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Musical intro 
If asking your mate down the pub about vaping, here's what they probably say. 
No one agrees if it's safer or not, so you might as well smoke anyway. Now, what your mate needs is a Cochrane review. All the facts have been checked at least twice. They find there's a lot that the experts agree on and might give you different advice. 

Speaker 2 
Hi, my name is Nicola and I'm a researcher based at the University of Oxford in the UK. 

Speaker 3 
And I'm Jamie and I'm a researcher based at the University of Massachusetts Amherst in the United States. 

Speaker 2 
We are both members of the Cochrane Tobacco Addiction Group, welcome to this edition of Let's Talk E-Cigarettes. This podcast is a companion to a research project being carried out at the University of Oxford, where every month we research the e-cigarette research literature to find new studies. We then use these studies to update our Cochrane systematic reviews of e-cigarettes for smoking cessation and interventions for quitting vaping. This type of review is called a living systematic review. And in each episode, we start by going through the studies we found that month and then go into more detail about a particular study or topic related to e-cigarettes. 










Speaker 3 
This month we ran our searches on the 1st of May 2026. We found one paper linked to an already included study in our e-cigarettes for smoking cessation review. And when it came to interventions for quitting vaping, we found one ongoing study and one new included study. I'm going to tell you about that new ongoing study in a nutshell. So, the ongoing study we found is called the Mind Your Mate program, a school-based randomized controlled trial to evaluate the effectiveness of combined classroom lessons and a mobile app peer support prevention intervention. The study aims to test a school-based universal intervention which sets out to prevent mental health and substance use problems in adolescents. Although the study is quite general, the trial registry suggests they will measure vaping at multiple time points up to 12 months. When the study is complete, we can take a closer look at it and see if it should be included in our review. The study is being carried out by researchers at the University of Sydney in Australia. It aims to recruit quite a few students, over 1000, between 12 and 17 years old, and it's funded by the National Health and Medical Research Council in Australia. Over to you, Nicola, about that new included study. 

Speaker 2 
Thanks, Jamie. So, the new included study we identified is one that we discussed whilst it was in progress in the February 2025 episode of our podcast. It is the CANCEASE pilot trial. The paper was led by Emile Diamant at the University of Montreal in Canada and was funded by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research. The pilot study tested an intervention that screened parents and adolescents attending children's healthcare settings for smoking or vaping and provided access to quitting services. 67 parents and 45 adolescents aged 14 to 17 years were included. At the end of the six-month follow-up period, parents in the intervention group were more likely to have reduced or quit vaping who did not receive any quitting support. Vaping quit rates among adolescents was similar in the intervention and control groups. Thanks, Nicola. 

Speaker 3 
So, this past month, flavoured vapes have been in the news a lot, at least here in the US where I'm based, and that follows the first market authorisation of non-menthol, non-tobacco flavoured vapes in the US. This ended up leading to quite the shakeup at the US Food and Drug Administration, otherwise known as the FDA, with the head of the FDA stepping down, reportedly because he disagreed with the decision to authorise those flavoured vaping products. For this reason, in this month's deep dive, we invited Jonathan Livingstone-Banks to talk about his umbrella review of flavoured vapes. Okay. So first, can you introduce yourself and tell us how you got into e-cigarette research? 

Speaker 4 
Sure. Yeah. So, I'm Jon Livingstone-Banks. I'm a researcher and lecturer at the University of Oxford. My academic background's actually in philosophy, and I came to this kind of work more by chance than anything. I got a job doing some editorial work with the Cochrane Tobacco Addiction Group, and I was lucky enough to have some very kind and supportive colleagues and mentors. And from them, I got to learn about evidence synthesis, and I started to get more involved in this kind of research. And that was really when I started to kind of fall in love with evidence synthesis. Like this idea that you can have all of the work that other people have done and you can take that and you can combine it and you can get something that's greater than the sum of its parts. That fascinates me. And I find that kind of work very rewarding. And since it was tobacco addiction group, naturally I kind of started to get invested in tobacco control, which obviously isn't that hard when it's such a uniquely harmful product for both people and society. From there, I guess it was only kind of a small step to working on e-cigarettes. I think that's where a lot of the most important questions are at the moment. It's also where there's some of the most serious and interesting challenges from an intellectual perspective, both in terms of how we can synthesise that evidence. I think there's some unique challenges there, but also philosophically thinking about what role e-cigarettes should or shouldn't play in both tobacco control and in wider society. 

Speaker 3 
Awesome. Very eloquently put, Jon. Thank you. So, we invited you on today, even though you have many roles over e-cigarette research, including running our searches every month, because Jon is our information specialist. 

Speaker 2 
Obscure science term definition. An information specialist in this context designs and carries out structured literature searches to identify relevant research for systematic reviews. 

