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The Misconceptions of Popcorn Lung and Nicotine Vaping

In recent years, the rise of nicotine vaping has sparked significant public health
discussions, including concerns about potential health risks associated with its use. One of
the most frequently cited hazards is the claim that vaping can cause "popcorn lung," a term
referring to a severe lung disease called bronchiolitis obliterans. This article seeks to clarify
the erroneous claims linking nicotine vaping to popcorn lung, supported by scientific
evidence.

Understanding Popcorn Lung

Popcorn lung, or bronchiolitis obliterans, is a condition that results in lung damage and
scarring, leading to breathing difficulties. The disease gained its nickname from an incident
involving workers at a microwave popcorn plant who were exposed to high levels of
diacetyl, a chemical used to create buttery flavors, which was linked to the illness. While
diacetyl exposure in the workplace has been associated with popcorn lung, the relationship
between diacetyl and vaping is less clear.

The Role of Diacetyl in Vaping Products

One of the main arguments against vaping is the presence of diacetyl in some e-liquid
flavors. A study by Allen et al. (2016) found that while diacetyl was indeed present in certain
e-liquids, significantly fewer than those used in traditional cigarette smoking and at much
lower levels than those found in industrial settings. The levels of diacetyl in e-liquids were
generally regarded as not high enough to pose a significant risk of causing popcorn lung in
users, as highlighted by research conducted by the American Chemical Society (2018).

Scientific Perspectives

The scientific consensus is that while diacetyl can cause popcorn lung under specific high-
exposure conditions, the levels encountered in vaping are substantially lower. A
comprehensive review by Farsalinos and Polosa (2014) indicated that the risk of developing
popcorn lung from vaping is minimal compared to the risks posed by traditional smoking.
They emphasized that vaping should be viewed as a less harmful alternative for smokers
rather than an equivalent risk factor.

Additionally, a study by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health (2015) revealed that
many e-cigarette brands tested contained diacetyl in concentrations that were less than 1%
of the levels that would be considered toxic in occupational exposure contexts. The
comparatively low exposure levels further diminish the likelihood of developing popcorn
lung from vaping.
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Misinterpretations and Misinformation

Despite scientific findings, misinformation regarding vaping and popcorn lung has
proliferated, largely intensified by media reports that do not always contextualize the risks
properly. This sensationalism can foster unwarranted fear among potential users and
detractors of vaping products. It is crucial to communicate that the risk factors associated
with popcorn lung primarily emerge from chronic, high-level exposures, not from the
occasional use of flavored e-liquids.

Conclusion

Claims that nicotine vaping directly causes popcorn lung are, at best, based on
misinterpretation of research and at worst, sensationalized misinformation. While it is
essential for consumers to be aware of potential risks associated with vaping, the scientific
evidence suggests that concerns about popcorn lung might be overstated. As more
research emerges, it is vital to rely on scientific consensus rather than conjecture to inform
public health discussions about vaping.
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This article aims to dispel the myths surrounding popcorn lung and nicotine vaping,

underscoring the importance of evidence-based discussions in public health dialogue. As
new studies emerge, ongoing education on vaping risks and benefits remains essential.
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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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