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The UK approach to tobacco harm reduction: 
the pillars that guide policy  





• We include harm 
reduction as part 
of comprehensive 
tobacco control 

• The UK is ranked 
top in Europe for 
tobacco control  

 



• Some have assumed 
that embracing tobacco 
harm reduction means 
key individuals and 
organisations in public 
health in the UK are 
influenced by the 
tobacco industry  

• This is patently false, 
and the UK was recently 
ranked 1st in the world 
for resisting tobacco 
industry influence  



Research & Surveillance 

• Policies across the UK are informed by research conducted here 
and elsewhere 

• Surveillance mechanisms (national surveys and routine data at UK, 
GB and devolved nation level) are robust and substantial 

• Strong links between researchers, NGOs and policy makers  

• Ongoing research and surveillance provide us with evidence to stay 
on course but also change direction where needed  



Surveillance 



Research  

• Many national and international 
funders support research on e-
cigarettes 

• Cancer Research UK is the most 
active funder here, plus NIHR has 
supported several large studies  

• Research consortia working in the 
area are supported by multi-funder 
initiatives, most recently led by the 
Medical Research Council  

• CRUK has played a convening role, 
bringing together all interested UK 
funders on several occasions and 
recently hosting a meeting of 
international funders  

• 57 e-cigarette studies have been 
funded by CRUK since 2014 via the 
Tobacco Advisory Group and 
Population Research Committee  



Beard et al, 2019 
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Hitchman et al, 2015 



• CRUK also brings together researchers, practitioners and policy 
makers in a unique forum 3x per year in the UK  

• Each meeting includes presentations on new research and 
discussion of gaps, which in turn leads to new proposals.  

• We also provide a monthly evidence briefing of the latest studies 
from a range of countries. If interested, you can sign up via 
Tobacco.Control@cancer.org.uk 
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Proportionate Regulation 

10 The Tobacco and 
Related Products 
Regulations 2016 

WHO recommendation Action in the UK 

Prevent the initiation among non-smokers 

and youth  

  

 Age of sale of 18.  

 Packs must state the products not for use by non-

smokers or children 

Minimise health risks to EC users and protect 

non-users from exposure   

 Prior notification of all new e-cigarette products; 

 limits nicotine concentration and size of tamper 

proof/child resistant refill containers 

 requires information on safe use, contra-

indications/adverse effects  

 Warnings on packs 

 protected from breakage and leakage  

 ingredients to be of high purity and not a risk to 

health 

 Removal of products that do not comply 

Prevent unproven health claims    Banned from the outset. 



Proportionate Regulation 

11 The Tobacco and 
Related Products 
Regulations 2016 

WHO recommendation Action in the UK 

Protect tobacco control activities from vested 

interests related to EC  

  

 The UK is a Party to the WHO Framework Convention on 

Tobacco Control and has policies and procedures in place 

to protect health policy from the vested interests of the 

tobacco industry 

Consider prohibiting or regulating EC, including as 

tobacco products, medicinal products, consumer 

products 

 The UK provides both medicinal and consumer product 

regulatory frameworks for e-cigarettes.    

Consider banning or restricting advertising, 

promotion and sponsorship   

 From May 2016 advertising of unlicensed EC in print, 

broadcast, online and other electronic media and 

sponsorship of large events and broadcast programming 

are prohibited.  

Comprehensively monitor the use of EC, including 

the relevant questions in all appropriate surveys   

  

 EC use among adults and children is comprehensively 

monitored by several national Government surveys 

 Additional national and local surveys are undertaken by 

other organisations 



Communication  

• Communicating research and improving understanding of 
regulation is key 

• Here our success has been limited – UK research and UK regulation 
is poorly understood and drowned out by international 
developments that emphasise risk and ignore the opportunities of 
tobacco harm reduction   

• The Science Media Centre has played a pivotal role in trying to get 
the facts across  

• PHE, ASH, CRUK and local innovators also deserve credit.  
   

 





Communication: Health Professionals  



Summary 

• The UK’s approach to tobacco harm reduction is as one part of 
comprehensive tobacco control 

• It relies on: investing in and maintaining research and surveillance; 
implementing proportionate regulation; and communication with 
different audiences 

• Our approach is poorly understood internationally, often criticised 
and undermined by developments elsewhere and resulting media 
coverage 

• But it is working. While we remain vigilant, we are also resolute 
and aim to balance risks and benefits.  
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