Speaker 3 
We particularly want to do on this month because at least in the US there has been a lot in the news this May when it comes to flavoured e-cigarettes. Our first kind of non-menthol, non-tobacco flavoured ones have been authorised. This is being attributed to as the cause of the resignation of the head of the Food and Drug Administration here in the US. So flavoured e-cigarettes are in the news and the evidence about their benefits and risks is clearly something where there's conflicting opinion. So, we're hoping you might be able to tell us about your recent umbrella review looking at flavoured e-cigarettes and might be able to start by telling us what an umbrella review is. 

Speaker 4 
Sure. So, an umbrella review, otherwise known as an overview of reviews, it's just like other kinds of systematic review really. So, we conduct systematic searches, we use rigorous methods, minimise bias, we appraise the quality of that evidence and we aim to synthesise what we find. The big difference is that instead of synthesising primary studies, things like trials or observational cohorts, we include reviews, so systematic reviews themselves. There are a few different reasons why we might do this. So, on the one hand, it can help you explore the research efforts on a topic at a kind of meta level. So, if there are systematic reviews on a topic that disagree with one another, you can use an umbrella review to explore where that disagreement is coming from, maybe even take steps towards resolving it. They can also form a sort of one stop shop for evidence on the topic. So, if there are a lot of different reviews covering specific aspects of a research question, so if you have separate reviews looking at effectiveness of an intervention or the harms and the experiences of people using it, then that can make it quite hard for decision makers to see the big picture if they have to consult lots of different systematic reviews. So, an overview can effectively bring all that together so that it's a much more useful product for decision makers. 

Speaker 3 
And is it fair to say that actually both of those rationales apply to flavoured e-cigarettes, right? There's disagreement. 

Speaker 4 
Oh, absolutely. 

Speaker 3 
And you want to look at it from as many angles as possible. 

Speaker 4 
Yeah, absolutely. And that really kind of motivated our work as well as pragmatic considerations. So, it would have been really fun and exciting to try and synthesise all of the primary evidence on flavours, but that would have taken loads of resources, loads of staffing, and would have taken a lot of time. So, because we wanted to be responsible for policy decision makers. We were doing this work to feed directly to the FDA. So we wanted to both address those prior points, but also do this in a timely fashion. And so an overview of reviews or an umbrella review is a really good tool for doing that. 

Speaker 3 
Awesome. And how many reviews did you find in the end that looked at flavours in e-cigarettes? 

Speaker 4 
We included 32 reviews, about two-thirds of those we judged to be of lower quality using a tool that we use for appraising study quality called Amstar 2 and about one-third of them being higher quality. Amongst those 32 reviews, they included just shy of 2,000 primary studies looking at e-cigarettes in one way or another. Only seven of these reviews actually focused on investigating flavours as their primary focus. The others reported it either as a secondary concern or as mostly incidental findings that came up in those reviews. And from those reviews, we found 326 primary studies that provided some form of evidence or information on the impact of flavours. These reported on things like how flavours might affect the appeal of vaping or perceptions of it, either its safety or its coolness, the effect of flavours on the safety of vaping. And also how flavours might impact things like how effective they are as a smoking cessation aid or how likely someone is or how motivated they are to start vaping. None of these reviews received any funding from tobacco or e-cigarette industry, but it's worth noting that some of them did include some studies that receive that kind of funding. 

Speaker 3 
And what would you say, I mean, I know this is a very big review, it covers a lot of reviews, it covers a lot of studies, it covers a lot of areas, but if you had to summarise what the main takeaways from this review might be, what would you say? 

Speaker 4 
So first off, it's worth saying that the evidence here is messy and it's very mixed. So, I don't think we're in any position to make strong conclusions about the impacts of flavours yet. That's still very much wide open. That being said, there are some messages that we start to see suggested by the evidence. So, for instance, non-tobacco e-cigarette flavours, and specifically the availability of a diverse range of flavours might be associated with increasing the appeal of e-cigarettes, motivation to try using them, and also may decrease the perceptions of how harmful they are. It's worth noting that some of what came out through, especially through qualitative evidence, was a feeling of excitement around trying new flavours. So that variety aspect seemed to play a key role. But there are also some demographics where this was less the case, perhaps. So, amongst current smokers or people who are older, they may prefer tobacco or menthol flavours and not find, you know, sort of sweet or fruity or novel flavours particularly appealing. There was also some potential evidence of harms coming from specific flavours. So, some of the examples here would be things like cinnamon or menthol or various kind of sweet and fruity flavours, potentially having harmful effects from the chemicals involved in creating those flavours. It's worth stressing here that was largely coming from in vitro experiments and chemical analyses. 

Speaker 2 
In vitro studies are laboratory studies carried out on cells or tissues outside a living body. The results do not always fully reflect what happens in the human body. 

Speaker 4 
So, we don't necessarily know they're harmful, but it's enough cause for caution and perhaps to motivate further research and being mindful of what chemicals we use to flavour vapes. I think a key question that we were really eager to learn about, but unfortunately the evidence was just inconclusive, is what the impact of flavours would be on either uptake of vaping, especially amongst young people, or how effective vapes are as a smoking cessation intervention. So, if we're using them to help someone quit smoking, do flavours make that easier? Unfortunately, the evidence didn't really give us any strong signal one way or the other. So, all in, I think we have reason to think that flavours potentially will affect behaviour, not necessarily in one simple way that's, you know, good or bad. The reality is probably about as messy as the evidence where there are some cases where it could be helpful. You know, for instance, if we're thinking about smoking cessation, then having vapes that are more appealing is probably a good thing. But if we're concerned about youth uptake amongst people who have never touched tobacco, then appeal is more concerning. So, there's a mixed message there. Yeah. 

