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The Global State of Tobacco Harm Reduction 2024: A situation report is a multi-component 
publication, grouped into two parts, Global perspectives and Regional and national insights. 
The extent to which SNP are replacing and substituting for combustible and risky oral tobacco 
products is the unifying theme.    

Global perspectives uses the latest evidence and new data projections to report on the current 
global THR situation and its potential to rapidly reduce the burden of disease and mortality 
associated with risky tobacco use. Measuring changes in SNP uptake, policy and regulation,  
it considers how these factors interrelate to support or undermine progress.

Chapter One: The global smoking epidemic and the role of tobacco harm reduction 
Chapter Two: The evidence for tobacco harm reduction 
Chapter Three: Global progress in tobacco harm reduction  
Chapter Four: Global regulation and control  
Chapter Five: The challenges to tobacco harm reduction 
Chapter Six: Conclusions

Regional and national insights considers the status of tobacco use and THR at the regional or 
national level. The document you are about to read, Cigarette sales halved: heated tobacco 
products and the Japanese experience, is one of four profiles of countries that have enabled 
THR to drive down smoking rates. Similar profiles for Aotearoa New Zealand, Norway and the UK 
are also available. A broader regional focus is applied to Latin America and Eastern Europe and 
Central Asia. 
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Introduction
As in most high-income countries, smoking rates in Japan have been falling in recent decades, but the introduction 

of heated tobacco products (HTP), coupled with a favourable legislative climate, has accelerated that decline. Over 

the last 10 years, millions of Japan’s adult smokers have started to use HTP, leading to a globally unprecedented 52% 

fall in cigarette sales, and this Country Profile explores the story behind this rapid transition.

What is the history of tobacco use in Japan and what impact has it had?
Tobacco is generally accepted to have reached Japan by the end of the 16th century. The traditional method of 

smoking tobacco involved the use of a kiseru, a long, thin pipe into which fine-cut, hair-like tobacco would be 

added. Cigarettes were introduced to the country in the latter half of the 19th century and quickly became popular.

An annual, cross-sectional nationwide survey on smoking in Japan shows smoking rates for men peaked in 

1970, when 79% of those aged 20-29 years old smoked.1 The highest rates for women came in 2000, when 23% of 

20–29-year-olds smoked. 

The impact of smoking in Japan has been significant over the last few decades. In 

1990, the total number of deaths from all causes that were attributed to smoking was 

126,240.2 By 2021, this figure had risen to 132,467, though other sources claim that as 

many as 211,000 people died from smoking in 2019.3 This meant that for Japanese men, 

23.5% of their deaths were attributable to tobacco use that year, and for women this 

figure was 6.4%. 

One study on people born between 1920 and 1945 found that for those who continued 

to smoke, having started before they were 20, their life expectancy was reduced by 

an average of 10 years.4 In 2021, tobacco was ranked second in the list of risk factors 

driving the most deaths and disability combined in Japan.5 Tobacco was also found to 

be responsible for 78.9% of all lung cancer deaths and 62.9% of all chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disease (COPD) deaths.6 The economic cost of smoking and tobacco use in 

Japan each year is estimated to be 6,988,987,105,280 yen (around $48 billion).7
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How long have heated tobacco products been in Japan?
HTP arrived in Japan in 2014 when Philip Morris International (PMI) decided to test its IQOS product in Nagoya, before 

rolling it out across the country two years later. IQOS was soon followed by other products, with some of the leading 

brands including Ploom TECH, launched in March 2016 by Japan Tobacco, and British American Tobacco’s glo, which 

arrived in the country in December 2016.8

What made Japan a receptive market for heated tobacco products?
Japan presented a unique opportunity for the manufacturers of HTP for a variety of reasons. While smoking rates 

had been falling steadily for some time when HTP arrived, 29.7% of men and 9.7% of women were still smoking in 2016.9 

This meant there was a large potential market of consumers who might like to switch away from smoking to an 

SNP that would reduce the harm connected to their use of tobacco (see Chapter 2 of this report for more details 

about the relative safety of HTP compared to smoking). And, with nicotine vapes effectively banned in Japan, there 

were no other SNP to compete with HTP. The country also offered a tobacco-friendly business environment, in part 

because the government owns one-third of Japan Tobacco Inc. Indeed, the tobacco industry was a state monopoly 

until 1985, and Japan’s tobacco control policies are considered to be weaker than those in other high-income 

countries.10

There were also a range of societal and cultural factors that meant HTP might prove successful in the country. 

Japanese people are keen adopters of new technologies. They are also motivated by a desire to reduce their 

impact on their fellow citizens, while maintaining high standards of hygiene. It was therefore reasonably likely they 

would want to try out a new electronic gadget which produced neither the smoke associated with combustible 

cigarettes, nor the smell or ash.11

What do people in Japan say about their decision 
to start using HTP?
The Global State of Smoking Poll 2019, carried out by the Foundation for a Smoke-Free 

World, found the most common reason Japanese smokers switched from cigarettes 

to HTP was due to concern about the health risks to others associated with second-

hand smoke from cigarettes (40%).12 This was followed by 36% who said HTP may not 

be as bad for their own health, and 35% who said they could use HTP in places where 

smoking was not allowed, another aspect of the dual use issue.

Peer-reviewed scientific research has also assessed the reasons both current and 

former adult smokers are using HTP. One study found that the belief that HTP are 

less harmful to either themselves (90.6%) or others (86.7%) were the most important 

factors.13 This was followed by personal enjoyment (76.5%), while 74.4% said HTP use was 

more socially acceptable than smoking cigarettes. Among current smokers, 55.1% said 

they used HTP in the hope they may help them quit smoking. 

