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Summary 

 As new ways of consuming nicotine, a number of 
recently introduced products are being presented 
as “alternatives to smoking tobacco”. 

 However, little is known about their risk-to-benefit 
ratio and their place in the fight against smoking is 
the subject of much debate, with some advocating 
a risk-reduction strategy and others invoking a 
precautionary principle. 

 It is necessary to conduct further research to 
consolidate our knowledge of these products, to 
better regulate their marketing and to inform 
consumers on the basis of available data. 

 

 

Gérard Leseul, Member of the National Assembly 
Catherine Procaccia, Senator 

 

 

 Introduction 

Tobacco is the leading preventable cause of death in 

France, accounting for 75,000 deaths in 2015, or 13% of 

all deaths, and is a major cause of cancer,
1
 cardiovascular 

disease and respiratory disease.
2
 According to the French 

Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (OFDT), 

the social cost
3
 of smoking amounted to €156 billion in 

2019.
4
  

Despite a decline in tobacco consumption in France in 

recent years,
5
 24.5% of adults aged 18-75, 15.6% of 17-

year-olds and 3.7% of year 10 students (14 to 15-year-

olds) report smoking tobacco on a daily basis.
6
 These are 

particularly high percentages compared with other 

OECD countries
7
 and are marked by significant social 

inequalities
8
. 

Tobacco addiction is caused mainly by the nicotine it 

contains
9
 and is a chronic disease with a high relapse 

rate. In 2021, a large proportion of daily smokers in 

France (59.3%) reported that they wanted to give up 

smoking, while almost one in three (30.3%) said they had 

tried to quit smoking for at least one week in the previous 

year.
10

  

The French National Authority for Health (HAS) 

recommends nicotine replacement therapy (NRT), 

which is available in various forms (transdermal patches, 

chewing gum, tablets, oral sprays, etc.), as a first-line 

treatment.
11

 These products, which are reimbursed at a 

rate of 65% on prescription
12

 but are also available over 

the counter, can increase the chances of quitting smoking 

within 6 months by 50-70%. They were used by more 

than one million smokers in 2022.
13

  

 New products  

Over the past decade or so, new products have been 

marketed as “alternatives to smoking tobacco”, claiming 

to reduce the health risks associated with smoking. 

Electronic cigarettes,
14

 which first appeared in France in 

around 2010, are devices that reproduce the sensations of 

a traditional cigarette while avoiding exposure to the 

toxic substances emitted during combustion. A liquid 

(also known as an “e-liquid”, made up of propylene 

glycol, vegetable glycerine, flavourings, additives and – 

often, but not necessarily – nicotine) is heated by a 

resistance (or coil) to produce a vapour that the user 

inhales. In 2022, 7.3% of adults used an electronic 

cigarette and 5.5% used them daily (compared with 3.8% 

and 2.7% respectively in 2017).
15

 Among 17-year-olds, 

6.2% reported using them on a daily basis in 2022 

(compared with 1.9% in 2017).
16

  

Since their invention, several types of electronic cigarettes 

have appeared on the market.
17

 In 2021, disposable 

electronic cigarettes (known as "puffs") became 

available in France. Vaunted by industry experts for their 

convenience and ease of use,
18

 these devices are 

deliberately targeted at young people,
19

 particularly 

through their attractive packaging and prices, despite the 

fact that selling to minors is banned – a ban that is rarely 

enforced.
20

 As they are disposable, they have a significant 
environmental footprint.

21
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Heated tobacco products (also marketed as heat-not-

burn), available in France since 2017, are electronic 

devices that heat tobacco but do not burn it, as their 

name suggests.
22

 Although on the rise,
23

 the use of this 

type of product remains relatively limited, with only 0.1% 

of adults in France reporting current usein 2022.
24

 

Chewing tobacco and snuff are nothing new,
25

 but they 

are sometimes presented as “reduced risk” products 

because they do not involve combustion.
26

 Chewing 

tobacco and snuff accounted for less than 1% of total 

tobacco sales in France in 2022.
27

  

Since 2022, nicotine pouches
28

 have been introduced to 

the market as a tobacco-free version of the Swedish 

“snus”, which is banned in the rest of the European Union. 