Speaker 3 
Awesome. And if you got to pick like some genie was like, you get one study that you get to have funded and conducted that you think would most help illuminate one of these areas better, what would it be? What one research study do you think is most needed next? 

Speaker 4 
That's tricky. I mean, I think obviously it would be great to see more research specifically focused on flavours, especially high quality, decent sized randomized control trials. But I think there's the potential for a pretty big, easy win just in the form of researchers who are currently working on e-cigarettes, whether that's through trials or observational studies, thinking more specifically about flavours and reporting detail on flavours. So detailed reporting on, whether flavoured rates were used, which flavours, whether findings differed by flavour group. More of that information being available from the studies that are already being conducted would be an amazing godsend that wouldn't require any magical trial fairies to grant my wishes, which would be awesome. 

Speaker 3 
Awesome. Okay. Is there anything else you'd like to add? 

Speaker 4 
Only that it is frustrating to see how tribal and divisive e-cigarette research has become. We've seen this particularly with, as you said, some of the developments around flavours in the US and some of the fallout in the discussions of that. Tobacco researchers have historically been a pretty united group because values and evidence have been pretty much aligned. The evidence hasn't changed. Good research now follows the same evidence-based principles that it did 20 years ago, but now we find that people are pulling in different directions and things sometimes get messy and uncivil and the research suffers. And I think we could all do a lot worse than thinking reflexively about the values underpinning those diverse positions, including our own and how they affect the way that we interpret the evidence and maybe moving forward in a slightly kinder and more understanding and humble fashion. I think that would be pretty cool. 

Speaker 3 
Said like a true philosopher, John. Thank you so much. 

Speaker 4 
Thank you for having me. 

Speaker 2 
So that was another great interview, Jamie, and it was good to focus in on flavours as it's such a hot topic at the moment. As Jon says, it can be incredibly divisive and this often leads to debate about whether non-tobacco flavours should be banned or not. And it's important to remember that the research so far has been carried out in a particular context where in many places flavours and vapes in general have been marketed in a way that may appeal to young people who may never have smoked. However, there could be a situation where the question doesn't need to be around whether there should be a ban or not, but whether they can actually just be marketed in a way that would still appeal to people who smoke as a quitting aid, but not in a way that appeals to the young people who wouldn't smoke. I mean, there's no doubt that isn't going to be a simple thing to action, but it may not be completely impossible, right? 

Speaker 3 
Yeah, I mean, I always think about some of the names that these flavoured vapes have, especially the ones that have like unicorns or gummy bears in their title, right? And I always wonder what would happen if that same exact flavour was called something like R32, right? Is it still as likely to appeal to children and young people? My guess is not. We also need to think about the packaging, the colours that are used, et cetera. So, when we think about the appeal of flavoured vapes, it's of course not just the flavour itself, but the way that's packaged and advertised. And one of the reasons that I really liked this overview of reviews from Jon is that I feel like flavoured vapes are so nuanced and so complex as a question, right? We can't just ask one research question about them to get to the bottom here. We need to ask so many and consider the issues from so many different angles. So, it was interesting to hear from Jon. It's very interesting to see what's happening in the US right now. with this shake up. Interesting to see if these authorised flavoured vaping products will even be used very much because we know in the US at the moment a lot of the vaping products people use are not authorised and are flavoured anyways. So, I think this is definitely an area where despite the fact there's already a lot of research, we need a lot more. 

Speaker 2 
Yeah, absolutely. And obviously we're now starting to see the same issues pop up with nicotine pouches. So, you know, nicotine pouch packets that look like packets of sweets and things like that. So, it'd be nice to get to a point with vapes where we could be learning from our experience with vapes and feeding that into nicotine pouches. 

Speaker 3 
That would indeed. All right, well, thank you all so much for listening. Thank you so much to Jon for coming on and talking about that overview. And we look forward to checking in with you again next month on June's episode of Let's Talk E-Cigarettes. 

Please subscribe on iTunes or Spotify and stay tuned for our next episode. Thank you to Jonathan Livingstone-Banks for running searches, to Ailsa Butler for producing this podcast, and of course to all of you for tuning in. The music is written by Jonny Berliner and I and performed by Jonny. Our living systematic reviews are supported by funding from Cancer Research UK. The views expressed in this podcast are those of Nicola and I and do not represent those of the funders. 

Speaker 1 
Even though we know vaping is safer than smoking, we may still find cause for concern. If you're thinking of switching to vaping, do it! That's what the experts agree. Smoking's so bad for you, they all concur that vaping's burning. There's much to learn of a bad long term yet to be seen. 

