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Young People Vaping in the United Kingdom Aged 11–18 Years: 

 The Prevalence of the Problem
The use of electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes), commonly known as vaping, has become an increasingly significant public health issue among young people in the United Kingdom. Although vaping products were originally introduced as a smoking cessation aid for adult smokers, their popularity has expanded rapidly among children and adolescents who have never smoked conventional cigarettes (WHO, 2024). This trend has raised concerns among healthcare professionals, educators and policymakers due to the potential health risks associated with nicotine addiction, respiratory problems and the possible progression to tobacco smoking (RCPCH, 2023).
Recent evidence indicates that vaping among young people has increased substantially over the past decade. According to Action on Smoking and Health (2024), approximately one in four children aged 11–17 years in the UK have tried vaping, while regular use has also increased. Disposable e-cigarettes, attractive flavours, colourful packaging and social media marketing have contributed significantly to this rise. Although legislation prohibits the sale of nicotine-containing vaping products to individuals under the age of 18, access remains widespread through retailers, online platforms and social sources (Department of Health and Social Care, 2024).
The increasing prevalence of youth vaping places additional pressure on health and social care services. Schools, community health organisations and healthcare professionals are increasingly required to provide education, prevention programmes and support for nicotine dependence among adolescents. Consequently, understanding the factors contributing to vaping behaviour is essential for developing effective public health interventions.
 Introduction and Literature-Based Background to the Study
Electronic cigarettes are battery-powered devices that heat a liquid containing nicotine, flavourings and other chemicals to produce an aerosol that users inhale (NHS, 2024). Although vaping is widely recognised as less harmful than combustible tobacco smoking for adult smokers attempting to quit, it is not considered risk-free, particularly for children and young people whose brains and bodies are still developing (NICE), 2023).
The rapid increase in vaping among adolescents has attracted considerable attention from researchers worldwide. Studies have shown that curiosity, peer influence, perceived safety compared with cigarettes, appealing flavours and exposure through social media are among the primary reasons young people begin vaping (Hammond et al., 2020). Flavours such as fruit, sweets and soft drinks have been identified as particularly attractive to younger users and may encourage experimentation among those who have never previously smoked (WHO, 2024).
Research has also highlighted growing concerns regarding nicotine addiction. Adolescence is a critical period of brain development, and exposure to nicotine may affect memory, concentration, learning and impulse control (RCPCH, 2023). Nicotine dependence established during adolescence may increase the likelihood of continued nicotine use into adulthood and could potentially increase the risk of future tobacco smoking, although evidence regarding this progression remains under investigation (Khouja et al., 2021).
From a public health perspective, the increase in youth vaping presents a complex challenge. While vaping remains an effective smoking cessation tool for many adult smokers, preventing uptake among children has become a national priority. In response, the UK Government has announced measures to strengthen regulation, including restrictions on disposable vapes, tighter controls on advertising and enhanced enforcement against illegal sales to minors (Department of Health and Social Care, 2024). Public health organisations continue to recommend balanced messaging that supports adult smoking cessation while protecting children from nicotine exposure.
Several epidemiological studies have examined patterns of vaping among adolescents, demonstrating associations with socioeconomic status, family smoking behaviours, mental health, educational environment and exposure to advertising (West et al., 2022; ASH, 2024). However, findings vary across studies, and there remains a need to synthesise current evidence to identify the most consistent risk factors and their implications for health and social care practice.
A systematic literature review provides an appropriate method for evaluating existing evidence because it uses transparent and reproducible methods to identify, critically appraise and synthesise published research. By following recognised guidance such as the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA), researchers can minimise bias and provide reliable conclusions that support evidence-based healthcare decision-making (Page et al., 2021).
Rationale
 The rationale for this study is based on the continued increase in vaping among young people aged 11–18 years in the United Kingdom and the associated concerns regarding nicotine addiction, health inequalities and long-term public health outcomes. Although extensive research has investigated vaping in adults, evidence relating specifically to adolescents continues to evolve. Bringing together current literature will provide a comprehensive understanding of the prevalence, determinants and health consequences of youth vaping.
This systematic literature review will contribute to health and social care by identifying the factors influencing vaping initiation and continued use among adolescents. The findings may assist healthcare professionals, schools, local authorities and policymakers in developing effective prevention strategies, improving health education programmes and strengthening interventions aimed at reducing vaping among young people. Furthermore, the review will identify gaps in existing research and highlight areas requiring further investigation, thereby contributing to future evidence-based policy and practice within the United Kingdom.


