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Smoking, nicotine 
and harm



Well researched toll of harm from smoking…

Smoking prematurely 
kills around 8 million 
annually

…more than obesity, 
alcohol, road accidents, 
drug misuse and HIV 
combined 

3
Public Health England, Health Matters

…similar to COVID-19, 
but every year



Harm is the currency of tobacco control



Smoking prevalence in Africa – WHO (2021)

5

Published November 2021 South Africa

Nigeria
Ethiopia



Smoking prevalence in Africa – WHO (2021)

6

Published November 2021
South Africa

Ethiopia
Nigeria



Declining prevalence but increasing population will increase African share
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Africa



But harms are associated with the delivery system, not the drug

“People smoke for the nicotine but die 
from the tar”.

Professor Michael Russell 1932-2009

Russell MJ. Low-tar medium nicotine cigarettes: a new approach to safer 
smoking. BMJ 1976;1:1430–3 



Smokeless tobacco

Tobacco basedPure nicotine based
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Oral nicotine products

Vaping products Heated tobacco products
“Heat-not-burn”
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The strongest evidence for deeply reduced harm is reduced exposure
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Shahab L, Goniewicz ML, Blount BC, et al. Nicotine, Carcinogen, and Toxin Exposure in Long-
Term E-Cigarette and Nicotine Replacement Therapy Users. Ann Intern Med 2017



Royal College of Physicians – on relative risk

"Although it is not possible to 
precisely quantify the long-
term health risks associated 
with e-cigarettes, the 
available data suggest that 
they are unlikely to exceed 
5% of those associated with 
smoked tobacco products, 
and may well be substantially 
lower than this figure". 

11



US National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine

“While e-cigarettes are not 
without health risks, they are 
likely to be far less harmful than 
combustible tobacco cigarettes.” 



1,400-page assessment concludes very low risks compared to smoking  
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McNeill, A, Simonavičius, E, Brose, LS, Taylor, E, East, K, Zuikova, E, Calder, R and Robson, D (2022). Nicotine vaping in England: an evidence update including health risks 
and perceptions, September 2022. A report commissioned by the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities. London: Office for Health Improvement and Disparities.

“…vaping poses only a small 
fraction of the risks of 
smoking”
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The end of smoking



U.S Annual Review of Public Health

“Alternative nicotine delivery 
systems have the potential to 
disrupt the 120-year 
dominance of the cigarette….



Evidence from randomised controlled trials
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“There is high-certainty 
evidence that e-cigarettes 
with nicotine increase quit 
rates compared to NRT”



Evidence for beneficial population effect ‘triangulates’

• Also, user testimony

• And… it is what you would expect!!

17Professor Robert West, UCL.  Presentation at SRNT-Europe 2019
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Policy 
considerations
(see Panel 2)



The public health mechanism
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Royal College of Physicians – perverse unintended consequences

20Royal College of Physicians. Nicotine without smoke: tobacco harm reduction London: RCP; 2016.



…if a risk-averse, precautionary approach 
makes e-cigarettes: 
• less easily accessible
• less palatable or acceptable
• more expensive 
• less consumer friendly 
• pharmacologically less effective
• inhibits innovation …
…then it causes harm by perpetuating 
smoking.

Royal College of Physicians – perverse unintended consequences

21Royal College of Physicians. Nicotine without smoke: tobacco harm reduction London: RCP; 2016.



1. Prohibition of vaping and other smokefree products



Friedman AS. A Difference-in-Differences Analysis of Youth Smoking and a Ban on Sales of Flavored Tobacco Products in San 
Francisco, California. JAMA Pediatrics. 2021

2. Banning e-liquid flavours 

Teenage smoking 
increased following an 
e-cigarette flavours ban 
in San Francisco 

Past-30-Day Smoking Trends Among High School Students Younger Than 18 Years



The solution: Risk-Proportionate Regulation
Measure Cigarettes, hand-rolling tobacco and other 

combustibles
Vaping, heated tobacco smokeless and oral 
nicotine

Taxation Relatively high taxes Low or zero tax (sales tax only)

Advertising Prohibit other than within trade Control themes and placement

Warnings Graphic warnings depicting disease Messages encouraging switching

Public places Legally mandated controls Up to the discretion of the owner

Plain packaging Yes No

Ingredients Control reward-enhancing additives Blacklist material health hazards

Age restrictions No sales to under-21s No sales to under-18s

Internet sales Banned Permitted with age controls

Product standards Control risks and reduce appeal Control risks
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Why do people use 
nicotine?



Nicotine acts on 
nicotinic cholinergic 
receptors, triggering 
the release of 
dopamine, producing 
rewarding psychoactive 
effects.
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Why do people use nicotine? Mood control

In humans, nicotine from tobacco induces 

stimulation and pleasure, and reduces 
stress and anxiety. 
Smokers come to use nicotine to modulate 

their level of arousal and for mood control 
in daily life. 
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Why do people use nicotine? Cognitive enhancement

Cognitive improvement is one of the best-

established therapeutic effects of nicotinic 
stimulation. 

Nicotine improves performance on 
attentionally and cognitively demanding 

vigilance tasks and response inhibition 
performance, suggesting that nicotine may 
act to optimize attention/response 
mechanisms as well as enhancing working 
memory in humans.



Why do people use nicotine? Cognitive enhancement

Cognitive improvement is one of the best-

established therapeutic effects of nicotinic 
stimulation. 

Nicotine improves performance on 
attentionally and cognitively demanding 

vigilance tasks and response inhibition 
performance, suggesting that nicotine may 
act to optimize attention/response 
mechanisms as well as enhancing working 
memory in humans.



Socially acceptable psychoactive substances



Nicotine as a recreational drug

There is no compelling objection to the 
recreational and even addictive use of 
nicotine provided it is not shown to be 
physically, psychologically, or socially 
harmful to the user or to others.

The Lancet, 1991

Professor Michael Russell 1932-2009

Russell, M. A. H. (1991). Nicotine use after the year 2000. The Lancet, 
337(8751), 1191–1192. 
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A technology 
transition



A technology transition - cars





Innovation and its enemies…

“Claims about the promise of new technology are at times 
greeted with skepticism, vilification or outright opposition—often 
dominated by slander, innuendo, scare tactics, conspiracy 
theories and misinformation. 

“The assumption that new technologies carry unknown risks 
guides much of the debate. This is often amplified to levels that 
overshadow the dangers of known risks.”

Juma C. Innovation and Its Enemies: Why People Resist New Technologies. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press; 2016. 



Thankyou!

Counterfactual

clivedbates@gmail.com
www.clivebates.com 
@clive_bates


