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Vaping: neither safe nor alternative
In 1967, when Herbert A. Gilbert patented his flavored 
steam, he expected users to replace cigarettes with his 
new device. So did Hon Lik, the Chinese pharmacist who 
improved upon it in 2003, creating an e-cigarette with 
propylene glycol and diluted nicotine. He invented the 
e-cigarette as a safer and cleaner way to inhale nicotine 
after the death of his father from lung cancer.1 

The intentions of both inventors were clear: to create a 
safe alternative to cigarette smoking and to help reduce 
dependence on tobacco products altogether. 

But today’s news headlines question their safety and 
tell another story: one of exploding vapes, pneumonia, 
reduced lung capacity, and even death — all attributed to 
what we now know as “vaping.”

What is vaping?
Quite simply, vaping is smoking through a device that 
vaporizes liquids and produces aerosol rather than 
smoke. One can vape using any of the following devices, 
which can contain flavored or unflavored tobacco-free 
liquid, nicotine, CBD oil, or cannabis:2

• Disposable e-cigarette (a.k.a. e-hookah): cigarette-
size device with a solution heated with a battery and 
an atomizer cartridge; cannot be refilled or recharged

• Rechargeable e-cigarette: like the disposable but 
can be recharged

• Pen-style, rechargeable e-cigarette: larger device 
with either a refillable or replaceable cartridge; often 
allows for puff length and frequency regulation

• Tank-style rechargeable e-cigarette: larger, 
refillable cartridge; customizable

Vaping is no longer the safe alternative. At least 28 
cancer-causing chemicals have been found in smokeless 
tobacco products. The toxins in the “juice” are swallowed 
and may increase the risk for cancer of the mouth 
(including the lip and tongue), esophagus, and pancreas. 
They may also be contributing factors in the risk of 
stillbirth and early delivery in pregnant women and the 
risk of heart disease and stroke.3

Nor is smokeless tobacco an alternative to smoking, as 
the nicotine, which causes addiction, makes it more likely 
that users will eventually become cigarette smokers.4

In recent weeks, vaping has made nightly news coverage. 
The reported number of cases of severe respiratory 
disease blamed on vaping nicotine or cannabis has 
doubled to 450 in 33 states5, and Michigan has become 
the first to ban flavored e-cigarettes.6 Those flavoring 
compounds — from among more than 1,000 e-liquid 
ingredients not mentioned on the label — are said to 
be responsible for bronchiolitis obliterans, later called 
“popcorn lung” from the particulates of factory popcorn 
butter inhaled by workers.7

One in ten U.S. workers vapes 

One in ten working Americans reports using a vape or 
electronic cigarette. 

Bad for your teeth, too
According to a study in Journal of Cellular Physiology, “a 
large number of mouth cells exposed to e-cigarette vapor 
in the laboratory die within a few days.”8 Additionally, the 
heat from the vape alters the mouth’s bacteria and dries 
it out, which can lead to cavities, inflamed gum tissue, and 
bone loss.9

Vaping can even stain the teeth. The nicotine in 
e-cigarettes roughens and sticks to tooth enamel, more 
readily attracting plaque and other potential irritants. 

Guardian Workplace Benefits Study — 7th Annual 2



More than 15 million working adults vape — and 
young millennials are among the heaviest users
Vaping is most common among millennials aged 22 
through 29. Hispanic and Black Americans are more likely 
to vape than White or Asian Americans. And adults with 
lower-to-middle income ($25,000 to $75,000 annually) are 
more likely to vape than those in a higher income bracket.

Vaping varies by age, race, and income

Nearly half of those who vape do so daily, while another 
four in ten vape many times each week.  

Frequency of vaping 

47%
40%

13%

  Daily    Few times  
a week

   Once a week  
or less

Generation X vapers tend to do so more frequently than 
other age groups, with seven in ten reporting daily use, 
compared to 51% of millennials who vape daily. And six in ten 
Hispanics say they vape daily — a higher rate than average. 

Workers who identify as LGBTQ are also more likely to 
vape than those who do not identify as such (18% vs. 9%); 
they also tend to vape more frequently.

Vaping varies somewhat by region. Workers in the 
Southern U.S. are most likely to vape, while those in the 
Northeast are least likely.
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Adults vape for three main reasons: for recreation; 
to wean themselves off cigarettes; and to enjoy what 
they perceive as a healthier alternative to cigarettes. 
Millennials are more likely to be recreational users, 
whereas Gen Xers report using vapes as a healthy 
alternative to cigarette smoking.

Primary reasons for vaping
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Most workers who vape say they would consider 
quitting if they knew it was harmful to their  
oral health
E-cigarette smoking may be safer than cigarette smoking 
regarding cancer, but it is not safe or healthy. Among 
those who vape, nearly two-thirds say that if they became 
aware that using e-cigarettes were harmful to their oral 
health, they would “definitely” or “probably” quit.

Likelihood to quit vaping
If they knew it was harmful to oral health 
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Baby boomers (73%), Asian Americans (90%), and 
middle-income workers (83%) are among the most 
likely to say they would quit if they were made aware of 
vaping’s negative effects on oral health. Gen Xers (47%), 
Caucasian (55%), and lower income workers (59%) are 
least inclined to quit. 

Like smoking, vaping appears to be correlated with higher 
levels of stress. For example, caregivers who also work 
a full-time job, workers living paycheck to paycheck, and 
those with low scores on Guardian’s Workforce Well-
being Index are much more likely to vape.

Stress and vaping
Percentage of workers who vape 

12% Live paycheck  
to paycheck

6% Do not live paycheck 
to paycheck

13% Score low on the  
Well-being Index

8% Score high on the  
Well-being Index

29% Are caregivers 7% Are not caregivers

The future  
of vaping

Findings from Guardian’s latest research suggest that as the public becomes 
more aware of the potential impact of vaping on oral health, the vaping trend 
in the U.S. will likely be slowed or even reversed.

Today, laws govern the definition, taxation, packaging, youth restriction, and 
sales of e-cigarettes. Where smoking traditional cigarettes is disallowed, 
12 states and 615 localities also prohibit the use of e-cigarettes. In smoke-
free public areas, 13 states, two territories, and 841 municipalities have now 
outlawed vaping.11

Meanwhile, the search continues for the chemical culprit(s) responsible for 
the latest rash of lung diseases. Researchers suspect a vitamin E oil may be to 
blame for those suffering lung damage from cannabis vapes, only.12 Until then, 
the number of bans will likely rise as the number of vapers declines.
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Methodology and Sample Characteristics
The 7th Annual Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in the Spring of 2019 and consisted of two online surveys: one 
among benefits decision-makers (employers) and another among working Americans (employees), allowing us 
to explore benefits issues from both perspectives. The study was conducted for Guardian by Zeldis Research, an 
independent market research firm located in Ewing, NJ.

Employee Survey
Employee results are based on a survey conducted among 2,000 employees age 22 or older, who work full-time for a 
company with at least five employees. The survey sample is nationally representative of U.S. workers at companies of at 
least five full-time employees. 

Data shown in this report have been collected in a way to reflect the actual proportion of U.S. workers by gender, region, 
race, ethnicity, education level, household income, age, and employer size, based on data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics and the Census Bureau. The margin of error is +/- 2.3% at the 95% confidence level.

To obtain a larger sample of individuals experiencing a premature death, additional surveys were conducted among 223 
employees who experienced the premature death of a spouse/partner. 
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