Figure above: Swiss Dental Journal SSO: Snus Sachets and Loose Ground Tobacco (Sieber at al., 2017)

Snus
Fact Sheet
Snus is a smokeless tobacco product that has gained popularity among youth. Snus produces a similar
nicotine dependence to smoking and has no advantages over cigarettes or other electronic nicotine
delivery products, due to the risk of inducing, maintaining, and reinforcing combustible cigarette
consumption, as well as major risks to oral health.
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What is Snus?
Snus is the name given to a form of smokeless snuff tobacco traditionally widespread in Sweden. It is a
moist, ground oral tobacco product in small sachets similar to teabags, typically placed between the
upper lip and the gum. Snus is typically held in the mouth (without chewing) for approximately 30 minutes
before it is discarded.2 3 Typically, added ingredients include sodium chloride, humectants (substances
used to keep the snus moist), sodium bicarbonate, and flavouring. Although different products vary in
their pH levels, snus typically has a pH in the range 7.8–8.5, in order to ensure that nicotine is rapidly
absorbed through the mucosal membrane. For example, one study
found that a leading Swedish snus brand had a higher pH and
therefore a more efficient nicotine delivery than those with a lower
pH.2 4 Today, more tobacco-free snus containing nicotine is entering
the market.

Snus is Not a Healthier Alternative to Smoking
Due to the increased pressure by public health authorities to reduce smoking, the tobacco industry has
marketed numerous products as being less harmful than conventional cigarettes, including snus. Snus
probably does not generate the same level of toxicants as smoked tobacco; however, it is far from free
of health risks. One study showed that snus use did not have any beneficial effects on young men in
Switzerland and was probably detrimental. The researchers indicated that among smokers, those who
used snus were more likely to continue smoking. On the other hand, smokers who quit snus were found
to quit smoking more often. Moreover, consistent smokers who stopped using snus also significantly
reduced the number of cigarettes smoked per day, highlighting that stopping snus use is positively
correlated with smoking cessation.5 These findings are consistent with numerous studies among young
people in Nordic countries and in the USA.6–11 Thus, there is overwhelming evidence countering the use
of smokeless tobacco products as an effective smoking cessation strategy.12
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Health Risks
Snus is not smoked or inhaled, therefore some health risks such as lung
cancer are lower than smoking tobacco. However, other risks appear to be
more prominent. Global evidence on smokeless tobacco use suggests strong
associations with various oral and pharyngeal cancers, ischaemic heart
disease, stroke, and adverse perinatal outcomes.13 As with combustible
tobacco, smokeless tobacco use has also been linked to a range of oral
problems that include tooth staining and erosion, periodontal disease,
halitosis, and tooth loss.14 15 While it is non-combustible and does not expose

Figure above: Form of Pharyngeal

non-users to tobacco smoke, snus and other smokeless tobacco products that lead to consumers
spitting out the chewed product increase risks for others of contracting airborne pathogens, such as
COVID-19.15 Moreover, there is evidence that long-term use of these products may be associated with
a modest risk of fatal myocardial infarction and fatal stroke, suggesting that smokeless tobacco use may
complicate or reduce the chance of surviving both of these events.12 Recently published research from
eight cohort studies indicated that in around 170,000 men who never smoked, snus use was associated
with an increased risk of all-cause mortality, cardiovascular mortality, and cancer mortality, with the risks
increasing with the duration of snus use.16 In another cohort study of 130,000 male construction workers
who never smoked, snus use was associated with an increased risk of pancreatic cancer in comparison
to those who never used tobacco.17
An updated 2019 report by the Norwegian Institute of Public Health further lists the risks of Swedish
snus use, presenting among their main findings an increased risk of oesophageal and pancreatic
cancers, high blood pressure, and type 2 diabetes, and metabolic syndrome. In terms of pregnancy
outcomes, the authors state that consumption of Swedish snus increases the risk of premature births,
and possible stillbirth.18 Persistent snus use thus has important public health implications, and research
shows that it is not an adequate method to reduce harm among nicotine addicts. Since snus use has
been mainly limited to Sweden in the past, research on snus issues in other countries, including
Switzerland, is insufficient. This is the case for health impacts on women and the development of mental
health disorders.

