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Dear Dr. Zhu,  

 
Manuscript ID BMJ.2017.039315 entitled "E-cigarette Use 

and the Associated Change in Population Smoking 
Cessation:  

Evidence from the U.S. Current Population Surveys"  
 

Thank you for sending us your paper. We sent it for external 

peer review and discussed it at our manuscript committee 
meeting. We are interested in proceeding with this paper but 

we would like to ask you to revise it to respond to reviewer 
and editorial concerns before we make a final decision. 

Please consider all of the points made and let us know if you 
agree with them and if so, how and where you have revised 

the paper. Alternatively, if you don't agree with some of the 
suggestions let us know why. We are looking forward to 

reading the revised version and, we hope, reaching a 
decision.  

 
Very truly yours,  

 
Elizabeth Loder, MD, MPH  

BMJ Editorial Team  

 
*** PLEASE NOTE: This is a two-step process. After clicking 

on the link, you will be directed to a webpage to confirm. 
***  

 
https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/bmj?URL_MASK=3afb114

c02db4b49ad27b6b1a0aabb6b  
 

 
**Report from The BMJ’s manuscript committee meeting**  

 
These comments are an attempt to summarise the 

discussions at the manuscript meeting. They are not an 
exact transcript.  

 

Present: Elizabeth Loder (chair); Angela Wade (statistician); 



Tiago Villanueva; Sophie Cook; Wim Weber; John Fletcher; 

Rubin Minhas.  
 

Decision: Request Revisions  
 

* One editor noted that there have been a lot of publications 
on this topic recently and wondered what this adds, but was 

persuaded by one of the reviewers that the population-based 
perspective is useful.  

 
* There is a missing piece of the picture for which you have 

data.  It's nice to see that quit rates have risen modestly 
coincidentally with e-cigarettes, but it would be even nicer to 

be reassured that initiation rates had not risen at the same 
time.  A worry is that e-cigarettes may get some people 

started on a smoking habit even if the overall balance of quit 

and initiation rates is favorable.  You have the data and we 
would like you to present:  

 
1. Initiation rates for smoking over 2001 to 2015 similar to 

fig 2  
2. Initiation rates for smoking among users of e-cigarettes in 

2014/15 similar to fig 1.  
 

* Our statistician noted that this evaluates observational 
population data over time, so there is lots of potential for 

confounding and of course self-report data also has potential 
for bias. I believe you acknowledge both of these possibilities 

but you might want to make sure you have done so 
adequately.  

 

* Readers are referred to the 2016 TUS-CPS survey 
supplement for details of sample estimate weighting to 

account for demographic make-up and nonresponse bias, It 
may be good to have some expansion of the relevant details 

in the text of the paper itself.  
 

* We also need complete clarification of how many non-
responders were adjusted for in each estimate.  

 
* The statement that the 2014-15 survey “had a noticeably 

higher attempt rate because of the e-cigarette user 
subgroup” (in relation to figure 2), is not necessarily correct. 

The data are observational and even though the e-cigarette 
user group had a higher quit attempt rate (figure 1), this 

does not mean that the levels would be lower in the absence 

of this subgroup (the causal factor may be different). 



Similarly re the explanation for the higher overall cessation 

rates. Please revise to make this clear.  
 

* Because of some of these limitations we were not 
convinced that the study gives “strong evidence that e-

cigarette use was associated with an increase in smoking 
cessation” - we think that sounds too causal. Could you 

please tone down that statement?  
 

* The abstract gives differences in percentages with 
confidence intervals. The text gives the relative increases 

(for example, attempts 62% higher than the 40.1% in the 
non-users compared to absolute difference 65.1% - 40.1% = 

25%). The absolute differences are the more useful and 
perhaps the relative percentage increases should be 

removed for clarity?  

 
First, please revise your paper to respond to all of the 

comments by the reviewers and editors. The reviewer 
reports are available at the end of this letter, below.  

 
In your response please provide, point by point, your replies 

to the comments made by the reviewers and the editors, 
explaining how you have dealt with them in the paper and 

indicating where and what changes have been made. (We 
need both a track changes and clean version of the revised 

paper when you send it back.)  
 

Comments from Reviewers  
 

Reviewer: 1  

 
Recommendation:  

 
Comments:  

It is an interesting paper. Examining the effects of electronic 
cigarettes for smoking cessation at the population level was 

a much demanded need due to current debate in policy 
regulation globally. I am happy with the methods and 

analyses conducted to derive the findings. The findings are 
significant in demonstrating it's effectiveness for smoking 

cessation. It would add further evidence for tobacco control 
policy. I would just advise to add a discussion on harm 

reduction approach which is supported by the findings of this 
study.  