Since there are no clinical trials to prove their 

effectiveness as withdrawal aids, they are not considered 

as nicotine replacement therapies. They appeared after 

the adoption of Directive 2014/40/EU on tobacco and 

related products,
29

 which did not foresee the emergence 

of such products, and are currently in a legal grey area. 

 How harmful are these products? 

Although it took several decades to be demonstrated 

fully, the serious harmful effects of tobacco smoking are 

now well documented and the subject of widespread 

consensus.
30

  

When it comes to new tobacco or nicotine-based 

products, that are placed on the market without prior 

assessment, there is a lack of scientific knowledge. 

The few studies available mainly assess the chemical 

composition of the emissions associated with the use of 

these products and, in some cases, their toxicological 

effects at tissue, cellular or molecular level. However, 

these studies are only weak predictors of health risks 

and are by no means a substitute for epidemiological 

studies, which follow consumers over long periods of 

time, enabling the morbidity and mortality associated 

with these products to be fully assessed. 

The majority of experts agree that the emissions from 

electronic cigarettes are less harmful than tobacco 

smoke.
31

 However, the fact that they are less harmful 

does not mean that they are completely safe, as these 

devices produce a number of toxic substances.
32

 

Assessing them is a particularly complex task due to the 

large number of devices and flavours that can be used.
33 

Besides, less harmful emissions do not necessarily mean a 

proportional reduction in health risks to users. 

In 2015, Public Health England reported that e-cigarette 

use was 95% safer than smoking tobacco,
34

 a claim that it 

stood by in 2022
35

 despite being disputed by some in the 

scientific community.
36

 In France, the French High Council 

for Public Health (HCSP) estimated in 2021 that, in the 

absence of comparative epidemiological data, it was not 

possible to demonstrate a reduced health risk when 

switching from smoking tobacco to electronic 

cigarettes,
37

 although this could be assumed in the case 

of exclusive use of electronic cigarettes.
38

  

On the other hand, even if it leads to smoking fewer 

cigarettes, combining the use of an electronic cigarette 

with smoking traditional cigarettes (known as “dual use”) 

does not seem to have any effect on the risk profile 
for consumers when compared with smoking traditional 

cigarettes alone.
39

 In France, however, more than half of 

vapers continue to smoke at the same time.
40

  

With regard to heated tobacco products, the use of 

which is currently marginal in France, most of the 

scientific research has been carried out by the tobacco 

industry. According to a study by the Pasteur Institute in 

Lille, heated tobacco products may be less harmful than 

traditional cigarettes, but considerably more harmful than 

electronic cigarettes.
41

 Based on the available data, proof 

of reduced health risks for users remains to be 

established.
42

 

According to the International Agency for Research on 

Cancer (IARC), oral forms of tobacco are associated with 

oral and dental problems, cancers – of the mouth, 

oesophagus and pancreas, but not of the lungs – and are 

likely to increase the risk of vascular disease
43

. However, 

despite these risks, some studies suggest that, for 

smokers, switching to “snus” alone could reduce the 

health risks.
44

  

Similarly, the German Federal Institute for Risk 

Assessment has estimated that, for smokers, switching to 

nicotine pouches could reduce the health risks.
45

 

 Are these products a solution to help people stop 

smoking? 

Setting aside the question of their harmful effects, the risk 

reduction likely to be achieved by these products 

depends on their effectiveness in replacing tobacco 

smoking rather than leading to dual use.
46

  

With regard to the effectiveness of e-cigarettes as a 

smoking cessation tool, the available studies are few in 

number and have produced conflicting results.
47

 While 

some literature reviews conclude that the use of 

electronic cigarettes is more effective in smoking 

cessation than nicotine replacement therapy (NRT),
48

 

others, including the one conducted by the French High 

Council for Public Health in 2021, consider that the 

available data is insufficient to draw such a conclusion.
49 

A cohort study carried out by Inserm researchers has also 

shown that in the medium term (2 years), people who 

used electronic cigarettes as a method of quitting 

smoking are more likely to return to smoking than 

those who used other methods.
50

 

Nevertheless, electronic cigarettes are one of the most 

widely used smoking cessation aids among French 

smokers.
51 This is probably due to their availability and 
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their similarity to traditional cigarettes, which makes them 

more attractive to smokers. In 2017, Santé Publique 

France reported that since they appeared on the French 

market, 870,000 smokers believed e-cigarettes had 

helped them to quit.
52

 They therefore appear to be a new 

option to add to the range of smoking cessation aids 

available and could play an important role for those who 

are unable or unwilling to use traditional nicotine 

replacement therapies.
53

 

For heated tobacco,
54

 oral tobacco products
55

 and 

nicotine pouches, the available evidence is insufficient 

to draw conclusions about their effectiveness as 

substitutes for smoking tobacco.
56

  

 A gateway to smoking? 

