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Consumer Choices and the FDA: How Vaping Restrictions Favor 
Cigarette Sales  

	 A discussion on consumer preferences and the unintended consequences of the 
FDA's regulatory framework.


	 As public health discussions increasingly focus on smoking cessation and the 
reduction of tobacco-related harm, the regulatory landscape set forth by the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) plays a pivotal role in shaping consumer choices. While the FDA 
aims to protect public health through its regulations on vaping products, many critics argue 
that these policies inadvertently favor traditional cigarette sales. This article explores how 
vaping restrictions can affect consumer preferences and highlight the unintended 
consequences for public health. 


The Regulatory Landscape: FDA’s Approach to Vaping 

	 The FDA’s authority over tobacco products was expanded in 2016 to include 
electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS), which encompass all forms of vaping. Through 
the implementation of the Pre-Market Tobacco Product Application (PMTA) process, the 
FDA requires manufacturers to demonstrate the safety and efficacy of their products before 
they are allowed to enter the market (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2018). While this is intended to ensure consumer safety, the stringent 
requirements have created significant barriers to entry, particularly for smaller vaping 
companies.


	 As a result, the regulatory framework has led to an environment where fewer choices 
are available to consumers. With many innovative vaping products unable to gain market 
access due to the complexities and costs associated with compliance, the variety that once 
characterized the vaping industry is dwindling. This reduction in options poses a critical 
question: how do these limitations affect consumer behavior, particularly regarding tobacco 
consumption?


Consumer Preferences: The Shift Toward Vaping 

	 Research has shown that many smokers view vaping as a potential harm-reduction 
strategy. Surveys indicate that a significant number of smokers consider switching to 
vaping to mitigate the health risks associated with combustible tobacco use (Higgins et al., 
2019). Vaping products, often perceived as less harmful due to their absence of combustion 
and reduced exposure to harmful chemicals, appeal to a growing demographic of health-
conscious consumers.
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	 The diverse range of flavors and product options available in the vaping market 
historically attracted adult smokers and new users alike. However, with the advent of 
regulatory restrictions—such as flavor bans and marketing limitations—the appeal of vaping 
products has diminished. The loss of appealing flavors, which play a critical role in drawing 
smokers away from traditional cigarettes, has the potential to push consumers back toward 
combustible tobacco products (Moore et al., 2021).


The Paradox of Protection: Unintended Consequences of Restrictions 

	 The FDA's regulatory measures aimed at protecting public health can produce 
paradoxical outcomes. While the intention behind limiting access to flavored vaping 
products is to prevent youth vaping, these restrictions can also harm adult smokers seeking 
alternatives. By reducing the variety of vaping options available, the FDA inadvertently 
reinforces the appeal of traditional cigarettes, which remain broadly available and 
sometimes even more enticing to former smokers (Klein et al., 2021).


	 A key unintended consequence of these policies is the increasing likelihood that 
smokers who were exploring vaping as a cessation tool may revert to cigarettes due to the 
lack of appealing alternatives. Rather than leading to a decline in smoking rates, the 
restrictive framework can contribute to a resurgence in cigarette use, undermining the 
public health goals regulatory authorities seek to achieve (Sinha et al., 2021).


Market Dynamics: The Impact on Tobacco Sales 

	 As the FDA enforces regulations limiting the availability and attractiveness of vaping 
products, a clear shift in market dynamics emerges. Traditional tobacco companies not only 
retain their foothold in the market but may also benefit from regulatory burdens imposed on 
their competitors. With reduced competition from innovative vaping products, big tobacco 
companies can maintain their market share more easily.


	 Moreover, the profile of consumers who switch from vaping back to smoking may shift 
as well. As current vapers become disillusioned by the reduced selection available in the 
vaping market, they may choose the familiar option of traditional cigarettes over navigating 
the complexities of increasingly restricted vape offerings (Zeller & Holmes, 2021). This trend 
presents a critical challenge for public health advocates who hope to reduce smoking 
prevalence and its associated health risks.


The Importance of Consumer Choice 

	 Consumer choice is central to the dialogue surrounding vaping and smoking. 
Providing adult smokers with diverse, appealing alternatives is essential for encouraging 
shifts away from combustible tobacco. By limiting options in the vaping industry through 
stringent regulations, the FDA may inadvertently hinder this necessary transition.
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	 In contrast, promoting a balanced regulatory approach that preserves the integrity of 
the vaping market while addressing youth prevention can empower adult smokers. 
Encouraging competition within the vaping industry would help maintain a diverse array of 
products, addressing different preferences and needs among consumers, particularly those 
seeking to quit smoking (Fischer et al., 2020).


A Path Forward: Rethinking Regulatory Approaches 

	 To align regulatory objectives with public health goals, it is vital for the FDA to 
reassess its approach to vaping. Striking a balance between protecting young people from 
nicotine access and providing adults with safer alternatives can pave the way for more 
effective tobacco control strategies.


	 Potential strategies could include creating differentiated regulations that specifically 
address youth access without disproportionately impacting adult consumers. This might 
involve targeted marketing restrictions in venues frequented by youth while allowing for a 
variety of vaping products to be available for responsible adult use. Additionally, fostering 
collaboration between public health advocates, the vaping industry, and regulatory bodies 
can lead to innovative solutions that serve the best interests of consumers.


Conclusion  

	 The interplay between FDA regulations and consumer choices in the vaping market is 
complex and fraught with unintended consequences. While the FDA aims to protect public 
health by imposing restrictions, these policies can inadvertently favor traditional cigarette 
sales and hinder smokers' attempts to transition to less harmful alternatives.


	 Addressing these challenges requires a balanced regulatory approach that prioritizes 
consumer choice while safeguarding public health. By rethinking regulations around vaping 
products, the FDA has an opportunity to encourage innovation and competition, 
empowering adult smokers to make informed choices conducive to better health outcomes. 
Ultimately, the goal should be to create a regulatory environment that supports harm 
reduction and promotes a decline in smoking rates, aligning with the larger mission of 
improving public health.
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The Tennessee Smoke Free Association (TSFA) is an advocacy group and trade 
organization with a focus on Tobacco Harm Reduction (THR) through the use of personal 
vaporizers (electronic cigarettes) and other smokeless tobacco products shown to reduce 
the morbidity and mortality associated with smoking. The TSFA was formed in 2014 to 
provide support and education regarding alternative methods of Tobacco Harm Reduction. 
We focus on the prevention of tobacco harm and seek to cooperate with the Tennessee 
Health Agencies to function for the greater health of the Tennessee public as well as monitor 
the legislation for or against our movement of tobacco harm reduction. You can learn more 
by visiting TNSmokeFree.org.
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