
ELECTRONIC
SMOKING
DEVICES

Electronic smoking devices are electronic products that deliver nicotine and other 
chemicals through inhalation of aerosol. Contrary to industry claims, ESDs are not 95% 
less harmful than conventional cigarettes. There are two main types of ESDs – Electronic 
Nicotine Delivery Systems (ENDS) and Heated Tobacco Products (HTPs).

ENDS typically consist of a rechargeable electronic device that heats a non-tobacco 
substrate (solid, liquid, or gel) to create an aerosol for inhalation. Devices that heat gels 
or liquids use a tank or cartridge in conjunction with an atomizer with a heating element 
that converts the substrate into aerosol. Common terms used for ENDS are vapes/
vaporizers, e-cigarettes, e-cigars, e-pipes, e-hookah/shisha, vape pens, and hookah pens.

KEY FACTS
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E-liquids typically contain nicotine (freebase or salt form), flavor additives, and propylene 
glycol and vegetable glycerin as solvents. Nicotine salts (in contrast to freebase nicotine) 
are more acidic and thereby cause less throat irritation, allowing users to absorb high 
nicotine concentrations easily and thereby increasing their appeal and regular use. More 
than 16,000 e-liquid flavors have been identified in the common market, and none of 
them have been proven safe for inhalation. The amount of nicotine (and other chemicals) 
that is inhaled by a user is dependent not only on the nicotine concentration of the 
e-liquid, but also on the battery power of the device, heating coil dimensions, and user 
puff duration and frequency.

On the other hand, HTPs utilize an electronic device that heats specially prepared tobacco 
sticks/plugs or loose tobacco leaf. Hybrid HTPs heat liquids or gels to produce an aerosol 
that passes through the tobacco.	

ESDs have also been used to smoke illicit drugs, such as tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), methamphetamine 
(shabu), lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), psilocybin (magic mushrooms), dimethyltryptamine (DMT), xylazine 
(tranq), fentanyl, and other drugs. 



Are Electronic Smoking Devices a Less 
Harmful Alternative to Smoking?

MYTHS FACTS

ENDS and HTPs are 95% less harmful than 
cigarettes because they only heat without burning 
the tobacco, e-liquid, or gel. It’s the tar created by 
combustion that causes harm.

ESDs  emit aerosols that contain particulate matter, 
heavy metals, toxic fumes, and carcinogenic chemicals. 
Many of the poisons in ESD aerosols are found in cigarette 
smoke, sometimes at higher levels than in conventional 
cigarettes. HTPs do produce tar, although less than 
conventional cigarettes. These cause cell damage, 
damage to reproductive organs and DNA, both short- 
and long-term lung damage, and an increased risk of 
heart disease and infections from weakening both the 
respiratory and immune systems.

Nicotine is as harmless as caffeine. (It’s the tar 
created by combustion that causes harm.)

Nicotine is a highly addictive drug as potent as heroin and 
cocaine. It greatly increases the risk of heart disease 
and has harmful effects on various body organs and 
systems. Nicotine in e-liquids can cause poisoning, 
symptoms of which include burning of the mouth and 
throat, nausea, vomiting, convulsions, and death. 

ESDs help people quit cigarettes.

Reports show that there is insufficient evidence that 
ESDs are effective for smoking cessation compared to 
other proven interventions, and that they are ineffective 
on a population level. Research also shows that dual 
users who are nicotine dependent are less likely to quit. 
Moreover, studies have also found that adolescents 
who use e-cigarettes are more likely to start smoking 
cigarettes and up to three times more likely to smoke 
conventional tobacco products.

E-cigarettes and HTPs are smoke-free and emit 
harmless water vapor.

ESDs are not smoke-free and do not produce harmless 
water vapor. Through pyrolysis, they emit an aerosol that 
contains nicotine and various toxins and chemicals known 
to damage at least the respiratory, nervous, circulatory, 
excretory, and integumentary systems. Aerosols deriving 
in whole or in part from thermally driven chemical 
reactions qualify as ”smoke,” even without combustion.  
Carcinogens emitted by ESDs include tobacco-specific 
nitrosamines, benzo[a]pyrene, acrolein, arsenic, benzene, 
cadmium, formaldehyde, styrene and toluene.

I’ve been using e-cigarettes for several years, and 
my chest x-ray is normal.

Similar to cigarette smoking, not all users develop lung 
disease, but there is conclusive evidence that that use 
of e-cigarettes can cause lung disease among smokers 
and non-smokers. A 22-year-old Filipino died recently 
after being diagnosed with acute myocardial infarction 
and e-cigarette or vaping use associated lung injury 
(EVALI). He had no known risk factors except for a two-
year history of daily e-cigarette use.
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Policy Implications

Recommendations

Over 40 countries and jurisdictions ban ENDS, HTPs, or both. Five ASEAN countries (Brunei, Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Singapore, and Thailand) have banned ESDs. 

A WHO report shows that the tobacco and nicotine industry is targeting the youth with electronic smoking devices 
and that children are using e-cigarettes at rates higher than adults in many countries.

1.	Completely ban ESDs.
ESDs are dangerous and pose significant health risks, including addiction and exposure to toxic chemicals, 
and should be completely banned to protect public health and prevent their use as a gateway to smoking and 
substance abuse, especially among youth. Tobacco products should also be phased out as soon as possible.

2.	Strictly regulate ESDs. 
If a complete ban is not feasible, a less optimal approach is to strictly regulate ESDs, similar to all tobacco 
products. These regulations include:

•	 Taxing ESD devices and substrates to reduce their affordability
•	 Banning ESD flavors to reduce their appeal to youths and non-smokers 
•	 Imposing minimum age restrictions based on science (ideally set at 25 years old to prevent early and 

lifelong addiction)
•	 Prohibiting use in all public places to protect against secondhand exposure
•	 Requiring pictorial health warnings on packaging of ESD devices and substrates to inform the public of 

health harms
•	 Comprehensively banning advertisements, promotions, and sponsorships, including online, to reduce 

product appeal and reach

3.	Collaborate with civil society and public health experts.  
Policymakers must collaborate with various stakeholders such as civil society, academia, public health experts, 
researchers, advocacy groups, and other individuals and organizations that are not connected or aligned with 
the tobacco industry, ensuring inclusive policy development and proper implementation based on current and 
verified public health studies, while preempting and countering industry interference.		  

https://seatca.org/are-esds-banned-in-your-country/
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240094642

