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Module 5: Understanding Stakeholders and Challenges  
		     in Tobacco Harm Reduction

Introduction to Module 5
This module looks at various perspectives towards tobacco harm reduction (THR) and explores  
the main challenges faced in this policy area.

By the end of this module, you will be able to:

»	 Analyse and compare different perspectives of various stakeholders on THR.

»	 Explain the challenges facing efforts to advance the case for THR.

Stakeholders in tobacco harm reduction
There are a number of organisations, groups and individuals with an interest or concern in how policies 
and practice relating to THR develop and are implemented. Having a knowledge and recognition  
of these provides a framework to understand the diverse landscape of opinions and some  
of the resulting challenges regarding THR.

The THR approach is highly controversial and frequently criticised, facing significant challenges 
from various quarters [1]. Views regarding THR are variously guided by values, ideology, politics,  
and the opinions of different stakeholder groups and individuals. These stakeholders not only debate 
the scientific evidence but also hold divergent views on issues such as the control of tobacco, smoking, 
and nicotine; the role of the private sector; the involvement of the tobacco industry; principles of social 
justice; the inevitability of nicotine use; and the acceptability of dependence. This broad spectrum has 
resulted in the current contentious debate around THR and the complex, often polarised, discussions 
surrounding it.

This item includes selected online content and is intended to complement the module 
website—not replace it. The website https://thr.academy remains the primary study 
platform, offering activities and resources that are not available in printed formats.
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The role of harm reduction in public health
As outlined in Module 2, harm reduction (HR) as a public health concept is defined as policies, 
programmes, and practices aimed at reducing the negative health, social, and legal impacts 
associated with various activities. Grounded in justice and human rights, HR focuses on promoting 
positive change without judgement, coercion, or discrimination. Essentially, HR is a key component 
of public health, covering areas including:

»	 Drug use (including nicotine).

»	 Diet.

»	 Reproductive health.

»	 Vaccination.

THR is based on the same principles where high-risk tobacco products, such as combustible cigarettes, 
are replaced by lower-risk nicotine and smokeless tobacco products [2], as discussed in Module 3.

While it has taken time, HR principles and strategies are now accepted by key international bodies 
and many national agencies as an effective approach to reducing ill health and mortality. This is most 
well-known in drug use, especially in preventing overdoses, poisonings, and the spread of infections.

WHO recommends a package of harm reduction interventions  
to reduce transmission of HIV, HCV and HBV, as well as deaths due to overdose,  

among people who inject drugs. These interventions also allow people  
who inject drugs to access the health-care system and engage  

with TB care and mental health services.

World Health Organization [3]

THR remains more contentious, and there is a spectrum of attitudes among various stakeholders 
who have expressed opinions on the subject.

Groups involved in tobacco harm reduction
THR stakeholder groups can be identified as:

»	 Policy and public health organisations: including World Health Organization (WHO), Action  
on Smoking and Health (ASH), and Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids among others.

»	 Consumers: people who use THR products. Examples: people who smoke, along with individuals 
using nicotine patches, vapes, or heated tobacco products (HTPs) as alternatives to smoking.

»	 Commercial actors: industry participants, including manufacturers, sellers, and trade 
organisations. Examples: Philip Morris International (IQOS), Juul Labs (vapes), British American 
Tobacco (Vuse), Swedish Match, now part of Philip Morris International (Zyn).
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»	 Advocacy groups: organisations advocating for THR. Examples: New Nicotine Alliance (UK), 
Consumer Advocates for Smoke-free Alternatives Association (USA), and Campaign for Safer 
Alternatives (Africa).

»	 Government organisations: legislative bodies, government ministries, and departments of health. 
Examples: U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), Public Health England (PHE, now Office  
for Health Improvement and Disparities, OHID), Australian Therapeutic Goods Administration 
(TGA).

»	 Regulatory and standards organisations: responsible for setting and enforcing standards  
and regulations related to tobacco and nicotine products. Examples: International Organisation 
for Standardisation (ISO), British Standards Institution (BSI), Medicines and Healthcare products 
Regulatory Agency (MHRA), European Medicines Agency (EMA), Committees of Advertising 
Practice (CAP).
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Each of these groups plays a distinct role in the discussion of THR, contributing to the diverse range 
of opinions and approaches within the field. For example, policy actors may focus on public health 
impacts and regulatory measures, while commercial actors might emphasise market dynamics  
and product innovation. People who smoke, and those who have stopped smoking using safer 
nicotine products, as direct users of tobacco products, have firsthand experience and insights into 
the challenges and potential benefits of THR strategies. Understanding these diverse perspectives  
is important for developing comprehensive and effective THR strategies [4].

Task 6
This is a question in which you write your answer yourself. 

A new policy is being proposed in your country to regulate tobacco harm reduction (THR) products, 
such as e-cigarettes, nicotine pouches, and heated tobacco products. This regulation aims to create  
a structured framework to ensure that THR products are safely managed and accessible to those who 
may benefit from them as alternatives to smoking. As part of the policy-making process, consultations 
are scheduled with various stakeholders, including healthcare professionals, policymakers, and industry 
representatives. However, existing consumer groups – individuals who actively use THR products  
and advocate for harm reduction – are not included in the consultation process.

