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Figure 1. The evolution of vaping devices.

avoid vaping around vulnerable people, such
as children, pregnant women or people with
cardiovascular disease.

6. Don’t most people who vape
also continue smoking?
Although some smokers quit very soon after
their first experience with a vaporiser, many
go through a transition stage of both smoking
and vaping (dual use) before finally quitting
smoking permanently. This pattern of dual
use is just as common as when smokers use
nicotine replacement therapy to quit.5
Most studies have found that dual users
maintain their nicotine level but significantly
reduce the number of cigarettes they smoke
each day, thereby lowering their exposure to
toxins.31 However, quitting tobacco altogether is always the preferred goal.

7. Is vaping a gateway to
smoking for young people?
Overseas experience suggests that vaping is
replacing, rather than encouraging, smoking
of tobacco cigarettes among young people
(under 18 years of age).13 Smoking rates in
youth are continuing to fall where vaping is
readily available.32
Vaping in young people is associated with
trying tobacco cigarettes later in life.33 However, there is no evidence that vaping causes
young people who would not have otherwise
smoked to take up smoking. A more likely
explanation is ‘common liability’ – that is,
that young people who are more attracted
to experimentation are predisposed to trying
both products.34
Most vaping by young people is experimental, infrequent and short-lived. Regular
vaping by nonsmoking adolescents is rare.35
Furthermore, most young people who experiment with vaping use flavoured e-liquids
without nicotine.32

8. Won’t vaping just
‘re-normalise’ smoking’?
There is no evidence that the increased visibility of vaping is causing smoking to
become socially acceptable again.13,14 Most
vaporisers now look very different to tobacco
cigarettes and do not smell of smoke.
Research suggests that they are unlikely to
entice nonsmokers to take up smoking.36
There is also no evidence that they are
undermining the decline in cigarette smoking rates among adults and youth. On the
contrary, the evidence suggests they have
contributed to an accelerating rate of decline
in smoking since 2010 in countries where
vaping is readily available and widely used,
such as in the US.37

9. Is vaping legal in Australia?
Nicotine e-liquid can be used legally to quit
or reduce smoking if the user has a nicotine
prescription from a registered medical
practitioner.38 GPs may be asked to write
such a prescription. Otherwise, nicotine for
vaping is classified as a schedule 7 dangerous
poison in the national Poisons Standard. It
is an offence to possess or use it in all states
and territories without an authority.38
It is legal to possess electronic cigarette
devices and to vape with nicotine-free
e-liquids, although there are restrictions
imposed by some states on where vaping is
permitted.
Vaping is not currently endorsed by the
NHMRC or TGA. Whether electronic cigarettes are clinical interventions requiring
strict regulatory approval or consumer
devices is being debated.

10. Where can I get more
information?
The Australian Tobacco Harm Reduction
Association (ATHRA) is a not-for-profit

health promotion charity established to
improve public health by raising awareness
of reduced-risk alternatives to smoking and
educating the public and health professionals.
The ATHRA website (www.athra.org.au) has
detailed information for smokers on how to
switch to vaping and a section for health
professionals, including how to write a
nicotine prescription.
The ATHRA board of directors comprises
four independent medical practitioners with
an interest in public health and one consumer
representative. None of the directors has any
financial or commercial relationship with
any electronic cigarette or tobacco company.

Conclusion
Smokers who are unable or unwilling to quit
with conventional cessation aids may benefit
from trialling an electronic cigarette as a
substitute for smoking or as a quitting aid.
There is mounting evidence that vaping is
less harmful than smoking, although the
long-term risks are not yet fully established.
GPs asked by patients about these products
should discuss the pros and cons with them.
If patients wish to go ahead and try them,
GPs can provide behavioural support and
a prescription to enable legal use of nicotine
e-liquid.
RMT
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