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Disclosure

• The tobacco control community and regulators 
recognize a continuum of risk for tobacco products:
• Cigarettes present the most risks to health
• Non-combusted products like traditional 

smokeless tobacco products and snus present 
substantially lower risks to health than 
cigarettes

• Other novel, non-combusted products such as 
e-cigarettes likely present lower risks to health 
than cigarettes

• Tobacco harm reduction strategies aim to move 
current smokers who are unlikely to quit to 
products that are likely to present less risk.

• Such movement is facilitated if smokers 
understand that the use of certain tobacco 
products carries less risk than cigarette smoking.1-3

• Authors have also argued that smokers have an 
ethical right to accurate information about the 
relative risks of tobacco products.4

• However, public health authorities and others have 
disseminated misinformation exaggerating the risk 
of non-combusted products (see Figure 1).

• We assessed trends in misperceptions of the 
relative risks of non-combusted tobacco/nicotine 
products compared to cigarettes.

Background and Objective

• Misperceptions about the relative risks of non-combusted tobacco products 
(compared to cigarettes) are extremely common among US smokers.

• Misperceptions, in particular with regard to cigalike e-cigarettes, are rising.
• This is likely related to government and media statements that foster 

misperceptions.
• Misperceptions of relative risk likely impede smokers from moving to products that 

present substantially lower risks to health.
• Public education that provides accurate information about the relative risks of 

tobacco products may facilitate switching from cigarettes to less harmful products, 
which could benefit the health of the population as a whole.

Summary/Conclusions

• The Total Tobacco Migration Tracker (TTM) is an 
ongoing cross-sectional survey of US adults, 
sampled from online consumer research panels.

• Data were weighted to match the demographics of 
the US adult population.

• We used TTM data collected from 31,269 US adult 
smokers surveyed between 2009 and 2017.

• Products were introduced in the survey at 
different times:
• Smokeless tobacco (including snus) – 2009
• Tobacco heating products – 2009
• Cigalike e-cigarettes – 2013
• Tank and other vapor product types – 2015

• Respondents were asked about the risk of each 
product relative to cigarettes, on a 7-point scale 
from “A lot less risky” to “A lot more risky”.
• Data were collected in two quarters of 2009, 

one quarter from 2010 through 2014, then 
quarterly beginning in 2015.

• We report the percentage of current smokers who 
indicated each product was at least as risky as 
cigarettes.

• We used logistic regression to assess linear 
trends, over time.

• We also report the percentage of current smokers 
who correctly understood the relative risks of non-
combusted products in 2017 (% correctly 
responding “a lot less risky”).

Methods

• Currently (2017) 
• Substantial majorities of current smokers (>70%) believe that smokeless 

tobacco, including snus, is at least as risky as cigarettes. 
• Large percentages (>40%) believe that each type of e-cigarette or vapor 

product is at least as risky as cigarettes.
• For all non-combusted products, a majority (≥80% across all products and 

≥90% for non-vapor products) had misperceptions on relative risks, failing to 
appreciate that the products are “a lot less risky” than cigarettes.

• Over time, misperceptions of risk for... 
• Smokeless tobacco (including snus) have generally been consistent, and 

remained at high levels. 
• Tobacco heating products have generally increased, but are slightly lower 

than for smokeless tobacco.
• Cigalike e-cigarettes have risen steeply over a short period of time, and are 

still on a rising trajectory.
• Tanks and other vapor products have increased slightly, and are slightly 

higher than for cigalike e-cigarettes.  
• Among tobacco products, misperceptions were greatest for smokeless 

tobacco, less for snus, and still less for tobacco heating products.
• Among vapor products, misperceptions were more common for tanks and 

other vapor products compared to cigalike e-cigarettes.

Results

• The solid smoothed lines track the percentage of current smokers who 
believed each product was at least as risky as cigarettes.   
• Smokeless tobacco, snus, and tobacco heating products were assessed 

starting in 2009; vapor products were assessed starting in 2013 (all as 
one category) and in more detail (separating tanks and other vapor 
products) in 2015.

• The dotted lines represent the linear trends in misperceptions over the 
period of observation.

• The larger circles on the right axis represent the percent of current 
smokers who had correct perceptions regarding the relative risk of non-
combusted products in 2017 (those who said each product was “a lot less 
risky” versus all other responses).

Figure 2. Trends in Misperceptions of Relative Risk
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Figure 1. Examples of Misinformation

Isn't smokeless tobacco safer to use than cigarettes?

No. 

Can Smokeless Tobacco Harm You?
Some people believe that using smokeless tobacco is safer 
than smoking. This is not true
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