Based on the case study, how would you assess the decision to exclude consumer groups from the 
consultation process for the new THR product regulation policy? Write which answer you choose 
and why.

A.	 Excluding consumer groups is a sound approach, as they may have biased perspectives 
that could interfere with objective policy-making.

B.	 Including consumer groups would add value, as their firsthand experience with THR 
products offers unique insights into user needs and the effectiveness of these alternatives.

C.	 Consumer groups should only be included if they have proven expertise in public health 
and regulatory affairs, to ensure policy discussions remain evidence-based.

D.	 It does not matter if consumer groups are included, as industry representatives can 
adequately convey the needs of THR users.

Examples of organisations that support THR
In the next section, we will describe various views held by individuals and organisations with an interest 
in THR. It is important to note that even within a specific stakeholder group or organisation there may 
be a range of views in relation to THR. Typically, some stakeholders may be more supportive, while 
others may be more cautious and could, for example, support harm reduction strategies in general,  
but disagree on what should be seen as harm reduction when it comes to tobacco. To better understand 
the principles of these disagreements, we present some examples of different perspectives on safer 
nicotine products (SNPs) among THR stakeholders.
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Examples of different stakeholders’ perspectives
Working with the industry

»	 Some stakeholders who criticise SNPs as a THR measure often reference historical examples  
to support their concerns. They view vapes and other SNPs as an attempt by the tobacco industry 
and other commercial actors to mislead the public, much like they did historically with reduced-
tar and ‘light’ cigarettes. Industry involvement is criticised as prioritising profit over public health 
and may involve use of deceptive marketing tactics.

»	 Others who support SNP as a THR measure do not necessarily see tobacco industry involvement 
in the SNP market as a major problem, especially since independent non-tobacco businesses 
command a significant share of the market. They argue that innovation is key to reducing  
the harm caused by the tobacco epidemic, even if it means profit for tobacco and nicotine 
companies. Supporters emphasise the importance of creating proper incentives for reduced-
harm products and establishing an effective regulatory system as the best strategies to reduce 
combustible tobacco smoking rates globally. They argue that industry can accelerate  
the development  and adoption of safer products, much the same as how the automotive industry 
is seen as a key player in encouraging the switch to electric vehicles.

Acceptability of nicotine dependence
»	 Some stakeholders view nicotine addiction as a complex health issue that should be addressed 

with the goal of reducing or eliminating dependence on any addictive substance. They express 
concern that vaping products could potentially lead a new generation to become addicted  
to nicotine, especially in the absence of comprehensive long-term studies on the effects  

Examples of organisations that support THR

Canadian Heart & Stroke Foundation French National Academy of Medicine

German Federal Institute for Risk Assessment Cancer Society of New Zealand

Canadian Cancer Society

Cochrane Review Society for Research on Nicotine and Tobacco
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of vaping. They may emphasise the importance of precaution, arguing that the promotion  
of vaping and other smoke-free nicotine products might normalise nicotine use, potentially 
leading to widespread public health risks. This precautionary perspective underscores  
the need for policies that prioritise prevention, complete cessation, and the reduction of nicotine 
dependence to avoid unintended consequences.

»	 Others argue that nicotine use, like drug use in general, is inevitable for some individuals. They 
believe that strategies promoting complete cessation and harsh tobacco control measures 
are unrealistic and likely to be counter productive. Instead, they advocate for harm reduction 
approaches that accept ongoing nicotine use while minimising the associated risks. Moreover, 
some supporters view recreational nicotine use as perfectly acceptable, likening it to other forms 
of recreational substances such as alcohol or caffeine. They argue that it is a matter of personal 
choice and autonomy, and that restricting access to SNPs encroaches on individual freedom. 
These supporters may also believe that making SNPs widely available is essential, regardless  
of whether these products displace smoking, as they see access to SNPs as a fundamental right.

Gateway to smoking or gateway away from smoking?
»	 Some express concern that nicotine vaping might act as a gateway to smoking, especially among 

young people. They worry that the availability and attractiveness of vaping products could lead 
non-smokers, particularly youth, to experiment with and eventually transition to combustible 
tobacco products.

»	 Others argue that vaping serves as a gateway away from smoking. They highlight evidence 
suggesting that many smokers use vapes and other SNPs to quit or reduce their consumption 
of combustible cigarettes. Those advocating for THR generally believe that making safer 
alternatives available can significantly lower smoking rates and mitigate the harms associated 
with traditional tobacco use.

The degree of risk reduction
»	 There are some public health commentators who reject the harm reduction potential of SNPs, 

most concede that there is a lowering of risk when compared with combustible cigarettes,  
but have differing assessments on the scale of the reduction. However, they emphasise that  
the long-term harms from SNPs such as vapes are not yet fully understood and may be 
underreported. Therefore, they advocate for the application of the precautionary principle  
in public health policies, arguing that safety must be fully established through longitudinal 
research before the products are widely available to the public, if at all.
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»	 Others point to substantial evidence indicating that SNPs are significantly less harmful than 
combustible tobacco products. They argue that the benefits of switching outweigh potential 
risks from long-term nicotine use. They differentiate between nicotine addiction, involving harm, 
and dependence, which may not cause harm. While they advocate for SNPs as a harm reduction 
tool, they also call for ongoing research to better understand long-term effects. This perspective 
emphasises the need for SNPs in harm reduction, balanced with careful monitoring of any 
emerging risks.