These products present different types of risk, which need 

to be assessed not only from an individual point of view, 

but also from a societal perspective. This is because they 

could expose non-smokers to a new risk, or delay – or 

even prevent – some smokers from quitting. A number of 

public health bodies, including the World Health 

Organization (WHO), are particularly concerned that 

electronic cigarettes and heated tobacco products could 

encourage smoking due to the addictive nature of the 

nicotine they contain and the social normalisation of 

smoking that they may promote.
57

  

According to Santé Publique France, the vast majority of 

adult vapers are smokers or ex-smokers,
58

 and they 

mainly use electronic cigarettes as a means of quitting, 

substituting or reducing their tobacco consumption.
59

 

For adults, the risk of a “gateway” effect towards smoking 

therefore seems very limited. 

When it comes to young people (adolescents), the data is 

contradictory.
60

 Several international studies suggest 

that the use of electronic cigarettes at a young age is 

significantly associated with smoking later on in life,
61

 

although causality has not yet been proven.
62

 However, 

a study in France found that among 17-year-olds who 

had already smoked tobacco, those who had 

experimented with electronic cigarettes were less likely 

to switch to daily smoking later on in life than those 

who had not.
63

  

More recently, the emergence of disposable electronic 

cigarettes (known as “puffs”) has changed the way 

electronic cigarettes are perceived by young people and 

contributed to their increased popularity,
64

 renewing the 

debate on entry into vaping and smoking. In 2022, the 

French Alliance Against Tobacco (ACT) reported that 13% 

of adolescents aged between 13 and 16 had already used 

a “puff”, and that for 28% of them, it was the first time 

they had consumed nicotine.
65

 

More generally, the attractive nature of e-liquid flavours 

(fruit, mint and menthol, desserts and sweets, etc.) is 

thought to play an important role in encouraging 

young people to try and use vaping products.
66

 

However, flavoured e-liquids are also widely used by 

adults
67

 and have been shown to increase the 

effectiveness of the electronic cigarette as a smoking 

cessation tool.
68

 While a ban on certain flavours could 

help reduce vaping among young people, it could also 

make electronic cigarettes less attractive as a smoking 

cessation aid.
69

 Feedback from recent bans in other 

countries does not yet allow us to fully assess the impact 

of these decisions in terms of usage patterns.
70

  

In the case of heated tobacco products, some studies 

seem to support the idea that they act as a gateway to 

smoking, but given their recent emergence, these studies 

remain to be confirmed.
71

 

With regard to oral tobacco products, US studies 

suggest that their use may lead to the consumption of 

traditional cigarettes, while Swedish data shows no such 

trend for the use of “snus”.
72

 

Although there are currently no studies on the risk of any 

link between smoking and nicotine pouches, nicotine 

pouches are considered to be particularly addictive due 

to the high dose of nicotine they contain (up to 47.5 mg 

per pouch) and the way in which they are consumed, 

which encourages its rapid absorption.
45

 It is also the fear 

of a “gateway” effect that has led several countries to 

ban them as a precautionary measure (Belgium, the 

Netherlands, etc.). 

 

 Conclusion 

The scientific uncertainties surrounding the assessment of 

the harmful effects of these products and their impact as 

a means to quit smoking or as an encouragement to 

maintain or start tobacco consumption are at the root of 

the controversy over the public policies to be adopted. 

Because the long-term risk-to-benefit ratio is still 

poorly understood and is the subject of much debate in 

the scientific community,
73

 legislation on electronic 

cigarettes varies widely from one country to another:
74

 

the WHO lists 34 countries that have banned the sale of 

these devices,
75

 while the UK considers them as a tool 

that could help the country become smoke-free by 

2030.
76

  

Several countries have banned or are considering 

banning the sale of “puffs” (New Zealand, Germany, 

Belgium, United Kingdom, etc.) or have restricted the 

flavours contained in e-liquids (Iceland, Netherlands, 

Denmark, etc.). 

