
Can electronic cigarettes 
help people to quit  
smoking?

This sheet also has information on smoking cessation 
approaches that we know work with most people who want 
to quit or reduce their smoking, and how these can be 
accessed in the ACT.

Evidence about e-cigarettes and 
smoking cessation

There have been only a limited number of studies done to 
look at whether or not e-cigarettes work to help people stop 
(or reduce) smoking. This means that we have only a low 
level of evidence currently available. Nonetheless, studies 
show that:

• E-cigarettes (both nicotine and non-nicotine types) can
reduce cravings and withdrawal symptoms.1

• E-cigarettes with nicotine help smokers to reduce the
number of cigarettes they smoke, and can help them to
stop smoking, more effectively than e-cigarettes that do
not contain nicotine.2

• E-cigarettes are at least as effective as nicotine
replacement therapy (NRT) patches at helping people to
quit smoking; however, people are more likely to
continue using e-cigarettes than NRT.2

• Results for effectiveness vary by how much people use
e-cigarettes (e.g. daily vs non-daily use), and what type

• The effectiveness of e-cigarettes in helping people to
quit smoking may be increased when combined with
expert support.4 

This information sheet is looking at the evidence on whether or not electronic 
cigarettes (or e-cigarettes) work to help people to give up smoking. Some people 
believe that they are effective at helping people to reduce or quit smoking, and 
believe that they should be promoted for this. Other people see little evidence that 
e-cigarettes work for smoking cessation, and that e-cigarettes keep people addicted
to nicotine and keep them smoking tobacco cigarettes.
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of e-cigarette they use. Newer ‘second-’ and ‘third-
generation’ e-cigarettes are more effective than the older
‘cigalike’ devices.3

There is some evidence that there is a high ‘dual’ use of 
both e-cigarettes and tobacco cigarettes among adults 
in some countries. Studies show that people using 
e-cigarettes even while still smoking tobacco are more
likely to try to quit, although it’s not yet clear whether they
will actually be successful at quitting.4,5

It is important to note that, although the evidence suggests 
that e-cigarettes could help some people to quit smoking, 
there have been relatively few studies done overall. The 
National Health and Medical Research Council position is 
that "there is currently insufficient evidence to conclude 
whether e-cigarettes can benefit smokers in quitting".6 

The Therapeutic Goods Administration has not yet 
approved e-cigarettes as a smoking cessation aid, and it is 
illegal to market or sell e-cigarettes in Australia with the 
claim that they will help people who smoke to quit or cut 
down (see Information Sheet #4).
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• Smoking cessation support from someone who is
specially trained to help manage the habits and
emotions linked to smoking. They provide structure,
motivation, support and encouragement.8,9

• Nicotine replacement products or other quitting
medications to reduce cravings and withdrawal
symptoms.10

Smoking cessation advice and support
In the ACT, smoking cessation advice and support is 
available from:

• Quitline (13 78 48), including a call-back service for on-
going support

• Alcohol and Other Drug Workers in both government
and non-government services

• Community Pharmacists
• General Practitioners, Nurses and other health

professionals

Smoking cessation support might be just brief one-on-
one advice, or might be through more intensive 
therapy. In some cases, health professionals may not 
be able to provide ongoing smoking cessation support 
directly, but they will be able to refer to someone who 
can.

Nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) works by replacing 
some of the nicotine normally inhaled from cigarettes to 
help to stop, or reduce, cravings and the symptoms of 
nicotine withdrawal. There are different types of NRT—
patches, gum, lozenges, spray, strips and inhalator.

All forms of NRT, when used correctly, have been shown 
to help people who are addicted to nicotine to quit 
smoking. The success of NRT at helping someone to quit 
or reduce smoking is improved when:

• Multi-session advice and support is provided by a health
professional or trained smoking cessation support
worker (see above).11

• A full course of 8–12 weeks worth of NRT is used.11

• Combination therapy, where you use a patch plus
intermittent form of NRT (e.g. gum, strips, inhalator,
lozenges, spray), has been shown to be more effective
at suppressing cravings than just using NRT patches.11 

All types of NRT can be bought over-the-counter at 
community pharmacies and other retailers such as 
supermarkets and convenience stores. Only nicotine 
patches can be bought at a subsidised rate with a 
prescription from a general practitioner (through the 
Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme). Intermittent types o 
NRT (e.g. gum, strips, inhalator, lozenges, spray) are not 
subsidised through the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme 12

There are also other smoking cessation medications 
that are available at a subsidised rate with a doctor’s 
prescription—e.g.bupropion (Zyban) and varenicline 
(Champix).