Impact on young people
»	 Some are particularly concerned about the impact of SNPs on young people. They argue that  

the marketing and availability of SNPs may appeal to youth, leading to increased experimentation 
and potential nicotine addiction, which they deem to be costly and avoidable. This perspective 
stresses the importance of stringent regulations to prevent youth access and protect public 
health.

»	 Some may agree that youth access should be minimised but they think that this should be done  
in a way that does not reduce the harm reduction benefits for adult smokers. They believe 
that with appropriate regulations and education, the benefits of SNPs for public health can be 
maximised. Additionally, they argue that SNPs could be diverting some young people away from 
cigarettes who would otherwise have probably taken up smoking. However, some commentators 
remain unconvinced that youth uptake of SNPs is a significant concern, and point instead  
to the far greater public health potential to reduce harm among current adult smokers.

Recreational nicotine use
»	 Many believe that use of nicotine should be avoided at all costs and reject the concept  

of recreational use in any form. This extends to a significant proportion of public health 
professionals who do support the use of SNPs. It is often felt that, although reduced risk products 
can help people to quit smoking, they should then aim to stop use of the safer alternatives too.

»	 Others believe that once an individual has ceased using combustible tobacco, with all its proven 
harms, they should be considered as non-smokers and left to enjoy nicotine with a much-reduced 
threat to their health. They argue that cigarettes are a recreational consumer product, and that 
SNPs are designed not as a step towards abstinence, but as a substitute means of consuming 
nicotine in a far safer way.
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Challenges faced by tobacco harm reduction
The adoption and effective implementation of THR face numerous challenges. While many 
stakeholders claim to support harm reduction strategies, differences in their perspectives create 
significant obstacles for THR efforts. Key areas of disagreement include:

»	 Product regulation: Stakeholders differ on how THR products should be regulated.

»	 Smoking cessation vs. alternative products: There is debate over whether the focus should be 
on encouraging smokers to quit entirely or to switch to safer nicotine products (SNP).

»	 Industry involvement: Opinions vary on the appropriateness of consulting with the SNP industry.

»	 Risks and roles of SNPs: Concerns exist about the risks linked to SNP and their potential roles 
as both aids for smoking cessation and gateways to smoking.

»	 Role of SNPs: Opinions differ as to whether SNPs are purely smoking cessation products  
or an alternative source of nicotine consumption.

Diversity and regulatory challenges in national markets
National markets for THR products are highly diverse, and the regulatory landscape is continually 
evolving, as detailed in Module 4. Products vary in type, technology, composition, legal status,  
and more. Different countries and regions implement varying regulations, often without a clear 
scientific basis, creating uncertainty for both consumers and manufacturers.

Public perception and misconceptions
Public perception and stigma associated with tobacco and nicotine products also pose significant 
challenges to THR. Despite convincing evidence supporting the harm reduction potential of SNPs, 
widespread misconceptions and negative attitudes persist among the general population and 
media [5]. Crucially, many people who smoke do not believe that SNPs are safer than cigarettes. 
Misinformation and disinformation are common, even among healthcare providers. For example, 
a 2022 survey involving 15,335 physicians across 11 countries (China, Germany, Greece, India, 
Indonesia, Israel, Italy, Japan, South Africa, UK, and the US), revealed that nearly 77% of doctors 
mistakenly believe nicotine causes lung cancer, and 78% believe it causes atherosclerosis [6]. Such 
misconceptions hinder policy support and public acceptance, making it more difficult to promote 
harm reduction strategies effectively.
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This brings us to the necessity of addressing and dispelling the myths about THR, as well  
as highlighting the scientific evidence supporting it. This will be thoroughly explored in the next 
module.

Further reading
To help you better understand the topics in this module, we have put together some extra reading 
materials below:

1.	 Yach D. WHO should embrace tobacco harm reduction to save lives. Lancet. 2024 Apr 
6;403(10434):1334-1335.
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2.	 Global State of Tobacco Harm Reduction Report. The UK and tobacco: 
successful elements of a harm reduction strategy and the chance to influence 
the international response to smoking. (2021) https://gsthr.org/resources/
briefing-papers/the-uk-and-tobacco-successful-elements-of-a-harm-reduction-
strategy-and-the-chance-to-influence-the-international-response-to-smoking/

Glossary
Stakeholders: Individuals or groups with an interest or concern in a particular issue or organization.

Nicotine Dependence: A physical condition where the body adapts to regular nicotine use, leading  
to withdrawal symptoms when use stops.

Nicotine Addiction: A compulsive need to use nicotine despite harmful consequences, often 
characterized by cravings and loss of control.

Atherosclerosis: A disease in which plaque builds up inside arteries, leading to reduced blood flow 
and increased risk of heart attack and stroke.
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