived relative risks of 
vaping among smokers in the US found that 83% think vaping is at least as harmful 
as smoking and even 34% of former smokers who switched completly to vaping 
believe the same. Therefore, the authors concluded that “addressing the growing 
mispersception about ENDS [e-cigarettes] hast the potential to crontibute to public 
health by encouraging smokers’ switching to ENDS”.
In Germany, the misconception about relative harms between vaping and smoking 

https://hints.cancer.gov/view-questions-topics/question-details.aspx?red=1&qid=1282&PK_Cycle=8
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36123722/
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is even higher among the general public than among smokers: more than half of the 
population believes vaping is at least as harmful as smoking. 

In Brazil, a survey from 2017 found that 23% of people believed vaping is equally or 
more dangerous than smoking, but almost a third stated that they didn’t know. 

Misconceptions among politicians:
Many European politicians have little or no knowledge of any type of new nicotine 
product. ECigIntelligence surveyed Members of the European Parliament (MEP) 
and the results show that many MEPs are misinformed or uninformed about vaping 
and other less harmful alternatives to smoking. More than a third of MEPs have no 
knowledge of any type of new nicotine product (vaping, heated tobacco, nicotine 
pouches), and over one in ten are not even aware of any of them. 28% believe that 
vaping is as harmful or more harmful than smoking and a further 18% don’t know at 
all.

Consequences:
Misinformation about vaping is widespread. Even though it is well established that 
it is less harmful than smoking, a substantial amount of smokers, politicians and the 
general public are misinformed. This is a massive problem for public health. This 
misinformation hinders millions of smokers from switching to less harmful 
alternatives and leads to the implementation of detrimental regulation. Therefore, 
we need science-based risk communication addressed to smokers, but also the 
general public, practitioners and policymakers.

https://www.bfr.bund.de/cm/350/bfr-verbrauchermonitor-2019-spezial-e-zigaretten.pdf
http://cadernos.ensp.fiocruz.br/csp/artigo/216/conhecimento-e-uso-de-cigarros-eletronicos-e-percepcao-de-risco-no-brasil-resultados-de-um-pais-com-requisitos-regulatorios-rigidos
https://ecigintelligence.com/how-have-meps-changed-in-their-views-about-new-nicotine-products/
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The facts: 
• Professor Jacob George (University of Dundee) found that smokers who switch 

to vaping “demonstrate significant improvement in vascular health”. A similar 
study found that “e-cigarettes offer similar vascular health benefits to that of 
NRT.”

• A recent study successfully replicates three key studies comparing the toxicity 
of cigarette smoke and vaping vapor to conclude that vaping possesses 
“substantially reduced toxicity” compared to smoking.

3. Misconceptions about nicotine
Survey results: 
69% of smokers in France and 74% of smokers in Germany believe nicotine causes 
cancer. The majority of doctors in both countries also have a negative attitude towards 
nicotine because of its addictive potential and consider it harmful to health. In particular, 
doctors listed a number of health problems which they associated with nicotine use, 
such as lung damage.

A minority of doctors has a neutral or positive attitude to nicotine and say it is relatively 
harmless and/or mention the positive effects. Only a few doctors are aware of any 
recent studies on nicotine or its benefits but almost all doctors are interested in such 
studies and would like to know more about it. 

International findings:
Public perception when it comes to nicotine is unfortunately distorted. In the United 
States, 57% of survey respondents falsely agreed with the statement “nicotine in 
cigarettes is the substance that causes most of the cancer caused by smoking” and 
even 80% of physicians falsely believe that nicotine causes cancer. Another survey in 
the UK found that four in ten smokers mistakenly believe that nicotine causes cancer 
(Public Health England, 2018).

Consequences:
People consume nicotine, but they die from smoking. Many consumers and doctors 
mistakenly believe that nicotine causes various illnesses, while it is proven that the 
many other toxins in smoking are the reason for them. This misinformation leads many 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0735109719381938
https://www.mdpi.com/2079-7737/10/11/1208
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-03310-y
https://hints.cancer.gov/view-questions-topics/question-details.aspx?nq=1&qid=1514
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11606-020-06172-8/tables/2
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smokers to not try switching vaping and doctors to not recommend it to smokers, 
which has detrimental effects on public health. The British National Health Service 
follows a pragmatic approach towards nicotine consumption and vaping by stating 
that: “While nicotine is the addictive substance in cigarettes, it’s relatively harmless. 
Almost all of the harm from smoking comes from the thousands of other chemicals in 
tobacco smoke, many of which are toxic.”