Research Question, Aim and Objectives
Research Aim
The aim of this study is to systematically review and critically evaluate the existing literature on vaping among young people aged 11–18 years in the United Kingdom. The review seeks to examine the prevalence of vaping, identify the factors influencing vaping behaviour, explore the associated health and social consequences, and evaluate the effectiveness of current public health strategies designed to reduce vaping among adolescents.
Research Question
What does the existing evidence reveal about the prevalence, determinants and health and social impacts of vaping among young people aged 11–18 years in the United Kingdom?
Research Objectives
The objectives of this systematic literature review are to:
1. Examine the prevalence of vaping among young people aged 11–18 years in the United Kingdom.
2. Identify the key factors that influence the initiation and continued use of e-cigarettes among adolescents.
3. Explore the physical, psychological and social consequences associated with youth vaping.
4. Critically evaluate current public health policies and interventions aimed at reducing vaping among young people.
5. Identify gaps in the existing literature and make recommendations for future research and health and social care practice.


6 Research Methodology
Research Design
This study will adopt a systematic literature review design. A systematic literature review uses a structured and transparent process to identify, evaluate and synthesise relevant published research in order to answer a clearly defined research question (Aveyard, 2019). Unlike a traditional literature review, a systematic review follows a rigorous methodology that reduces bias by applying predefined search strategies, inclusion criteria and methods of analysis (Page et al., 2021).
A systematic literature review is considered appropriate for this research because it enables the researcher to critically assess current evidence relating to vaping among young people in the UK without collecting primary data. The findings will provide an evidence base that can inform healthcare professionals, educators and policymakers responsible for improving adolescent health.
PEO Statement
As this review focuses on experiences, behaviours and public health outcomes rather than clinical interventions, the PEO framework will be used to guide the review question.
Population (P):
Young people aged 11–18 years living in the United Kingdom.
Exposure (E):
Use of electronic cigarettes (vaping), including experimentation, occasional use and regular vaping.
Outcome (O):
Prevalence of vaping, factors influencing vaping behaviour, health effects, social consequences and implications for health and social care.
The PEO framework provides a clear structure for identifying relevant evidence and developing an effective search strategy.
Data Collection Method
The review will follow the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). PRISMA is an internationally recognised framework that improves the transparency, consistency and quality of systematic reviews by outlining each stage of the review process, including identification, screening, eligibility assessment and inclusion of studies.
The review process will involve:
· Identification of relevant studies through electronic database searches.
· Removal of duplicate articles.
· Screening of titles and abstracts against the inclusion criteria.
· Full-text assessment of eligible studies.
· Extraction and synthesis of relevant findings.
· Presentation of the study selection process using a PRISMA flow diagram.
Following PRISMA will enhance the reliability and reproducibility of the review.
Data Sources
A comprehensive search will be conducted using several electronic databases that provide peer-reviewed literature relating to healthcare, public health and social care. The databases will include:
· PubMed
· Scopus
· CINAHL
· MEDLINE
· PsycINFO
· Web of Science
· Google Scholar (to identify additional relevant studies)
Grey literature will also be considered where appropriate, including publications from the World Health Organization (WHO), UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA), Action on Smoking and Health (ASH), NHS England and the Department of Health and Social Care. These sources are likely to provide current epidemiological data, policy documents and reports relevant to youth vaping in the UK.
Search Strategy and Selection Criteria
A structured search strategy will be developed using Boolean operators (AND, OR) and truncation where appropriate.
Examples of search terms include:
· “youth vaping”
· “adolescent vaping”
· “electronic cigarettes”
· “e-cigarettes”
· “young people”
· “children”
· “teenagers”
· “United Kingdom”
· “England”
· “nicotine”
· “public health”
· “health promotion”

