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Fewer Smokers Believe E-Cigarettes Are a Safer Alternative to Cigarettes 
Investigators Find Rise in Overall E-Cigarette Awareness, but Note Decline in the Perceived Safety of the 

Devices, According to New Data Published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine 
 

Ann Arbor, MI, May 15, 2014 – E-cigarettes are gaining mainstream attention as a competitor to 
traditional cigarettes. Researchers from the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign wanted to examine changes in e-cigarette awareness, how harmful people believe 
them to be, and if those attitudes have any connection to smoking cessation attempts. They found that 
while awareness of e-cigarettes has increased significantly, smokers are less inclined to consider them 
safer than cigarettes. Also, investigators discovered that awareness did not show evidence of promoting 
smoking cessation. Their findings are published in the August issue of the American Journal of Preventive 
Medicine. 
 
It is predicted that e-cigarette sales will soon reach 1.7 billion dollars, which represents roughly 1% of 
current regular cigarette sales in the U.S. This is due in part to the surge in marketing and increasing 
availability of e-cigarette products in the last few years. E-cigarettes are perceived as an invention that 
competes with tobacco cigarettes. While some people and advertisements even go so far as to refer to 
them as cessation aids, they are not currently approved by the FDA for that purpose. 
 
In this new study, researchers set out to examine the prevalence of e-cigarette awareness and perceived 
harmfulness. Using data collected from the Health Information National Trends Survey (HINTS), they 
discovered that national awareness of e-cigarettes has risen from 16.4% in 2009 to 77.1% in 2013. 
Young people, more educated respondents, and current and former smokers were more likely to be 
aware of e-cigarettes, while Hispanics and older survey participants were less likely to be aware of e-
cigarettes. 
 
“Compared with earlier national surveys among U.S. adults, this study found a notable increase in public 
awareness of e-cigarettes since 2009,” explains co-investigator Andy Tan, MBBS, MPH, MBA, PhD, 
Center of Excellence in Cancer Communication Research, Annenberg School for Communication, 
University of Pennsylvania. “In the beginning of 2013, more than three in four respondents were aware of 
this novel product. The rise in awareness of e-cigarettes could reflect sharp increases in advertising 
expenditures by manufacturers, availability in retail stores across the country, and presence in popular 
media.” 



 
The study also looked at the perceived harmfulness of e-cigarettes among current smokers. In 2010, 
84.7% of smokers surveyed believed e-cigarettes were less harmful than traditional cigarettes, but 
according to this new study in 2013, that number dropped to just 65%. 
 
“This apparent decline in smokers’ beliefs about reduced harm of e-cigarettes compared with regular 
cigarettes is perplexing against the background of advertising and media messages touting e-cigarettes 
as safer alternatives and cessation aids,” adds co-investigator Cabral Bigman, PhD, College of Liberal 
Arts & Sciences, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. “One possible explanation is that the 
increased media attention over the lack of FDA approval and regulation of this emerging tobacco product, 
injuries arising from e-cigarette-induced fires, and health concerns from toxic chemicals in e-cigarettes in 
recent years may have conveyed conflicting information about the relative safety of e-cigarette use.” 
 
Another important aspect of the new study was to examine if there are possible links between e-cigarette 
awareness or beliefs they are less harmful and current smokers’ quit attempts. After data analysis, 
investigators found no association between increased awareness or perceptions of lower harms and 
smokers’ attempts to quit. There was also no evidence at the population level that widespread knowledge 
about e-cigarettes or beliefs they are less harmful is associated with current smokers being more likely to 
think about quitting.  
 
“The current analyses showed that there were no significant associations between e-cigarette awareness 
or perceived harmfulness and smokers’ intentions to quit or past-year quit attempts,” comments Dr. Tan. 
“One potential interpretation is that adult smokers have not yet accepted e-cigarettes as a means to quit 
smoking.” 
 
While levels of awareness have increased rapidly, use percentage is still very low with only 6% of U.S. 
adults reporting ever using e-cigarettes. This small number means that e-cigarettes may not yet be a 
threat to tobacco control programs, but at the same time, means any claim that e-cigarettes are helping to 
reduce the harm done by regular cigarettes is probably premature. 
 