The facts:
• Yorkshire Cancer Research states: “Nicotine is not the cause of death from 

smoking. Nicotine is not a carcinogen; there is no evidence that sustained 
use of nicotine alone increases the risk of cancer. Of the three main causes of 
death from smoking (lung cancer, Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease and 
cardiovascular disease), none are caused by nicotine. The harm from smoking 
comes from the thousands of other chemicals in tobacco smoke.” 

• Smokers who switch to vaping improve their health no matter if they keep 
consuming nicotine or not, according to a recent study from professor Jacob 
George 

• According to a recent study, nicotine is an important factor in whether smokers 
are able to switch. The authors found that vaping “with nicotine delivery 
approaching that of a cigarette are more effective in helping ambivalent smokers 
to quit cigarette smoking.”

https://yorkshirecancerresearch.org.uk/news/the-truth-about-vaping
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0735109719381938
https://academic.oup.com/ntr/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/ntr/ntab247/6444300?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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4. Traditional smoking cessation fails
Survey results:
More than half of smokers would like to quit smoking and about four-fifths of smokers 
in both countries have tried to quit smoking. Out of those who tried giving up on 
smoking, 44% in France and 22% in Germany have tried some form of traditional 
nicotine replacement therapy. 

At the same time, 29% and 45% of smokers in France and Germany respectively 
haven’t received any doctor’s advice on smoking and only 30% of smokers in France 
and only 15% of smokers in Germany say that the doctor’s advice on smoking 
cessation has been helpful. Most of the smokers feel left alone in their quest to give up 
cigarettes. 62% of smokers in France and 53% in Germany believe that anti-smoking 
policies ignore how difficult it is to stop smoking.
At the same time, almost all the doctors in both countries recommend nicotine gums, 
patches, or pastilles, while there is no unanimous opinion about the effectiveness of 
these tools and alternatives such as vaping.

International findings:
In the EU, more than three quarters of those who have stopped smoking, or tried to 
quit, did not seek any assistance. 13% tried NRT and only 11% used e-cigarettes or 
similar products (p. 111). Those who have at least tried vaping are more likely to have 
attempted to quit smoking in the last 12 months (20-27% compared with 11% of those 
who have never used e-cigarettes) and less likely to have never tried to quit smoking 
(p.109). A survey found out that only 7% of Mexican vapers switched thanks to the 
advice of a healthcare professional.

Consequences:
The data show the public health benefits of a harm reduction strategy. Most smokers 
who want to quit fail and many smokers feel that current anti-smoking policies are 
ignoring this fact. To succeed, we must give people as many options as possible to 
find their own best way to quit. This must include vaping and other products designed 
to minimize harm. 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2240
https://thr.ams3.digitaloceanspaces.com/pdfs/Country-Reports.zip
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The facts: 
• Out of 100 people trying to quit cold turkey only 3-5 succeed.
• According to a Queen Mary University clinical trial, vaping is twice as effective 

for quitting smoking as nicotine replacement therapies.
• In contrast to gums and patches, vaping even helps people with no intention to 

quit smoking, this recent study found. They also found that daily vapers were 
eight times as likely as non-vapers to quit and nearly 10 times as likely to stop 
smoking every day.

• According to Colin Mendelsohn (University of New South Wales, Sydney) 
countries that adopt harm reduction policies see better results in reducing 
smoking rates. In the UK, smoking rates have fallen by 25% since 2013 (when 
vaping became popular). By contrast, in Australia, which has some of the world’s 
toughest vaping regulations, smoking rates fell by just 8% in the same period.

5. Vaping as a smoking cessation aid
Survey results:
About half of respondents in both countries (54% in France and 51% in Germany) say 
the ritual of inhaling is the main reason why they continue to smoke. Nevertheless, 
many doctors don’t recommend vaping because it “doesn’t break the habit”. 43% of 
smokers of traditional cigarettes in France and 25% in Germany also regularly vape. 
The higher share of dual users in France seems to cause French smokers to smoke 
fewer cigarettes a day compared to German smokers.

https://excommunity.becomeanex.org/t5/Mayo-Clinic-Blog/Does-Cold-Turkey-Work-Best/ba-p/985030
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/media/news/2019/smd/e-cigarettes-more-effective-than-nicotine-replacement-therapies-finds-major-uk-clinical-trial.html
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2787453
https://www.athra.org.au/blog/2020/07/16/national-survey-suggests-vaping-is-reducing-smoking-in-australia/
https://www.athra.org.au/blog/2020/07/16/national-survey-suggests-vaping-is-reducing-smoking-in-australia/
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International findings:
According to the latest Eurobarometer, only two in ten of those with no or little 
experience with e-cigarettes believe e-cigarettes or heated tobacco products help 
tobacco smokers quit (26% in France and 11% in Germany). On a country comparison, 
the UK — where vaping is fully endorsed by public health — stands out with more 
than 50% of respondents believing vaping is a helpful smoking cessation aid. (p.117-
118). Research from Taiwan and Malaysia mirror the findings from the UK. 