Inclusion Criteria
Studies will be included if they:
· were published between 2010 and 2026;
· are written in English;
· focus on young people aged 11–18 years;
· examine vaping or electronic cigarette use;
· relate to the United Kingdom or include UK-specific findings;
· are peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports or recognised public health publications.
Exclusion Criteria
Studies will be excluded if they:
· focus solely on adults aged over 18 years;
· investigate tobacco smoking without reference to vaping;
· are opinion pieces, editorials or conference abstracts without sufficient data;
· are not available in English;
· were published before 2010.



Ethical Considerations
Protection of Children and Young People
A major ethical concern is the responsibility to protect minors from potential harm. Young people aged 11–18 may have limited ability to evaluate long-term risks due to ongoing cognitive development. Therefore, society has an ethical responsibility to reduce exposure to addictive substances and prevent exploitation of young consumers (Beauchamp and Childress, 2019).
Autonomy and Personal Choice
Autonomy refers to an individual’s right to make decisions about their own health. However, ethical concerns arise regarding whether adolescents have sufficient maturity and understanding to make informed decisions about addictive substances such as nicotine. This creates a balance between respecting young people’s developing independence and protecting them from harm (Beauchamp and Childress, 2019).
Beneficence and Non-maleficence
The ethical principles of beneficence (doing good) and non-maleficence (avoiding harm) are central to discussions about vaping. While vaping may provide a harm-reduction benefit for adult smokers attempting to quit, promoting nicotine use among young people may conflict with the duty to prevent avoidable harm (Beauchamp and Childress, 2019).
Marketing and Industry Responsibility
There are ethical concerns about the design and promotion of vaping products. Flavours, packaging, and online marketing strategies may increase the attractiveness of vaping to young people. Companies have an ethical responsibility to avoid marketing practices that encourage nicotine use among children (World Health Organization, 2021).
Equity and Social Justice
Youth vaping also raises concerns about health inequalities. Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds may experience greater exposure to tobacco and nicotine products and may have fewer opportunities for effective health education and support (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022).
Public Health Responsibility
Governments and healthcare professionals must balance harm reduction approaches with protecting young people. Measures such as age restrictions, advertising controls, product regulation, and education programmes aim to reduce youth vaping while maintaining access to vaping products for adult smokers who may benefit from switching away from cigarettes (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023).


8. Implications of the Research
The findings of this systematic literature review have the potential to contribute significantly to health and social care practice within the United Kingdom. The increasing prevalence of vaping among young people has become an important public health concern, requiring coordinated action from healthcare professionals, schools, local authorities and policymakers.
For healthcare professionals, the review will provide an up-to-date synthesis of evidence relating to the health consequences of adolescent vaping. Improved understanding of the factors associated with vaping initiation may assist nurses, school health practitioners, general practitioners and public health professionals in identifying young people who may be at greater risk of nicotine dependence. This evidence can support early intervention strategies and targeted health education programmes.
Within educational settings, the findings may help schools strengthen health promotion initiatives by providing evidence-based information regarding the reasons young people vape and the effectiveness of preventative interventions. Understanding the influence of peer pressure, social media, marketing and flavoured vaping products may enable schools to develop more appropriate educational resources for pupils and parents.
The review may also inform future public health policy. Government organisations such as the Department of Health and Social Care, UK Health Security Agency and local public health teams continue to introduce measures aimed at reducing youth vaping. By identifying successful interventions and gaps within the existing evidence, this review may contribute to future policy development and the implementation of more effective regulations to protect children and adolescents.



Data Extraction and Analysis
Relevant information from each included study will be extracted using a standardised data extraction table. The information collected will include the author, year of publication, study design, sample characteristics, research setting, key findings and study limitations. A structured extraction process will be used to ensure consistency and accuracy when collecting data from the selected studies.
The findings will then be analysed using thematic analysis, following the six-step approach developed by Braun and Clarke (2021). This method involves familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, identifying potential themes, reviewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final synthesis. