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Vaping nicotine: High risks for adolescents

Over 2 million adolescents 
report vaping  
In the U.S., 1 out 7 tenth graders (14%) used 

vape devices in the past 30 days, 1,2 compared to 

1 out of 12 tenth graders in Washington State.3 

Vaping carries known harms and is prohibited 

for individuals under 21 years of age.  

Prevention efforts early in life can help deter 

initiation of all nicotine product use and 

reduce likelihood of nicotine addiction. 

Vaping is the use of an electronic device, or 

vape, to heat an e-liquid containing nicotine 

and inhale the resulting aerosol (nicotine and 

other chemicals). Words for vapes on the 

market, include e-cigarettes, e-hookahs, 

tanks, mods, and pod-mods.4,5 

 

The amount of nicotine in one vape can be 

up to 30 times as high as a pack of regular 

cigarettes (Figure 1). These high nicotine 

concentrations are worrisome, as nicotine is a 

highly addictive substance, and research has 

shown many adolescents do not know or 

believe that vapes contain nicotine.6,7 

What we know 

Vaping carries physical 

health risks for 

adolescents 

Early and heavy nicotine use disrupts brain 

development during a critical period of 

maturation. This can affect key brain functions, 

which can carry risks for nicotine addiction and 

later susceptibility to addiction to other 

substances.8 Short-term health effects of vaping 

include elevated heart rate, decreased lung 

immune function, headache, and nausea.6,9,10 

• Vapes contain known toxic chemicals such 

as formaldehyde and heavy metals (e.g., 

lead).11  

• The impact of these chemicals from long 

term vape use is unknown at this time. 

Vape advertising is 

designed to appeal to 

adolescents 
• Advertising is heavily tailored to 

adolescent populations, with increasing 

visibility on social media.12 Viewing ads has 

been linked to lower adolescent risk 

perception13 as well as increased 

susceptibility, initiation, and use of vapes.14, 15, 

16 

• Perceptions of vaping as a “safe” behavior 

among adolescents17,18 has the potential to 

undermine decades of public health success 

in reducing youth nicotine use.  

• The vape market is constantly and rapidly 

evolving with new products, flavors, and 

technology. Flavor is often cited as a top 

reason adolescents try vaping for the first 

time.19 

• In 2023, 9 out of 10 adolescents who vape 

used flavored vapes.1 

Emotional stress and 

peer influence: key 

motivators for 

adolescent vaping 
• Among adolescents who vape, almost half 

(43%)20 report that feeling anxious, 

stressed, 21, 22, 23or depressed is the reason 

they currently vape,17, 22 and these feelings 

may predict continued and increased 

vaping.23 

• Adolescents with disabilities,24 or who 

identify as sexual or gender minorities, or 

hold multiple marginalized identities25, 26 

report higher rates of vaping. 
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• Of those who report any vaping, the majority 

(58%) report that their first time vaping was 

in a social situation,17, 20 and key vaping 

motivators were to fit in or to impress 

peers.17, 27 

• Of Washington adolescents who vape, over 

two thirds report getting vapes from friends, 

family, or an acquaintance.3 

Adolescents who vape 

use other substances 
 

Adolescents who vape are three times more 

likely to start smoking combustible 

cigarettes.6,12,28 Research suggests that many of 

these adolescents would NOT have used 

cigarettes otherwise.29 In Washington State, an 

estimated 104,000 adolescents alive today will 

die prematurely due to smoking cigarettes. 30 

• Similarly, adolescents who vape are four 

times more likely to try cannabis31 and almost 

four times more likely to start using alcohol 

than those who do not vape.32 

• Many adolescents who vape also use with 

other substances (i.e., poly substance 

use),3,33,34 which is associated with worse 

overall health outcomes.35 

• Over half of adolescents who vape have 

made at least one attempt to quit.36, 37, 38  

This suggest adolescents are eager to quit, 

but that it is not easy to stay vape-free or 

have the adequate resources to do so.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Illustration of the number of cigarettes necessary to equal amount of nicotine in vapes
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Prevention programs work 
Programs to prevent adolescent substance use 

address early risk and protective factors, such as 

engaging in positive activities and interacting 

with peers who do not use substances. These 

programs have been shown to prevent 

adolescent vaping, and promote a healthier, 

nicotine-free generation.  