Other types of quitting methods
Other quitting methods do not have the same level of 
scientific evidence for being effective, but have helped 
some people who smoke to quit or reduce their smoking. 
This includes exercise, using online resources, hypnosis, 
acupuncture, and herbal preparations.13
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Anyone thinking about using e-cigarettes to quit smoking 
should talk to a general practitioner or other health 
professional.

What is known to help people 
to quit smoking?

Some people manage to quit smoking without any help 
from special supports or medications—they just go ‘cold 
turkey’. However, many people do need extra help to quit 
(or reduce) their smoking, and to stay quit.

There are two types of support that have been shown to be 
especially helpful for quitting (or reducing) smoking.  These 
are:7 

Nicotine replacement products and other  
quitting medications
 

2



References

1 Australian Association of Smoking Cessation Professionals (AASCP),  

3 Hitchman SC, Brose LS, Brown J, Robson D, and McNeill A. (2015). 

‘Associations between e-cigarette type, frequency of use, and quitting 
smoking: findings from a longitudinal online panel survey in Great 
Britain’. Nicotine & Tobacco Research, 17(10):1187–94.

4 McNeill A, Brose LS, Calder R, Hitchman SC, Hajek P, and McRobbie 
H. (2015). E-cigarettes: an evidence update A report commissioned by 
Public Health England. Public Health England.

5 Royal College of Physicians. (2016). Nicotine without smoke: Tobacco 
harm reduction. London: RCP.

www.quit.org.au/preparing-to-quit/choosing-best-way-to-quit

8 Stead, L.F., Bergson, G. and Lancaster, T. (2008). ‘Physician advice 
for smoking cessation’. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. 
CD000165. DOI:10.1002/14651858.CD000165.pub3.

9 Rice, V.H. and Stead, L.F. (2008). ‘Nursing interventions for smoking 
cessation’. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. CD001188. 
DOI:10:1002/14651858.CD1188.pub.3.

10 Stead, L.F., Perera, R., Bullen, C., Mant, D., Hartmann-Boyce, J., 
Cahill, K. and Lancaster, T. (2012) ‘Nicotine replacement therapy for 
smoking cessation’. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews DOI: 
10.1002/14651858.CD000146.pub4.

11 Zwar, N., Richmond, R., Borland, R., Peters, M., Litt, J., Bell, J., 
Caldwell, B. and Ferretter, I. (2011). Supporting smoking cessation: a 
guide for health professionals. Melbourne:The Royal Australian College 
of General Practitioners.

12 See: www.pbs.gov.au/pbs/search?term=nicotine&analyse=false&sear
ch-type=medicines

evidence/quitting-services-and-products-fact-sheet.pdf

Cutting through the haze
E-cigarette information sheet series

This information sheet is the third in a series that has been 
produced to provide information to workers at ACT health and 
community services and their clients to make informed decisions 
on the use (or not) of e-cigarettes. The information sheets in this 
series are:

#1  What are electronic cigarettes and how do they work?
#2  What do we know about the health effects of electronic 

cigarettes?
#3  Can electronic cigarettes help people to quit smoking?
#4  Are electronic cigarettes legal in the ACT?

There is debate about the health harms and effectiveness of e-
cigarettes. These information sheets do not promote or discourage 
the use of e-cigarettes, but aim to provide information based on 
the best available evidence so that members of the ACT 
community can make their own informed decisions.

All information given is of a general nature.  Individuals seeking to 
use e-cigarettes should obtain medical and/or legal advice for their 
own situation.

The research evidence surrounding electronic cigarettes is 
evolving rapidly. Every attempt has been made to ensure the 
accuracy and currency of this information at the time of writing. 
ATODA and ACT Health are planning a revision in 2018.
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