
In 2011, about 1 in 5 adults in the United States who smoke traditional cigarettes had used electronic ciga-
rettes, or e-cigarettes. This rate is a 10 percent increase from the previous year. The rate of e-cigarette 
use among adolescents also increased between 2011 and 2012. 

What are E-Cigarettes?

E-cigarettes are smokeless, battery-operated, nicotine-delivering devices. These devices deliver nicotine 
with flavorings or other chemicals to the lungs of users without burning tobacco, which is the usual source 
of nicotine. E-cigarettes commonly resemble regular cigarettes, cigars, and pipes. Some are also designed 
to look like everyday objects, such as pens and USB memory sticks. There are more than 250 different 
e-cigarette brands currently on the market.

Most e-cigarettes consist of three different components:
•	 A cartridge, which holds a liquid solution containing 

varying amounts of nicotine, flavorings, and other  
chemicals

•	 A heating device (vaporizer)
•	 A rechargeable battery

Puffing activates the battery-powered heating device, which 
vaporizes the liquid in the cartridge. The resulting aerosol 
or vapor is then inhaled (called “vaping”).

Are E-Cigarettes Safer than Conventional Cigarettes?

Little is known about the public health implications of using e-cigarettes. 

The health consequences associated with smoking tobacco, such as cancer and heart disease, are the re-
sult of the inhalation of tar and other chemicals produced by tobacco combustion. The nicotine in tobacco 
is responsible for the pleasurable, reinforcing, and addictive properties of smoking. E-cigarettes deliver 
nicotine without the toxic chemicals produced by tobacco combustion.

However, there is currently not enough evidence to support e-cigarettes as a safer alternative to conven-
tional cigarettes. Nicotine is highly addictive, and research suggests that nicotine may prime the brain to 
become addicted to other, potentially more harmful substances. Vapor from e-cigarettes has been found 
to contain known carcinogens and toxic chemicals. Additionally, the vaporizing mechanism of e-cigarettes 
has been found to release toxic metals.

E-cigarettes and the liquids inside the devices are currently not regulated by the U.S. Food and Drug Ad-
ministration (FDA), so there are no accepted measures to confirm their purity or safety.
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Can E-Cigarettes Help Someone Quit Smoking?

It is currently unclear whether e-cigarettes may be effective as smoking-cessation aids. There is the possi-
bility that e-cigarettes could perpetuate the nicotine addiction, and thus interfere with quitting.

Because e-cigarettes have not been thoroughly evaluated in scientific studies, very little data exists on the 
safety of these devices, and consumers have no way of knowing whether their purported therapeutic ben-
efits or advantages over conventional cigarettes are real.

For More Information

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Food and Drug Administration: http://www.fda.gov/for-
consumers/consumerupdates/ucm225210.htm
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