• Early prevention is cost effective for 

communities and promotes adolescent 

health overall. Addressing the same key risk 

and protective factors associated with vaping 

is also effective at reducing other problem 

behaviors, such as other substance use, 

delinquency, and teen pregnancy. 39,40,41,42 

• Prevention messages from primary care 

providers (e.g., physicians and therapists) is 

an untapped resource for prevention. This 

can enhance school, community and family 

prevention efforts.43,44 

• Greater collaboration across adolescent 

support structures is critical to reduce 

adolescent substance use.43 

What more can be done 

Intervene before vaping 

begins 
 

• Expand and maintain existing tobacco and 

general substance use prevention programs 

in Washington State, to reduce adolescent 

substance initiation and use, including the 

use of vapes.  

• Invest in early consistent prevention 

messaging from multiple adolescent support 

structures– e.g., schools, parents, and 

healthcare providers.   

• Invest in expanding the role of primary care 

providers to deliver screening and referral to 

prevention for adolescents.44 

Strengthen the evidence 

base by funding robust 

research 
Given the continued and rapid evolution of 

vapes, increased and ongoing research funding 

is needed.  

• Increase funding for innovative research 

aimed at developing effective and acceptable 

vaping prevention and cessation programs 

for adolescents. 

• Fund the adaptation and evaluation of 

existing effective tobacco prevention 

programs (e.g. LifeSkills Training)45 to 

understand their impact on vapes. 

• Fund program evaluations of existing 

vape-specific cessation programs, to 

provide harm reduction and cessation 

strategies for adolescents who have already 

begun vaping. Expand research on the 

pharmacotherapy and nicotine replacement 

therapy for youth under 18.  

Vaping prevention/cessation 
resources 
Bridging Prevention and Harm Reduction 

Strategies for Adolescent and Young Adult 

Substance Use 

theathenaforum.org/sites/default/files/public/

documents/prsc_brief_harm_reduction_and_pre

vention_published_5.10.24.pdf 

CDC Protecting Youth from the Harms of Vaping 

cdc.gov/tobacco/e-cigarettes/protecting-

youth.html 

Stanford Tobacco Prevention Toolkit 

med.stanford.edu/tobaccopreventiontoolkit/yo

u-and-me-together-vape-free-curriculum.html 

Live Vape Free: Text-to-quit vaping service for 

13-26 year olds; livevapefree.com  

Washington Tobacco Quit Line  

1-800-Quit-Now; Text READY to 200-400; 

2Morrow Health Cessation App for Vaping 

doh.wa.gov/quit 

https://theathenaforum.org/sites/default/files/public/documents/prsc_brief_harm_reduction_and_prevention_published_5.10.24.pdf
https://theathenaforum.org/sites/default/files/public/documents/prsc_brief_harm_reduction_and_prevention_published_5.10.24.pdf
https://theathenaforum.org/sites/default/files/public/documents/prsc_brief_harm_reduction_and_prevention_published_5.10.24.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/e-cigarettes/protecting-youth.html
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/e-cigarettes/protecting-youth.html
https://med.stanford.edu/tobaccopreventiontoolkit/you-and-me-together-vape-free-curriculum.html
https://med.stanford.edu/tobaccopreventiontoolkit/you-and-me-together-vape-free-curriculum.html
http://www.doh.wa.gov/quit
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Truth Initiative: Text-to-quite vaping service for 

13-24 year olds; Text DITCHVAPE to 88709 

American Academy of Pediatrics: Tobacco 

Cessation App aap.org/en/patient-

care/tobacco-control-and-prevention/tobacco-

cessation-progressive-web-application/ 

Washington Public 
Awareness Campaigns 
Choose You chooseyouwa.org 
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