Tobacco Harm Reduction 101

Snus

Snus (often called Swedish snus) is a tobacco product which originated in early 18th Century Sweden
in the form of moist snuff. Originally sold only in loose form to be molded by the user into a ball,
pre-portioned miniature sized teabag-like pouches were developed in 1973 and are now the
predominant form of the product. Snus is available in a range of flavors and strengths to suit the
individual’s particular taste and needs. Snus is pasteurized (heat-treated) which results in ultra-low
levels of nitrosamines and other known carcinogens that occur naturally in tobacco

Snus was banned in the EU in 1992 for no clear reason. Sweden joined the EU in 1995 after securing
an exemption to the ban. Switzerland reversed its corresponding ban in 2019, citing the low level of
risk associated with the product.

Snus is placed under the lip, where the nicotine is released and absorbed into the gum. The means of
delivery is the same as nicotine replacement therapy patches and gum, which are endorsed by
governments all over the world.

They are currently sold as consumer products in many countries with Sweden, Norway, and the
United States being the largest markets. According to the most recent Tobacco Transformation Index,
snus accounted for 0.3% of the global nicotine market by value in 2021.[i]

The Research

U.S. health regulators have judged types of Swedish snus smokeless tobacco to be less harmful than
cigarettes. In 2019, the Food and Drug Administration granted modified risk orders to eight snus
products made by Swedish Match, authorizing them to be sold as presenting “a lower risk of mouth
cancer, heart disease, lung cancer, stroke, emphysema, and chronic bronchitis.”[ii] This enables the
manufacturer to market the products with the modified warning, “No tobacco product is safe, but this
product presents substantially lower risks to health than cigarettes."

The most recent Global Burden of Disease study found no excess mortality, oral cancer, ischemic
heart disease, or stroke risk for smokeless tobacco users in Sweden and Norway, concluding, “for
snus or snuff, we did not find sufficient evidence of a [relative risk] greater than one for any health
outcomes.”[iii]

A 2020 long-term study of Swedish snus users that were former smokers concluded that over “80%
found snus of great importance to succeed with smoking cessation.”[iv] Furthermore, a joint Swedish
and Australian study of over 60,000 individuals found that “Snus has both contributed to decreasing
initiation of smoking and ... appears to facilitate smoking cessation.”[V]
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Benefits of Snus

The use of snus has led to Sweden boasting by far the lowest smoking prevalence in Europe. Only
6% of the Swedish population smoked daily in 2021, less than half that of next-lowest, the United
Kingdom.[vi] The availability of snus is credited with Norway claiming a smoke-free generation as
smoking prevalence among 16 to 24 year olds has plummeted from 12% to 1% in just 10 years.[vii]

The use of snus as a replacement to combustible cigarettes has also proven to be beneficial to public
health. Swedish men, who have the highest rate of smokeless tobacco use in Europe and the lowest
smoking rate, “also have the lowest rates of lung cancer and other smoking-related diseases in
Europe.”[viii]

Widespread uptake of snus could lead to population level reduced harm from nicotine use.
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