Consequences:
Smokers are not satisfied with traditional cessation methods and therefore look to 
vaping as a means of quitting. One of the main reasons why vaping works as a cessation 
method is the fact that it allows to keep the ritual of smoking, but lowers the health 
risks significantly at the same time. Smokers’ addiction is based on a combination of 
nicotine and other ingredients of tobacco smoke together with conditioned behaviour 
[the so-called ‘smoking ritual’] like the coffee break, the inhalation process, or even 
putting something between the lips. Therefore, it is worrying that doctors seem to 
focus more on the ritual than the harm that smoking causes. 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2240
https://media.thr.net/strapi/09f66e46aa2c671e4dd586b330a5736d.pdf
https://media.thr.net/strapi/2838a18d1919be4bd75dd9300a2b3df5.pdf
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The facts: 
• Vaping is a recommended means of quitting for smokers in France. Outside 

of the EU, the United Kingdom, Health Canada and New Zealand’s Ministry of 
Health also recommend vaping to smokers hoping to quit. 

• According to researchers from the University of Geneva and Virginia 
Commonwealth University, former smokers who switch to vaping are less 
dependent on e-cigarettes than long-term users of nicotine gum were dependent 
on the gum.

• The Royal College of Physicians stated that “the addiction potential of currently 
available e-cigarettes is likely to be low. NRT and e-cigarettes may satisfy 
smokers who are already using nicotine, but they have little appeal for never-
smokers.”

Conclusion:
Our survey findings from Germany and France demonstrate a significant gap between 
scientific facts about vaping and nicotine and the perceptions of both smokers and 
medical professionals in these two countries. The degree of information and education 
around these two topics is slightly more developed in France compared to neighboring 
Germany. Comparing it with similar studies conducted in other parts of the world, we 
can conclude that this is unfortunately a global phenomenon.

Unsurprisingly, accurate information on vaping is more prevalent in the United Kingdom 
than in most other countries. This seems to be key to the UK’s successful tobacco 
harm reduction strategy.

Tobacco harm reduction has proven to be the most successful smoking cessation 
strategy. Ignorance and false claims have slowed down and sometimes even reversed 
the successful adaptation of less harmful nicotine consumption such as vaping in 
jurisdictions around the globe. In order to break through the ignorance of tobacco 
harm reduction, further educational materials and campaigns for smokers, medical 
professionals, and political decision-makers about the actual risks of different programs 
and products must be developed and promoted.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/false-fears-preventing-smokers-from-using-e-cigarettes-to-quit
https://www.tabac-info-service.fr/j-arrete-de-fumer
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/quit-smoking/using-e-cigarettes-to-stop-smoking/
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/smoking-tobacco/vaping/smokers.html
https://vapingfacts.health.nz/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25561385/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25561385/
https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/file/3563/download
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In order to truly reap the public health benefits of vaping, doctors must be incentivized 
to recommend it as a substitute for cigarettes to smokers. This could be achieved 
along the lines recommended in the Public Health England study — by treating vaping 
devices as a medically-licensed product to be included within a wider prescription 
market. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/733022/Ecigarettes_an_evidence_update_A_report_commissioned_by_Public_Health_England_FINAL.pdf


14

About the Authors

Michael Landl is the Director of the World 
Vapers’ Alliance. He is an experienced 
policy professional and passionate vaper. 
Michael studied at the University of St. 
Gallen International Affairs and worked for 
several public policy outlets and in the 
German Parliament.

Maria Chaplia is a fellow at the Consumer 
Choice Center. Maria mainly works in 
the field of trade, lifestyle regulations, 
and platform economy. Her research and 
writing have been featured in Daily Mail, 
The Independent, Financial Times, Der 
Spiegel, Huffington Post, Conservative 
Home, CapX, Spiked, Euractiv, The 
Parliament Magazine, Cato Institute, the 
Institute of Economic Affairs, and more.

Bill Wirtz is the senior policy analyst for the 
Consumer Choice Center, covering lifestyle 
regulations, environment, and agriculture. 
Originally from Luxembourg, he publishes 
in German, French, and English. His 
work has appeared in major news outlets, 
including The Hill, Washington Examiner, 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, and Le 
Monde.


