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What are nicotine pouches?

What are nicotine pouches, and how are they made?
Nicotine pouches are thumbnail-sized sachets containing vegetable fibres infused with nicotine and 
a range of flavours. Placed in the mouth between the lip and gum, nicotine is absorbed through the oral 
mucous membrane. This Briefing Paper provides an introduction to the nicotine pouch category and 
assesses the potential for these products to contribute to tobacco harm reduction.

Nicotine pouches were first produced in the early 2000s. Due to their similar appearance and method of 
use, nicotine pouches are sometimes confused with Swedish snus, another safer nicotine product (SNP) 
that is placed between the lip and gum.i But while Swedish snus contains tobacco, nicotine pouches do 
not contain any raw or processed tobacco leaves. The nicotine used in pouches may be synthetic, or 
extracted from tobacco plants. 

Nicotine pouches from major companies are normally marketed by strength, for example: low (1.5 mg), 
regular (3mg), strong (6mg) and extra-strong (9mg).ii However, they can vary in nicotine content, with 
one study that assessed different products finding this ranged from 1.79 mg to 47.5 mg per pouch.iii 

Well-known brands include Velo (manufactured by BAT), on! (Altria) and ZYN (Swedish Match).

Are nicotine pouches a safer alternative to high-risk tobacco products?
The health impacts of smoking are now well understood to be caused by the combustion of tobacco 
which produces a cocktail of harmful chemicals found in smoke. But since nicotine pouches contain no 
tobacco, and require no combustion, their use avoids many of the risks associated with smoking that 
result from the burning of tobacco. 

Extensive scientific research has been conducted on nicotine. It is a comparatively low-risk drug that 
does not cause any of the severe illnesses associated with high-risk tobacco products like cigarettes. It 
is not carcinogenic and has been deemed “no more harmful to health than caffeine” by the Royal Society 
for Public Health in the UK.iv It is also on the World Health Organization’s list of Essential Medicines, 
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and medical practitioners have been prescribing nicotine patches, lozenges and gums to people trying 
to quit smoking for decades.

But while nicotine is a very well-understood chemical, nicotine pouches are still quite a new product. 
There is therefore a smaller body of evidence on their relative safety compared to the growing scientific 
literature analysing other SNP such as nicotine vapes (e-cigarettes) and snus. However, research on some 
of these similar products can help provide insights into the potential impact of using nicotine pouches. 

Oral products in the nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) category are a useful comparator, providing 
a good indication of the relative safety of nicotine pouches. Nicotine lozenges are relatively similar products 
to nicotine pouches; neither contain tobacco and both involve the oral absorption of nicotine, which is 
their main active component. The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has stated that 
nicotine replacement therapies in the form of gums, lozenges and patches are not carcinogenic, and has 
recommended them as alternatives to smoking. The CDC also asserts that NRT is “much less addictive 
than cigarettes”, adding that “NRT delivers less nicotine to your brain and much more slowly”.v 

Swedish snus is another comparable product to nicotine pouches, with a similar mode of use. Snus has 
a well-established history dating back more than 200 years and several decades of research on the 
modern version of the product have proven it to be both a safer alternative to smoking and a successful 
smoking cessation product.vi High levels of snus use in Sweden and Norway have been associated 
with low smoking rates in these countries - 23% of adult Swedish men use snus,vii and Sweden is the 
only country in the European Union to have achieved ‘smoke-free status’, meaning the adult smoking 
prevalence is under 5%. Snus has significantly lower levels of key toxicants than are found in cigarette 
smoke, including tobacco-specific nitrosamines (TSNAs). These toxicants are carcinogens that are 
linked to cancers of the lung, oral cavity, liver and oesophagus, and research has found there to be no 
association between Swedish snus use and oral cancer.viii ix

The US Food and Drug Administration has authorised the marketing of eight snus products sold under 
the ‘General’ brand name stating that “using General Snus instead of cigarettes puts you at a lower risk 
of mouth cancer, heart disease, lung cancer, stroke, emphysema, and chronic bronchitis”.x 

When compared to other nicotine delivery systems, nicotine pouches are considered to pose an even 
lower risk to health than snus, as shown in this diagram below.

The relative risk spectrum of 15 nicotine product categories

The relative risk hierarchy of the 15 categories of nicotine products. Adapted from Murkett et alxi with permission.
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This is supported by research conducted into the relative levels of TSNAs found in both products. In 
a study comparing the quantities of toxicants found in Swedish snus and nicotine pouches, it was found 
that the levels of several TSNAs were measurably lower in nicotine pouches than in Swedish snus. The 
TSNA concentrations found in nicotine pouches were comparable to those found in oral NRT.xii

The body of evidence examining nicotine pouch safety is still growing, but these preliminary findings 
indicate that nicotine pouches are a significantly safer alternative to smoking. 