“There is an ongoing debate within the public health community about whether e-cigarettes are a viable 
alternative for harm reduction and whether smokers are merely supplementing or truly replacing their 
smoking with e-cigarettes and achieving smoking cessation,” concludes Dr. Tan. “It is uncertain whether 
increased population e-cigarette awareness and perceptions about reduced harm might play a role in 
encouraging smoking-cessation behaviors. However, public health professionals should systematically 
scrutinize the nature of marketing activities and media coverage of e-cigarettes, their impact on 
population awareness and perceptions of e-cigarettes, and how these factors may influence e-cigarette 
use and smoking prevalence in the U.S. population.” 
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NOTES FOR EDITORS 
“E-Cigarette Awareness and Perceived Harmfulness Prevalence and Associations with Smoking-
Cessation Outcomes,” by Andy S.L. Tan, MBBS, MPH, MBA, PhD; Cabral A. Bigman, PhD, is published 
in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine, online ahead of Volume 47, Issue 2 (August 2014), DOI: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2014.02.011, published by Elsevier. 
 
Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Angela J. Beck at 734-
764-8775 or ajpmmedia@elsevier.com. Journalists wishing to interview the authors should contact 
Joseph Diorio, Annenberg School for Communication, University of Pennsylvania, at 215-746-1798 or 
jdiorio@asc.upenn.edu. 
 
An accompanying video presented by the authors is available at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gJxfaXLmTF0&feature=youtu.be.  



 
ABOUT THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PREVENTIVE MEDICINE 
The American Journal of Preventive Medicine (www.ajpmonline.org) is the official journal of The American 
College of Preventive Medicine (www.acpm.org) and the Association for Prevention Teaching and 
Research (http://www.aptrweb.org/). It publishes articles in the areas of prevention research, teaching, 
practice and policy. Original research is published on interventions aimed at the prevention of chronic and 
acute disease and the promotion of individual and community health. The journal features papers that 
address the primary and secondary prevention of important clinical, behavioral and public health issues 
such as injury and violence, infectious disease, women's health, smoking, sedentary behaviors and 
physical activity, nutrition, diabetes, obesity, and alcohol and drug abuse. Papers also address 
educational initiatives aimed at improving the ability of health professionals to provide effective clinical 
prevention and public health services. The journal also publishes official policy statements from the two 
co-sponsoring organizations, health services research pertinent to prevention and public health, review 
articles, media reviews, and editorials.  
 
The American Journal of Preventive Medicine, with an Impact Factor of 3.945, is ranked 15th out of 158 
Public, Environmental, and Occupational Health titles and 18th out of 151 General & Internal Medicine 
titles according to the 2012 Journal Citation Reports® published by Thomson Reuters. 
 
ABOUT ELSEVIER 
Elsevier is a world-leading provider of scientific, technical and medical information products and services. 
The company works in partnership with the global science and health communities to publish more than 
2,000 journals, including The Lancet (www.thelancet.com) and Cell (www.cell.com), and close to 20,000 
book titles, including major reference works from Mosby and Saunders. Elsevier’s online solutions include 
ScienceDirect (www.sciencedirect.com), Scopus (www.scopus.com), SciVal (http://info.scival.com) 
Reaxys (www.elsevier.com/reaxys), ClinicalKey (www.clinicalkey.com) and Mosby’s Suite 
(www.confidenceconnected.com), which enhance the productivity of science and health professionals, 
helping research and health care institutions deliver better outcomes more cost-effectively.  
 
A global business headquartered in Amsterdam, Elsevier (www.elsevier.com) employs 7,000 people 
worldwide. The company is part of Reed Elsevier Group plc (www.reedelsevier.com), a world leading 
provider of professional information solutions. The group employs more than 30,000 people, including 
more than 15,000 in North America. Reed Elsevier Group plc is owned equally by two parent companies, 
Reed Elsevier PLC and Reed Elsevier NV. Their shares are traded on the London, Amsterdam and New 
York Stock Exchanges using the following ticker symbols: London: REL; Amsterdam: REN; New York: 
RUK and ENL. 
 
 