At the international level, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) is urging caution.
77

 In France, this is also the case 

for the French High Council for Public Health (HCSP), 

which, after recognising that electronic cigarettes could 

be considered a “tool to reduce the risks of smoking” in 
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2016,
78

 considered that they could not be presented as 

such in general terms in 2021.
79

  

With regard to smokeless tobacco products, for which 

the available data is more limited, there seems to be a 

consensus on the need to regulate them. 

 Recommendations 

 Rapidly launch new independent nationwide studies 

on the specific and relative harmful effects of these 

different products and their impact on smoking. 

In particular, there is a need for independent studies 

on the use of heated tobacco products (heat-not-burn) 

to provide the evidence needed to guide future public 

policy decisions. 

In future, as soon as new tobacco or nicotine-based 

products are placed on the market, studies should be 

carried out rapidly to assess their harmful effects. 

Given the human and financial costs associated with 

this public health issue, all relevant research and 

funding bodies should be involved in this effort. 

Manufacturers should be required to contribute to 

the funding of this work, for example by increasing the 

fees they pay for the declaration of new products. 

 Request the French Agency for Food, Environmental 

and Occupational Health and Safety (ANSES) to rapidly 

publish the health risk assessment it is currently 

preparing for all these products,
80

 and to update its 

work regularly in order to provide the most reliable 

data possible.  

 Ensure that legislative and regulatory decisions on 

these products (restrictions, bans, etc.) are based on 

the best available scientific knowledge. 

 Provide consumers with clear, comprehensive and 

objective information about the knowledge and 

uncertainties surrounding these products. 

Investigate the relevance of a “noci-score” (a scale for 

rating the harmfulness of tobacco and nicotine-based 

products) to inform consumers about the relative 

harmfulness of different products.  

 Launch a public prevention campaign on the risks 

associated with dual use (the simultaneous use of 

traditional cigarettes and an electronic cigarette). 

 Ban so-called “child-friendly” flavours (those most 

likely to encourage children to vape, inspired by sweets 

or with suggestive names).
81

 

Carry out studies on the potential risks of flavourings 

and the effects they may have on both quitting 

smoking and taking up smoking, and adapt the list of 

restrictions accordingly. 

 Increase controls and toughen penalties for the sale of 

tobacco or nicotine-based products to minors.
82

  

Investigate the impact of introducing plain packaging 

to make vaping products less attractive. 

 Ban “puffs” to prevent their environmental impact 

and, as a precautionary measure, the risk that their 

attractiveness may pose. 

 While quitting should be the ultimate goal for all 

smokers, a risk reduction approach should be 

implemented for smokers who are unable or unwilling 

to use traditional nicotine replacement therapies, 

following the example of the United Kingdom, which 

has included electronic cigarettes in its strategy to 

create a smoke-free society. 

 Rapidly develop a regulatory framework for new oral 

nicotine products (particularly pouches) and other 

products likely to emerge. 

 

The Office’s websites: 

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/commissions/opecst-index.asp 

http://www.senat.fr/opecst   

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/commissions/opecst-index.asp
http://www.senat.fr/opecst
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It should be noted that this opinion has been contested by the scientific community. See: S. Couraud et al., “Sur la cigarette 
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(https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2022/03/04/sur-la-cigarette-electronique-le-haut-conseil-de-la-sante-publique-
a-une-position-antivape-avec-des-arguments-antivax_6116192_3232.html). 

38 In its opinion, the French High Council for Public Health hypothetically proposes this schematic representation of health 
risks as a function of consumption as a reasoning tool: 

 

With the exception of possible cases of misuse, vaping products do not appear to pose an acute health risk. See: N. 
Franchitto et al., Nicotine Tob. Res. 2023, ntad116 (https://doi.org/10.1093/ntr/ntad116).  

39 See the endnote above. 
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Health & Safety, “Étude sur les pratiques de consommation des usagers de cigarettes électroniques en France: appui à la 
caractérisation des expositions”, 2022 (https://www.anses.fr/fr/system/files/TABAC2020SA0017Ra.pdf).  
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For a review of the health effects of smokeless tobacco products, see: Scientific Committee on Emerging and Newly Identified 
Health Risks (SCENIHR), “Health effects of smokeless tobacco products”, 2008 
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