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Editorial

Better Understanding Harm Reduction

This issue of Nicotine & Tobacco Research includes several studies 
on “harm reduction.” These address the multitude of questions and 
do so in a balanced and thoughtful manner. Given a large number of 
studies, here I focus on two of particular interest.

Cahn et al.1 provide us with perhaps the most balanced, com-
prehensive, and thoughtful analysis of the issues. If one wants to 
learn about tobacco/nicotine harm reduction, this is the place to go. 
One theme throughout this article is the encouragement to always 
consider the relative risk of products compared with continuing 
smoking. Another theme is that of trade-offs; for example, it is 
very likely that promoting harm reduction will decrease smoking in 
adults but increase smoking in adolescents (ie, what ratio of quits 
to initiations is acceptable?). Does such a calculation include the 
fact that quitting produces immediate health benefits, but the ef-
fects of initiation are not realized for several decades? Should effects 
on children weigh more because they are traditionally thought to 
be more susceptible? This is a question that many of us have failed 
to address. Finally, the likelihood of induction of quit attempts by 
harm-reduction products is well-covered. In fact, the biggest effect of 
harm-reduction products may be that they reach the large majority 
of smokers not ready to quit by providing them with a stepping 
stone toward quitting. Successive approximations to the desired be-
havior is a well-validated change technique. It may be that our prior 
notion that quitting requires strong motivation is incorrect.

Ebrahimi Kalan et al.2 and Mermelstein et al.3 comment on a prior 
study that used psychometrics to compare addiction to e-cigarettes 
with addiction to combustible cigarettes among dual users.4 This is 
a worthy effort for three reasons. First, it is doubtful whether dual 
users could reliably rate one versus the other. Second, continued ad-
diction to e-cigarettes is clearly less harmful than continued addic-
tion to combustible cigarettes. Third, several of the studies in this 
issue illustrate that, in order to better understand dual-use addiction, 
we need a much more detailed and long-term description of the nat-
ural history of dual use. One of the first goals of any investigation 
is to better describe the phenomenon. We know that motivation to 
quit smoking varies greatly from day to day. Consistent with this, my 

anecdotal clinical observation is that many dual users are ambivalent 
about quitting smoking, start using with a reduction product and 
take a wait-and-see approach.

Ultimately, most of the prior clinical research has focused on 
helping the 10% of smokers who currently want to quit. I am heart-
ened that we are finally trying to reach the other 90%.
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