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Vaping and E-Cigarettes

Since their introduction to the United States in 2006, sales of electronic cigarettes
(e-cigarettes) have increased rapidly, in part due to a perception that they provide a less harmful
alternative to smoking cigarettes. However, a national outbreak in 2019 of electronic-cigarette,
or vaping, product use-associated lung injury (EVALI) that led to 2,807 hospitalizations and

68 deaths as of February 2020* suggests that while the harms may be different, they can

be no less deadly. A decade of research on vaping has answered some of the questions about
e-cigarettes' relative harm: this report will summarize what findings have been established
conclusively, what needs to be researched further and what this evidence means for the future.

E-cigarettes and vaping versus regular cigarettes and smoking

Regular cigarettes deliver nicotine through the burning of tobacco. Cigarette smoke contains
as many as 5,000 chemical compounds, of which 98 have been found to be hazardous to
humans.? E-cigarettes use electricity to heat a liquid that is converted into a mist, or vapor that
is then inhaled, a process that is termed vaping.® The liquid solution often contains flavoring as
well as a variety of other chemical components, which may or may not include nicotine.* In one
study, the liquid solution from four of the top 10 brands was tested and found to contain over
115 volatile chemical compounds, as well as many others that were produced when the liquid
was heated.®

Figure 1.1 Diversity of e-cigarette products
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Health risks of vaping versus smoking

Up until recently, the existing evidence suggested that e-cigarette vapors were less harmful to
humans’ health than cigarette smoke, and may substantially reduce exposure to toxic chemicals
among smokers who are unwilling to quit.® However, since July 2019, a rapid increase in severe
pulmonary disease associated with vaping” (EVALI) has called the relative harm of e-cigarettes
into question. Characterized by respiratory symptoms such as shortness of breath, cough, and
chest pain, as well as gastrointestinal symptoms such as nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea, once
EVALI is established, it is serious. In one study of cases from two states, nearly all patients
(94%) presenting with the acute illness needed to be hospitalized, with over half into intensive
care for respiratory failure. All patients reported at least daily e-cigarette use in the months
leading up to the onset of their symptoms, and while many reported vaping THC products,
others reported only using nicotine-containing products.® The rapid intensification of cases
over a four-month period led the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the U.S.
Federal Drug Administration (FDA) to intensify their warning to the public to avoid the use of all
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THE HAZELDEN BETTY FORD EXPERIENCE

The Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation works with
individuals addicted to nicotine to help them quit,
including those who smoke cigarettes and e-cigarettes.
Those who wish to quit nicotine are given support, NRT,
or prescription medication (e.g., Chantix) along with a
quit plan.

QUESTIONS AND CONTROVERSIES

Question: [What if | buy e-cigarette cartridges with no
nicotine in them?

Response: One of the main difficulties in assessing

the health effects of e-cigarettes lies in the lack of
standardization, and this is seen best in the nicotine
content. A summary of all the research done thus far
concluded that the nicotine content of e-cigarettes
varies widely between products, and the amount of
nicotine a person inhales increases with higher-powered
devices that heat the liquid to a higher temperature.® A
study of the proportion of e-cigarette products sold at
convenience stores and supermarkets that contained
nicotine found that 99% of samples contained it,
including 36.7% that did not address nicotine content on
their labels.*® Many individuals are also unaware of which
popular vaping products contain nicotine. For example,
one study found that only 37% of past 30-day users
knew that every flavor cartridge of a popular vaping
brand sold contains nicotine'® and is therefore addictive.

HOW TO USE THIS INFORMATION

For those seeking recovery: Because the liquid in many
e-cigarettes contains nicotine, individuals may become
addicted to vaping. However, because these are still
relatively new products, no research to date has tested
interventions for those looking to quit vaping. There

are numerous evidence-based methods for quitting
nicotine addiction,?° but these have yet to be tested with
e-cigarette users.

For service providers: Until a cause of the surge in
EVALI cases is definitively identified, all people should be
discouraged from using any vaping product with THC and
to exercise caution with any vaping products, in line with
the CDC and FDA's current recommendation.?

For more information about vaping, see our white
paper, Electronic Cigarettes and Teen Health, and a
podcast, Harms of Vaping.
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vaping products, particularly THC-containing products,® as they continue to investigate the
cause of the sudden surge in cases.
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