Could nicotine pouches provide a safer alternative for users 
of high-risk tobacco products?
Nicotine pouches have the potential to make a significant contribution to tobacco harm reduction, 
which offers people who use high-risk tobacco products, like cigarettes and some oral tobaccos, the 
chance to switch to safer nicotine products that pose significantly fewer risks to their health. This 
is particularly the case for users of Asian-type smokeless tobacco products, which can also contain 
slaked lime (calcium hydroxide) and other hazardous ingredients. Smokeless tobacco refers to a range 
of tobacco-containing products that are consumed mainly by chewing or being kept in the mouth, 
though some can also be sniffed. Common types of such Asian-style smokeless tobacco include betel 
quid, paan or gutkha, all of which are oral products.

These smokeless tobacco products are used by more than 300 million people worldwide.xiii Posing a high 
risk to health, they contain relatively high levels of carcinogenic and toxic compounds and increase the 
risk of oral, oesophageal, and pancreatic cancers. (But these Asian-style smokeless tobacco products 
should not be confused with US smokeless tobacco products, including chewing tobacco and American 
moist snuff, which are associated with minimal risk for oral cancer.)xiv The countries that experience the 
greatest disease burden are those in South and Southeast Asia where Asian-style smokeless tobacco 
consumption is highest. 

Nicotine pouches have the potential to replace these risky smokeless tobacco products, offering a safer 
alternative that poses significantly fewer risks to individual health. Substitution of risky smokeless 
tobacco with nicotine pouches could help reduce rates of non-communicable disease in numerous low- 
and middle-income countries (LMIC) where smokeless tobacco use is prevalent. 

Nicotine pouches also provide a safer alternative to combustible cigarettes. Eighty percent of the 
world’s smokers live in LMIC, so nicotine pouches could be particularly effective in reducing the harms 
of smoking in countries where the cost and complexity of other SNPs may prove problematic.

Nicotine vapes and heated tobacco products require consumers to invest upfront in devices, which 
need electricity to charge. This may be unaffordable or impractical for consumers in LMIC. By contrast, 
nicotine pouches are relatively low-cost, low-tech and easy to use. They have a low environmental 
impact, with no batteries or other electronic components, and minimal packaging. As their use has 
no impact on bystanders, people can also use nicotine pouches in smoke-free environments where 
combustible products and vaping products may be banned. 

Nicotine pouches are relatively simple and inexpensive to manufacture. In comparison with nicotine 
vapes and heated tobacco products, they do not require manufacturers to invest substantially in research 
and  development. There are also currently few regulatory barriers to market entry in most countries.
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How popular are nicotine pouches and who is using them?
Nicotine pouches are not as well known or widely used as other novel nicotine products, such as nicotine 
vapes. A 2022 survey conducted by Action on Smoking and Health, found that 4.6% of the population 
of Great Britain had tried nicotine pouches at some point, while just 0.7% of the population continue to 
use nicotine pouches. Meanwhile, 2.4% of the people who smoke are current users of nicotine pouches.xv 

Nicotine pouches have seen their market size substantially grow in recent years. As of 2021, the nicotine 
pouch market had a global market size of 1.5bn USD.xvi 

In the USA, the nicotine pouch market  grew by just over 100% between 2020 and 2021.xvii At the time 
of writing, the USA has the largest nicotine pouch market of any country (for which data have been 
made available). The USA market is currently dominated by ZYN (Swedish Match), which accounted for 
58.8% of nicotine pouch unit sales in the period 2019–2022, with on! (Altria) and Velo (BAT) following 
behind with 24.6% and 12.1% of total unit sales respectively.xviii In the UK, the nicotine pouch market 
grew by 12% between 2020 and 2021.

The growing nicotine pouch market demonstrates a rise in interest in oral nicotine products among 
consumers. A 2021 study of current smokers in the USA found that 5.6% of those interviewed had 
tried nicotine pouches, with 16.8% of the group of smokers expressing an interest in trying nicotine 
pouches.xix A 2021 study of young adults who had never used nicotine pouches found that interest 
in nicotine pouches was highest among users of combustible tobacco, non-combustible tobacco and 
e-cigarettes.xx There was a lower, but not negligible, interest in nicotine pouches among non-users of 
any tobacco product. Although use of nicotine pouches by people who have never smoked appears 
to take place, there is initial data to suggest that this group makes up a minority of nicotine pouch 
users, with the majority being former or current users of cigarettes, smokeless tobacco or reduced-
risk nicotine products. For example, a UK survey looking at nicotine pouch use during 2020-2021 
found nicotine pouch use to be highest amongst current smokers and former smokers, rather than 
among never-smokers.xxi In a survey of ZYN nicotine pouch consumers in the USA, roughly 4% of ZYN 
consumers were never-smokers, with the majority of ZYN consumers being current or former smokers 
or users of smokeless tobacco.xxii

How are nicotine pouches regulated around the world?
Regulatory restrictions on nicotine pouches vary significantly globally at the time of writing. For example, 
in the European Union there is no harmonised regulation yet for the category and the different Member 
States treat nicotine pouches differently. Some countries, such as Sweden,xxiii Denmark,xxiv Hungary,xxv 

Czech Republic and Slovenia,xxvi have so far implemented specific regulation for nicotine pouches, while 
others have imposed taxation on the product (Sweden, Denmark, Hungary, Estonia and Latvia).xxvii xxviii xxix  
Finland only allows pouches as an NRT product,xxx while Belgium and the Netherlands are both currently 
deliberating banning nicotine pouches.xxxi xxxii At this point in time, nicotine pouches are regarded as 
food products in both the Netherlands and Germany, effectively banning their presence on the market 
(as food products cannot contain nicotine).xxxiii However, the majority of EU Member States regulate 
nicotine pouches as a consumer product. 