 

Additional Questions:  



Please enter your name: Dr. Muhammad Aziz Rahman  

 
Job Title: Senior Lecturer  

 
Institution: La Trobe University  

 
Reimbursement for attending a symposium?: No  

 
A fee for speaking?: No  

 
A fee for organising education?: No  

 
Funds for research?: No  

 
Funds for a member of staff?: No  

 

Fees for consulting?: No  
 

Have you in the past five years been employed by an 
organisation that may  

in any way gain or lose financially from the publication of this 
paper?: No  

 
Do you hold any stocks or shares in an organisation that may 

in any way  
gain or lose financially from the publication of this paper?: 

No  
 

If you have any competing interests <A 
HREF='http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/resources-

authors/forms-policies-and-checklists/declaration-

competing-interests'target='_new'> (please see BMJ policy) 
</a>please declare them here:  

 
 

Reviewer: 2  
 

Recommendation:  
 

Comments:  
This is an important article that presents a unique secondary 

analysis of population level survey data suggesting that e-
cigarette use by US adult smokers may be contributing to 

higher population smoking cessation rates, and increasing 
both quit attempts and quit success by smokers compared to 

non-users.  

 



It is important because there has been very limited evidence 

available on the population level impacts of e-cigarettes. This 
study fills that gap. Their role in aiding individuals to quit 

smoking is still disputed due to a dearth of robust trials 
evidence. Sceptics have suggested that even if they were 

helpful at helping individuals to quit, the population impact 
would be negligible. This paper challenges that position.  

 
The methods are simple but valid for the question being 

posed. The findings are remarkable and unprecedented in 25 
years. They indicate that the use of e-cigarettes was 

associated with increased quit attempts, quit success and 
population rates of quitting in 2014/15 compared with 2010-

11. The rates were not high, however -  8.2% in users vs 
4.8% in non-users. But even this appears to have lead to a 

jump in population cessation rates in 2014/15.  

 
The data on ever and current e-cigarette use by various 

demographic characteristics are of interest and show low 
rates but with some significant differences by ethnic group  

The authors' discussion of the strengths and limitations of 
their analyses is robust. Their discussion considering and 

dismissing competing reasons for the increase in quit rates is 
sound. with a strong case for dismissing a role for the 

national media campaigns (TIPS). They present a balanced 
discussion as to the exclusive role of e-cigarettes versus a 

synergistic role alongside other tobacco control measures.    
 

The discussion situates the findings in a growing literature 
that is full of complexity, claims and counter-claims, evolving 

products and a growing ability to mimic the nicotine delivery 

of cigarettes. The conclusions are fair, based on the evidence 
from the research and considerations of competing 

explanations. They come at a time when regulatory bodies 
around the world are grappling with the challenges of new 

nicotine products. This paper provides a strong case that e-
cigarettes may indeed be the truly disruptive innovation in 

the tobacco control scene that proponents have been 
arguing, and that are desperately needed to reduce the toll 

from the tobacco smoking epidemic. However, variations in 
use by ethnic populations suggest they may not be as yet 

addressing ethnic smoking and smoking-related harm 
inequalities; nor can it be taken for granted the same impact 

will be seen elsewhere in different contexts. If I have one 
criticism it is that the authors should consider the 

implications for minority populations and extend their view 

beyond the US to suggest what other jurisdictions should be 



doing to evaluate if any impact exists from these novel 

products.  
 

I have  
 

 
 

 
 

Additional Questions:  
Please enter your name: Chris Bullen  

 
Job Title: Professor  

 
Institution: National Institute for Health Innovation  

 

Reimbursement for attending a symposium?: No  
 

A fee for speaking?: No  
 

A fee for organising education?: No  
 

Funds for research?: Yes  
 

Funds for a member of staff?: Yes  
 

Fees for consulting?: Yes  
 

Have you in the past five years been employed by an 
organisation that may  

in any way gain or lose financially from the publication of this 

paper?: No  
 

Do you hold any stocks or shares in an organisation that may 
in any way  

gain or lose financially from the publication of this paper?: 
No  

 
If you have any competing interests <A 

HREF='http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/resources-
authors/forms-policies-and-checklists/declaration-

competing-interests'target='_new'> (please see BMJ policy) 
</a>please declare them here: None  

 
 

Reviewer: 3  

 



Recommendation:  

 
Comments:  

This is a well written paper and will, I suspect, be highly 
cited. I have very few comments to make, and they are 

minor in nature.  
 

1. Abstract (page 2): please define "used e-cigarettes"  
 

2. Introduction (page 4):  The trials mentioned in the 
Cochrane review looked at the 'effectiveness' of e-cigarettes 

rather than their 'efficacy';  Define "Used e-cigarettes" for 
reference 19.  

 
3. Methods (page 5):  Under the analysis section please add 

information about the tests of significance that were 

undertaken  
 

4. Results (page 5):  It is interesting to see in Table 1 that 
many priority smoking populations (i.e. populations that 

have higher than average smoking rates) are using e-
cigarettes.  I think this should be made more of in the results 

and discussion (and/or the subject of a second paper);  In 
line with this, can you break down the Asian sample further 

(e.g "Korean, Vietnamese, Other"); Sometimes tests of 
significance were undertaken, other times not.  More need to 

be added.  
 

5. Discussion (page 7):  When discussing other studies, 
please provide the sample size; Do you know whether 

nicotine was used in the e-cigarettes or what type of e-

cigarettes were used?  If not, mention this as a limitation.  
 

