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Electronic cigarettes:
we need evidence, not
opinions
We read with interest the recent Lancet
Editorial on e-cigarettes (Aug 29,
p 829)1 and the accompanying Letter
by Ann McNeill and colleagues.2
McNeill and colleagues 2 criticise
the Editorial on their e-cigarettes
report 3 for focusing on one 4 of
its 185 references. However, that
reference was the only substantive
reference cited in their report to
justify the message that e-cigarettes
are 95% safer than conventional
cigarettes reported so prominently in
the media (the other was simply a fact
sheet that cited the ﬁrst reference).
Although McNeill and colleagues
did review other evidence that
e-cigarettes are safer (a view not in
dispute), there was no independent
attempt to verify the ﬁgure.
Crucially, many of the studies they
used were also included in a recent
systematic review,5 although they
failed to cite it. It concluded that
much research on the health effects
of e-cigarettes was methodologically
weak, 34% of papers they reviewed
were subject to conflicts of interest,
and the evidence was inadequate to
conclude that they were harmless.
No-one can know the long-term eﬀects
of inhaling many of the substances
present in e-cigarettes, particularly
flavourings, because these chemicals
have never been tested in that context.
It is particularly unfortunate that
McNeill and colleagues failed to
address the conﬂict of interests in a
paper which played such a prominent
role in the headlines they generated,
which now appear even greater than
reported by The Lancet.6
Finally, McNeill and colleagues
simplify the issue by only contrasting
vaping and smoking. It is essential
to consider long-term dual use, and
initiation of vaping among children and
adults who would not otherwise smoke.

*Martin McKee, Simon Capewell
Martin.McKee@lshtm.ac.uk
London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine,
London WC1H 9SH, UK (MM); and University of
Liverpool, Department of Public Health & Policy,
Institute of Psychology, Health & Society, Liverpool,
UK (SC)
1

2

3

4

5

6

Published Online
September 4, 2015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/
S0140-6736(15)00146-4

The Lancet. E-cigarettes: Public Health
England’s evidence-based confusion. Lancet
2015; 386: 829.
McNeill A, Brose LS, Calder R, Hitchman SC,
Hajek P, McRobbie H. E-cigarettes: the need for
clear communication on relative risks. Lancet
2015; published online Aug 31. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)00079-3.
McNeill A, Brose LS, Calder R, Hitchman SC,
Hajek P, McRobbie H. E-cigarettes: an evidence
update. Public Health England, August 2015.
https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/e-cigarettes-an-evidence-update
(accessed Sept 1, 2015).
Nutt DJ, Phillips LD, Balfour D, et al. Estimating
the harms of nicotine-containing products
using the MCDA Approach.
Eur Addict Res 2014; 20: 218–25.
Pisinger C, Døssing M. A systematic review of
health eﬀects of electronic cigarettes. Prev Med
2014; 69: 248-60.
Boseley S. Public Health England under ﬁre for
saying e-cigarettes are 95% safer. The Guardian,
(London): 2015. http://www.theguardian.com/
society/2015/aug/28/public-health-englandunder-ﬁre-for-saying-e-cigarettes-are-95-safer
(accessed Sept 1, 2015).

We declare no competing interests.

www.thelancet.com Published online September 4, 2015 http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)00146-4

1

