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SMOKING

KILLS

It is the toxicants in 
cigarette smoke, not 
the nicotine, that 
cause the majority 
of smoking-related 
diseases.

Nicotine occurs naturally 
in several varieties of 
plant, but is found at 
the highest level in the 
tobacco plant.

In concentrations much 
higher than in cigarettes, 
nicotine is very toxic and 
serious or fatal effects can 
occur quickly. 

Nicotine use can have  
a range of benefits, 
particularly for mood and 

At the levels found in cigarette 
smoke, e-cigarette vapours or 
the concentrations in nicotine 
replacement products, nicotine 
is likely to be no more risky 
for most people than regularly 
drinking coffee.

Even at the low concentrations 
found in cigarettes, those 
not used to nicotine may 
experience effects such as 
dizziness and nausea. 

Nicotine has been  
reported to help both  

and
relax 
stimulate.

Nicotine at all 
concentrations 
has potential to 
cause addiction.
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Nicotine
The facts

concentration.



public health groups
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What do

think?

“  Most health problems are caused by 
other components in tobacco smoke, 
not by the nicotine.” 

Harm reduction in nicotine addiction: helping people 
who can’t quit, a report by the Tobacco Advisory 
Group of the Royal College of Physicians, 2007

 Tobacco: Harm reduction approaches to smoking, a report by the UK National Institute 
for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), 2013

Tobacco: Harm reduction approaches to smoking, 
a report by the UK National Institute for Health 
and Care Excellence (NICE), 2013

“ Nicotine itself is not especially hazardous … 
if nicotine could be provided in a form that 
is acceptable and effective as a cigarette 
substitute, millions of lives could be saved.”  

“ Evidence is available from studies with up 
to five years follow-up, which suggests 
that ‘pure’ nicotine, in the form available 
in nicotine replacement therapy products, 
does not pose a significant health risk.”  

“  People smoke for the nicotine, 
but die from the tar.”
Professor Michael Russell, British Medical Journal, 1976

“  Extensive experience with nicotine 
replacement therapy in clinical trial and 
observational study settings demonstrates 
that medicinal nicotine is a very safe drug.” 
Harm reduction in nicotine addiction, a report by the Royal College of 
Physicians, 2007
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Q  Is nicotine safe?

A  The UK Royal College of Physicians considers medicinal nicotine to be a very 
safe drug, “no more harmful than the existing use of caffeine”. However, certain 
groups of people, such as those suffering from unstable heart disease, severe 
hypertension or diabetes, would be best advised not to use nicotine. In high 
concentrations nicotine is highly toxic both through swallowing and through 
absorption through the skin.

Q  Does nicotine cause cancer?

A  Nicotine has not been found to cause cancer.  
The International Agency for Research on Cancer 
has not identified nicotine as a carcinogen.

you never knew how to answer

Q  Is it safe to use nicotine 
during pregnancy?

A  There are not enough studies to provide a definitive 
answer. Because of this, medical advice is likely to 
suggest that pregnant women do not use nicotine. 
However, medical authorities have also observed 
that it is likely that nicotine use during pregnancy is 
less risky than cigarette smoking. 

Q  Are the health risks of all tobacco and 
nicotine products the same?

A  The scientific community widely agrees that it is the toxicants in tobacco 
and tobacco smoke, not the nicotine, that cause the majority of tobacco-
related diseases. Conventional cigarettes are most risky, while some forms 
of low-toxicant smokeless tobacco products, such as Swedish-style snus, 
although not risk-free, are much less risky. Regulatory-approved nicotine 
products, that contain no tobacco or smoke toxicants, are almost risk-free. 

The tricky questions



Q  Is nicotine addictive?

A  No matter in what form nicotine is 
taken, it can be addictive.

Q  Are there any benefits of 
using nicotine?

A  One reason that many people smoke is the short-
term positive effect of nicotine on managing mood 
and improving the ability to perform certain tasks. 
Some evidence indicates that there may also be 
some longer-term benefits such as an increased 
metabolism, which may play a role in weight 
control, and potential protective effects against 
some neurodegenerative diseases.
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Q  Do you think nicotine products should  
be regulated?

A  Yes, we believe all nicotine products should be regulated. This is 
because of both the potential for addiction and the possible health risks. 
But regulation needs to ensure an orderly marketplace that protects 
consumers and accommodates innovation. In the context of tobacco 
harm reduction we believe this means setting lower excise rates, 
increasing marketing freedoms and reducing restrictions on where 
the products can be used. 

Q  What about age of use?

A  Because of the potential for addiction, and  
because these products are not completely 
safe, we think that products containing 
nicotine should be age-restricted.
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