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A closer look at the evidence suggests vaping might be diverting adolescents away from
tobacco, writes Dr Colin Mendelsohn.

A COMMONLY raised concern about electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes) is that they may
be a gateway to smoking for adolescents - that they may encourage nicotine addiction
and progression to tobacco smoking in young people who would not otherwise have
smoked.

This argument is embedded in the policies of the AMA (https://ama.com.au/position-

statement/tobacco-smoking-and-e-cigarettes-2015), the Heart Foundation and Cancer

Council Australia (http://wiki.cancer.org.au/policy/Position_statement_-

Electronic_cigarettes) and is used to argue for strict regulation.

However, the available evidence does not support this concern. In fact, the opposite may
be true; e-cigarettes may actually be diverting adolescents away from smoking.

Misty business

An e-cigarette is a battery-operated device which heats a liquid solution into a mist or
aerosol that the user inhales, simulating a smoking experience.

The mist usually, but not always, contains nicotine. E-cigarette use is known as ‘vaping’
and users are ‘vapers. E-cigarettes have now been available in many countries since 2006.
Their experience can provide valuable insights and can help guide rational policy in
Australia.

One argument proposed for the gateway theory is based on misinterpretation of survey
results. Many studies have found that young people who use e-cigarettes are also more
likely to smoke." 2 This association has been incorrectly interpreted as causal by some,
when it actually tells us nothing about whether the vaping caused the smoking. A more
likely explanation is that young people who are more attracted to experimentation are
more likely to try both products.

Population evidence also supports the lack of a gateway. As e-cigarette use by
adolescents is rising, adolescent smoking rates are falling and are now at record lows in
many countries. For example, in the US, from 2011 to 2014, adolescent e-cigarette use
rose from 1.5% to 13.4%.3 However, adolescent smoking rates fell from 15.8% to an
all-time low of 9.2%.3 If a gateway mechanism is operating, an increase in smoking rates
would be expected.
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One possible explanation for this reduction in smoking prevalence is that e-cigarettes are
preventing smoking uptake. Young people who experiment with e-cigarettes may
otherwise have smoked in the absence of e-cigarettes. Using an e-cigarette which may
be more enjoyable and socially acceptable may prevent adoption of the more harmful
behaviour. It is obviously better for young people not to use e-cigarettes, but vaping is
preferable to smoking and is at least 95% safer.*

Further evidence to support this substitution hypothesis has emerged in the United
States, where some states have banned the sale of e-cigarettes to minors. Two large
studies have found that the introduction of bans was associated with a significant
increase in adolescent smoking rates compared to states without bans.>® Banning
e-cigarette sales to adolescents may be having the perverse consequence of eliminating
a much less harmful substitute behaviour which is diverting users from smoking tobacco.

Furthermore, like adult smokers, some young people are using e-cigarettes to help them
quit smoking.” E-cigarette bans remove this treatment option.

Closing the gateway

Importantly, it is rare for non-smoking youth to become regular e-cigarette users. In the
UK, less than 0.2% of never-smoking youth vape regularly and there is no evidence of
progression to smoking.® Regular e-cigarette use is almost exclusively confined to young
people who already smoke.% ?

Another argument claimed to support the gateway theory is that adolescents will
become addicted to nicotine from e-cigarettes and then progress to a more potent
nicotine delivery device, such as cigarettes. However, the great majority of adolescent
e-cigarette users do not use nicotine. Only 20% report using nicotine in the US

(http://(https://www.drugabuse.gov/related-topics/trends-statistics/monitoring-future/overview-
findings-2015/monitoring-future-figures-2015) and 28% in Canada.'®

After 10 years of real-world experience overseas there is no convincing evidence to
support the notion that adolescent vaping leads to smoking. In fact, e-cigarettes may be
a gateway out of smoking and may be reducing adolescent smoking rates. Policy
decisions need to be based on the growing evidence base and not on speculation,
ideological beliefs and old fashioned views.
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Dr Colin Mendelsohn is a GP and tobacco treatment specialist at The Sydney Clinic. He
also teaches at the University of Sydney.
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