However, research from both independent and industry-sponsored studies 

has revealed that a significant proportion of HTP users in Japan also smoke 

cigarettes.14,15,16,17 One study showed that for two-thirds of these dual users, HTP use 

allowed them to reduce the number of cigarettes they smoked.18 But for many of this 

group, switching completely was not their ultimate goal, with the same study finding 

52% of those using HTP said they replaced some of the cigarettes they consumed with 

HTP so that they did not have to completely give up smoking. Therefore, dual use is 

playing an important role in the reduction in smoking seen in Japan.
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How many people are using HTP and how have smoking rates been affected?
The rise in the use of HTP in Japan has been significant and rapid. By February 2018, just two years after they had 

become available across the whole of the country, one study found there were 5.23 million HTP users in Japan.19 

This figure equated to one in four of all Japanese tobacco users and meant 8.3% of men (4.21 million) and 1.9% of 

women (1.02 million) in the country were HTP consumers. By comparison, 22% of men and 7.5% of women were current 

cigarette smokers that year (down from 29.7% of men and 9.7% of women in 2016). By 2022, the number of HTP users 

had more than doubled, with 17.9% of men and 6% of women using this SNP.20 

As previously noted, smoking rates had been falling for a number of years in Japan, but the speed of this decline 

accelerated after the introduction of HTP. The reduction in cigarette sales between 2016-2019 was five times greater 

than the drop between 2011-2015.21

Other research shows that the combined use of IQOS, Ploom, and glo increased ten fold between 2015–16 and  

2017-18.22 This research found that by 2018, HTP use had spread to one in three current cigarette smokers who 

wanted to quit, but also one in four current smokers who had no intention of quitting. It further revealed that HTP use 

had dramatically increased in all subgroups they assessed except, importantly, for those who had never smoked.

Our own Global State of Tobacco Harm Reduction research, which compares sales volumes, further emphasises 

the changing nature of cigarette and HTP consumption. Using market data released in annual and quarterly 

reports by PMI and Japan Tobacco, the sales of individual cigarettes were around 182.34 billion units when HTP 

started to become more widely available in 2015. By 2023 this had dropped 52% to just 88.1 billion units,  

a fall of 94.2 billion units, while the sale of the tobacco sticks used in HTP that year had risen to 62 billion 

units in under 10 years. 

Japanese tobacco market size in retail units

How does the Japanese government regulate safer nicotine products?
While HTP and snus can both be legally sold under the framework of the Tobacco Industries Act as non-medicinal 

tobacco products,23 nicotine vapes and nicotine pouches are subject to different regulation. Nicotine and its 

preparations in concentrations of 10% or more are designated as poisons under the Poisonous and Deleterious 

Substances Control Act in Japan.24 Even lower concentrations of nicotine are regulated under the Pharmaceutical 

and Medical Device Act, and vaping devices themselves are subject to the same Act.25 This means  they require 
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approval before they can be manufactured and sold, but to date, no nicotine liquids or 

vaping devices have been approved for sale in Japan.

As both vapes and nicotine pouches contain nicotine but no tobacco leaves, they 

are treated as pharmaceutical products. If they were to contain tobacco, they would 

come under the Tobacco Industries Act and could be sold legally as non-medicinal 

tobacco products. This regulatory quirk has led to manufacturers adding tobacco leaf 

to nicotine pouches, simply as a way to get them on the Japanese market without the 

need to obtain pharmaceutical approval.26

HTP are generally regulated in a similar way to combustible cigarettes in Japan, 

though the actions of the government have tended to treat HTP more favourably. 

Neither of these products can be sold to anyone under 20, but there are some 

crucial differences in the laws governing where they can be used. Since 2019, under 

revisions made to the Health Promotion Law, both cigarettes and HTP are banned from 

hospitals, schools and government offices.27 Since 2020 in factories, general offices 

and restaurants, cigarette use has only been permitted in special tobacco rooms that 

are used exclusively by smokers for smoking and nothing else. HTP users, however, 

while also restricted to designated rooms within these venues, can also undertake 

other activities in these spaces, for example, eating and drinking. 

There are also differences in the way both products are taxed. In 2021, the total excise 

tax for cigarettes was more than double that of HTP, being ¥284.9 per pack compared 

to ¥131.03 for HTP.28 It should be added, though, that research has found that 85% of HTP 

sold in the country were priced at the same level as premium brand cigarettes, with 

one survey finding current or former smokers who had begun using HTP were not doing 

so to save money29.

There are no restrictions on tobacco advertising under national law. This means the producers of HTP in Japan 

are able to claim that their products are “less harmful” alternatives to combustible cigarettes. But despite the 

lack of legislation, the industry itself does impose some voluntary limits through self-regulation, for instance by 

encouraging companies to target their marketing to adults only. So, while they should refrain from promotion in 

‘highly public places’, such as TV, radio, internet, newspapers, or magazines, they can advertise their products on 

posters, billboards or on buildings where tobacco can be bought.30

Key takeaways
The success of HTP in helping to reduce the sale of cigarettes by 52% in 

Japan offers a valuable insight into the potential for SNP to reduce the 

number of smokers around the world. There may be some social and cultural 

factors that made Japan uniquely suited to HTP, such as an openness to new 

technology and a desire to limit an individual’s impact on others, but this 

transition has been overwhelmingly driven by consumers’ concerns about 

health, whether their own or others’. 

The situation in Japan demonstrates that if SNP are made widely available 

and are allowed to be promoted to adult smokers as a safer alternative 

to smoking, then many smokers will make that switch, or reduce their 

consumption of cigarettes through dual use, with all the benefits that brings 

to public health. It should also be noted that unlike the UK, whose government 

has actively endorsed the use of nicotine vapes as smoking cessation tools, 

this rapid and unrivalled change has taken place in a country whose political 

leaders neither opposed nor came out strongly in favour of HTP.
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