Additional Questions:  
Please enter your name: Natalie Walker  

 
Job Title: Associate Professor in Population Health  

 
Institution: The National Institute for Health Innovation, 

School of Population Health, The University of Auckland, 
Auckland, New Zealand  

 
Reimbursement for attending a symposium?: No  

 
A fee for speaking?: No  

 

A fee for organising education?: No  



 

Funds for research?: Yes  
 

Funds for a member of staff?: Yes  
 

Fees for consulting?: No  
 

Have you in the past five years been employed by an 
organisation that may  

in any way gain or lose financially from the publication of this 
paper?: No  

 
Do you hold any stocks or shares in an organisation that may 

in any way  
gain or lose financially from the publication of this paper?: 

No  

 
If you have any competing interests <A 

HREF='http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/resources-
authors/forms-policies-and-checklists/declaration-

competing-interests'target='_new'> (please see BMJ policy) 
</a>please declare them here: I have in the past, and am 

currently receiving government funding to undertake clinical 
trials looking at the effectiveness and safety of e-cigarettes 

for smoking cessation.  
 

 
Reviewer: 4  

 
Recommendation:  

 

Comments:  
Overall Comments:  

 
This is an important, clearly written, and well-conducted 

study, carried out by an excellent, well-experienced team. 
 

The ms. addresses a vital, and very current, public health 
issue - whether e-cigarette use is associated with smoking 

cessation. Since cigarette smoking annually kills more than 6 
million people worldwide, and e-cigarettes may play a role in 

avoiding a portion of those deaths, a methodologically sound 
study which addresses that issue is of great importance.  

 
The authors employ a well-established, large sample survey 

based in the U.S. to compare cessation rates and e-cigarette 

use across a number of years and sub-samples of the U.S. 



population. They also acknowledge several limitations of the 

data which might affect generalization of the results, but 
these limitations are common to large surveys of this type 

(e.g. self-report, limited range of survey questions) and are 
not likely to have significant impact on the study results or 

conclusions.  
 

The study methodology, tables, and conclusions are 
appropriate.  

 
Specific Comments:  

 
Page 2, Line 44: Subsequent to the submission of this ms., a 

publication which reinfoces the findings of this study, except 
on a global scale, was published and the authors may want 

to cite that study in a revision of this ms.:  

 
Does the regulatory environment for e-cigarettes influence 

the effectiveness of e-cigarettes for smoking cessation?: 
Longitudinal findings from the ITC Four Country Survey. / 

McNeill, Ann Denise; Hitchman, Sara Christine Brenda; 
Cummings, Michael ; Yong, Hua-Hie; Gravely, Shannon; 

Borland, Ron; Fong, Geoffrey. In: NICOTINE AND TOBACCO 
RESEARCH, 04.04.2017.  

 
Page 5, Line 9: It would be useful to provide a brief 

explanation for the large difference in survey sample sizes in 
2001-02 (38,999) and 2014-15 (23,270).  

 
Page 5, Line 17: Since the term "e-cigarettes" encompasses 

a wide range of products, it would be useful to provide a 

definition of what both the authors and the survey 
considered to be a n e-cigarette.  

 
Page 6, Line 11: Although it is possible that the authors may 

consider this out-of-scope for this ms., it might be useful to 
note that, even with e-cigarette use, cessations rates remain 

quite low, i.e. 8.2% and that this rate needs to be addressed 
by the public health community if the death/disease from 

combusted tobacco use is to be blunted or turned around.  
 

Page 7, Line 23: It might be useful to point out that the 
tobacco industry countered the effect of the tax increases 

with a reductiuon in the price of cigarettes.  
 

Page 8, Line 4: It might be useful to note here that e-

cigarettes, while apparently playing a more important role 



than many think in promoting smoking cessation is, as the 

authors indirectly note, one part of a comprehensive 
approach to tobacco control, which also includes (as they 

mention) taxation, smokefree laws, media campaigns, etc.  
 

Page 8, Line 30: The advent of newer, heat-not-burn 
products (e.g. IQoS) may change this landscape (e.g. higher 

heat may bring higher harm) and this should be noted either 
here or elsewhere in the ms.  

 
 

Additional Questions:  
Please enter your name: Thomas Glynn  

 
Job Title: Consulting Professor  

 

Institution: Stanford University  
 

Reimbursement for attending a symposium?: No  
 

A fee for speaking?: No  
 

A fee for organising education?: No  
 

Funds for research?: No  
 

Funds for a member of staff?: No  
 

Fees for consulting?: Yes  
 

Have you in the past five years been employed by an 

organisation that may  
in any way gain or lose financially from the publication of this 

paper?: No  
 

Do you hold any stocks or shares in an organisation that may 
in any way  

gain or lose financially from the publication of this paper?: 
No  

 
If you have any competing interests <A 

HREF='http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/resources-
authors/forms-policies-and-checklists/declaration-

competing-interests'target='_new'> (please see BMJ policy) 
</a>please declare them here: Consulting fees in the past 5 

years from Mayo Clinic, Truth Campaign (formerly Legacy 

Fdn), Cancer Research UK  



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   

 