A report by the National Institute of Public Health and the Environment in the Netherlands, has 
recommended the implementation of EU-wide restrictions on the sale of nicotine pouches to minors, 
a ban on cross-border sales and restrictions on nicotine pouch flavours.xxxiv Reports indicate that the 
European Union, both through the Tobacco Products Directive and the Tax Excise Directive, will seek 
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to introduce coherent regulation and tax restrictions for novel nicotine products, including nicotine 
pouches.xxxv The European Commission, in advice given to the European Parliament on the application 
of the Tobacco Products Directive, has highlighted nicotine pouches as an issue to be specifically 
addressed, due to the lack of EU-wide regulation of these products.xxxvi 

The distorted regulatory situation across the European Union’s Member States is expected to change 
once legislation is harmonised across the European Union’s internal market. This regulatory picture is 
similar for European countries outside of the European Union.

In the United Kingdom, nicotine pouches are classed as consumer goods,xxxvii and therefore do not 
fall under tobacco product or medicinal product regulations. There is therefore no maximum nicotine 
strength requirement, and there are no restrictions on the advertising of nicotine pouches.xxxviii When 
the Khan Review, an independent report examining the UK government’s aim to become smoke-free, 
was published in June 2022, no specific recommendations about nicotine pouches were made.xxxix  
However, the Review did suggest that “instead [of legalising snus], the government must facilitate 
access to the various already available safer alternative nicotine products such as nicotine pouches (a 
tobacco-free equivalent of snus), maximising their value to help smokers to quit, without creating new 
risks to young people.” The New Nicotine Alliance, a UK-based consumer advocacy organisation, has 
called for nicotine pouches to be regulated in a similar manner to Slovakia, with bespoke legislation 
restricting maximum nicotine content.xl

In Norway, nicotine pouch products must be approved by the Health Directorate before they can be 
placed on the market. So far, no manufacturer has been granted authorisation to do this.xli However, 
a similar product to nicotine pouches called white snus (a type of snus containing mostly vegetable fibre 
infused with nicotine, with a small amount of added tobacco) is legally available for purchase in Norway 
as it is covered under existing legislation permitting the sale of snus.

Switzerland has introduced nicotine pouches in its recently adopted tobacco legislation, which comes 
into force in 2023. Under this legislation, nicotine pouch products must be accompanied by health 
warnings.xlii

Iceland has recently regulated nicotine pouches in its tobacco law including introducing a maximum 
nicotine content of 20mg/pouch.xliii

A ban on nicotine pouches in Kenya came into force in 2020, but has since been overturned, with sales 
of Velo nicotine pouches permitted under the Tobacco Control Act.xliv xlv

In the USA, nicotine pouches are regulated as tobacco products under the Family Smoking Prevention 
and Tobacco Control Act. Premarket authorisation for nicotine pouch products must be obtained, and 
product packaging must feature health warning labels.xlvi xlvii

Meanwhile, Australia has banned nicotine pouches along with all other novel nicotine products including 
nicotine vapes and heated tobacco products. The only exemptions are if these products are provided 
to individuals on prescription, as with nicotine vapes.xlviii Likewise, New Zealand has banned nicotine 
pouches,xlix while the Philippines regulate nicotine pouches as tobacco products.l

Conclusion
Nicotine pouches are a relatively new safer nicotine product which can provide users of high-risk 
tobacco with an alternative that poses fewer risks to their health. They are low-tech and have a low 
environmental impact as they contain no batteries or other electronic components. The rapid growth 



    
 

  

 
6

of the nicotine pouch market, already worth 1.5bn USD globally, shows users of high-risk tobacco find 
these products acceptable and are switching to them. More scientific research is needed to provide 
further evidence of their reduced-risk status, but it is already clear they offer the potential to save many 
lives in LMIC where high-risk oral tobacco use is prevalent.

For further information about the Global State of Tobacco Harm Reduction’s work, or the points raised in this 
GSTHR Briefing Paper, please contact info@gsthr.org  

About us: Knowledge•Action•Change (K•A•C) promotes harm reduction as a key public health strategy 
grounded in human rights. The team has over forty years of experience of harm reduction work in drug use, 
HIV, smoking, sexual health, and prisons. K•A•C runs the Global State of Tobacco Harm Reduction (GSTHR) 
which maps the development of tobacco harm reduction and the use, availability and regulatory responses to 
safer nicotine products, as well as smoking prevalence and related mortality, in over 200 countries and regions 
around the world. For all publications and live data, visit https://gsthr.org

Our funding: The GSTHR project is produced with the help of a grant from the Foundation for a Smoke Free 
World, a US non-profit 501(c)(3) independent global organization. The project and its outputs are, under the 
terms of the grant agreement, editorially independent of the Foundation.
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