Snus Risks during Pregnancy
Snus use during pregnancy entails similar health risks to the risks of smoking. A recently published
literature review showed that numerous negative effects of using snus in pregnancy were observed in
several human studies. Studies showed that the use of snus in pregnancy increased the risk of preterm
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birth, especially before 32 weeks, with an increased risk for stillbirth. Other studies indicated a link
between snus use in pregnancy and pre-eclampsia, a pregnancy-related disorder causing seizures.
Others included an increased risk of neonatal apnoea and oral cleft malformation, as well as heart rate
variability similar to that found in infants exposed to cigarettes in pregnancy.19 Moreover, numerous
studies have shown that the consumption of nicotine during pregnancy has consequences for the
physical and neurological development of the foetus.20 A total abstinence from all forms of nicotine
should thus be advised to pregnant women.

Nicotine Delivery and Dependence
Snus, like some other forms of smokeless tobacco, contains and delivers quantities of nicotine
comparable to those typically absorbed from smoking cigarettes. These nicotine levels are very similar
to those found in cigarette smokers, as shown in the Figure below, with the main difference that in
smokeless tobacco, nicotine is absorbed slightly more slowly and in lower concentrations than when
inhaled.2

12

These nicotine levels obtained from snus are about twice as high as the nicotine

concentrations typically obtained from nicotine replacement therapy. Due to the heterogeneity of snus,
different brands supply different levels of nicotine over time. The Siberia white Dry brand for example, is
a particularly powerful snus. The nicotine content is 43mg/g, which is more than five times that of
normally found snus (8mg/g).21 Given the pattern of
nicotine absorption described, there can be no
doubt that snus is causing nicotine dependence in
much the same way as other forms of tobacco
consumption, if not even higher dependence with
the use of high nicotine content products. There is
evidence that the dependence potential of nicotine
is related to its speed of delivery to the brain. Since
snus produces similar nicotine dependence to
smoking, it does not have any advantages over
cigarettes or other smokeless nicotine delivery

Figure above: Venous blood concentrations in nanograms of

products.12 The recent use of nicotine salts in

nicotine per millilitre (ng/ml) of plasma as a function of time for

tobacco-free nicotine pouches similarly facilitates

various nicotine delivery systems (Foulds et al., 2003)

the dependence risk.
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Snus Use among Youth
Snus use is common in younger generations. Since tobacco use is one of the key determinants of many
diseases, changing patterns of tobacco use, including the use of snus, could be influential to the health
status of these generations when they grow older. Evidence shows that snus use could either be a
pathway to an even unhealthier form of tobacco use, or a way to maintain rather than leave tobacco
dependency.22 In Norway, snus use has increased dramatically, particularly among youth. In 2016, 25%
of 16–25-year-olds were daily or occasional snus users. Daily use was slightly more prevalent among
males (21%) than females (17%). In Sweden, similar levels of snus use can be found.23

In 2015, the Swiss Addiction Monitoring found that 0.5% of the approximately 11,000 people interviewed
in the survey used snus. The share of men (90%) was clearly higher than that of women (10%). In 2016,
the Addiction Monitoring results showed that among 15–25-year-olds, 7.4% consumed at least one
smokeless tobacco product, with 2.3% regularly using snus.24 These results fit with the data collected
on snus use in other countries, as these monitoring studies show that the consumption of snus has
increased the most among young men.25 It is important to note that as the Swiss Addiction Monitoring
was taking place, snus products were not yet legally sold in Switzerland. In the past two years, sales and
market availability of snus has hugely increased in Switzerland. Increasingly, larger quantities are sold at
persistently decreasing prices, particularly over the internet. No recent research in Switzerland has been
conducted to adequately asses the evolution of snus usage among teenagers.

