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It is critical, in the increasingly complex world of 
tobacco control, that advocates, scientists, and clinicians 
maintain a  clear focus on the bull’s eye of the tobacco 
control target: ending cigarette smoking, or combustible 
tobacco use. We published the American Cancer Society 
Public Health Statement on Eliminating Combustible 
Tobacco Use in the United States in the journal Cancer 
in June 2018 [1]. That guidance document states: “Elimi-
nating cancer caused by tobacco use is the highest public 
health priority of the American Cancer Society. Ciga-
rette smoking is the leading cause of cancer mortality in 
the United States, accounting for as much as 98% of all 
tobacco-related deaths”.

Previously, in February 2018, we published the 
American Cancer Society Position Statement on Elec-
tronic Cigarettes [2], which counsels “that clinicians 
support all attempts to quit the use of combustible tobac-
co and work with smokers to eventually stop using any 
tobacco product, including e-cigarettes”. It recognises 
that “Some smokers, despite firm clinician advice, will 
not attempt to quit smoking cigarettes and will not use 
FDA approved cessation medications”. It further advises, 
based on a  comprehensive review of the scientific evi-
dence that we published in 2017 [3], that “These individ-
uals should be encouraged to switch to the least harm-
ful form of tobacco product possible; switching to the 
exclusive use of e-cigarettes is preferable to continuing 
to smoke combustible products”. It also concludes that 

“these individuals should be regularly advised to com-
pletely quit using all tobacco products”.

Since the release of our position statement on e-cig-
arettes, the controversy surrounding these products 
has grown, due largely to the rapid increase in youth 
vaping in the US. An additional consequence of this 
increased focus on e-cigarettes and youth is that the 
exponentially larger impact of combustible cigarette 
smoking on public health receives disproportionately 
little attention, seldom earning the headlines that the 
leading cause of preventable death deserves. This short- 
changes public understanding and public health.

The American Cancer Society’s statements are par-
ticularly focused on the US and may not necessarily 
apply elsewhere. Different countries face a  wide vari-
ety of circumstances, product variations, and industry 
strategies, as well as different regulatory systems. But 
it is clear that today some experts and advocacy organ-
isations, both in my country and others, neglect to 
remind the public of how bad smoking really is. 

Industry marketing and product engineering tech-
niques have created a troubling increase in underage e-cig-
arette use in the US, but we must still search for the right 
combination of regulatory and educational approaches to 
ensure that as few children as possible are enticed to use 
addictive e-cigarettes while protecting the harm reduc-
tion potential of a  well-regulated e-cigarette industry. 
While we work on finding the right balance as effectively 
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as we can, we must simultaneously reinforce a sense of 
proportionality when it comes to the leading prevent-
able cause of death in our society, which is still cigarette 
smoking – the bull’s eye on the tobacco control target.
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