Snus as a Gateway to Smoking
Some research has shown that orally consumed tobacco might be a gateway drug that leads to smoking,
and that the availability and marketing of smokeless tobacco may keep smokers from quitting. One study
assessed 4-year initiation rates of smokeless tobacco use and cigarette smoking in relation to each
other.11 The researchers state that young males who were not smokers in 1989 but regularly used
smokeless tobacco were more than three times as likely as never users to be current smokers 4 years
later (23.9% vs. 7.6%). In contrast, 2.4% of current smokers and 1.5% of never smokers at baseline became
current regular smokeless tobacco users by follow-up. More than 80% of baseline current smokers were
still smokers 4 years later, and more than 40% of baseline current regular smokeless tobacco users
became smokers either in addition to or in place of smokeless tobacco use. Another study showed that
smokeless tobacco appears to be an important predictor of smoking initiation among young adult males,
as following a 1-year follow-up current smokeless tobacco users were 233% more likely to have initiated
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smoking than nonusers.9 Two studies on teenage boys in Switzerland and Norway echoed the results by
showing that smokeless tobacco users were more likely to start smoking as adults.5

26

Therefore,

smokeless tobacco products such as snus should be seen as a starter product for subsequent smoking
and has very little, if any, effect on quitting smoking.11 27 Furthermore, as it is the case for certain ENDS
products like the “puff bars,” the possibility to consume snus without being detected allows what is
called “stealth consumption” (as is shown in the advertisement for ZYN snus below), making them very
popular in school classes or during sport activities.28

Market Availability
In Switzerland, the sale of snus was banned
in 1995 on public health grounds, as it was in
the rest of the European Union, where the
ban remains in place. However, after 1995,
the import for personal consumption was
legal and consumption slowly increased,
especially with the development of online
shopping. In a ruling in 2019, the federal
court lifted the sales ban in Switzerland,
arguing that the current tobacco ordinance
does not apply to snus. Since then, a range of new snus brands and products have been introduced,
including a variety of products with flavour additives such as mint, fruit, or chocolate. Moreover, snus
containers that resemble an ice hockey puck are also available in a wide variety of colours and designs
to further entice various groups, particularly youth. Data from a cohort study of more than 45,000 adults
and youth in the US showed that current flavoured product use was highest in youth (80% aged 12–17
years) and young adult users (73%, aged 18–24 years), with participants stating that flavour was a primary
reason for use.29

In Switzerland, snus is readily available in various stores, including kiosks, petrol stations, and grocery
stores. Product heterogeneity is high, with large selections available on various platforms online, with
one website offering up to 126 different brands of snus, with each brand offering a selection of flavours
and varying strengths.30 The T45 brand snus for example may be purchased at a price as low as CHF
4.49. In comparison, the cheapest cigarette pack costs CHF 5.50 per pack. Additionally, each pack of
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cigarettes contains 20 cigarettes, while snus packs contain around 24 or more pouches of snus, meaning
that not only can snus be bought for less than cigarettes, but more snus pouches are also provided.
Stronger snus may even be the equivalent of 60 cigarettes.1 Moreover, special offers are provided for all
brands, presenting consumers with the opportunity to purchase a 10-, 30-, 40-, 50-, or 100-packs of
snus at reduced prices, bringing down the price of T45 snus, for example, to CHF 3.70 per piece. On
another website, prices as low as CHF 3.40 per snus pack of the brand G.4 may be found.31

Figure above: G4 Snus available for as little as CHF 3.40 per pack

Figure above: More expensive Snus, containing 30 pouches, for
CHF10.12 per pack

Tobacco-free snus has entered the market as well, such as the brands Snus Kickup, or Lyft, also sold
under the name Epok, which are all owned by British American Tobacco. These nicotine pouches are a
new, unregulated form of oral nicotine product, which are similar in appearance and use to traditional
snus. Similar to traditional tobacco-containing snus, they come in a range of flavours that appeal to youth,
such as tropical breeze, or royal purple. Moreover, special offers are available as well, allowing
consumers to purchase packs at CHF 3.30 each.

Figure above: Flavours such as Tropic Breeze have been shown

Figure above: Royal purple flavour from Lyft

to appeal to youth
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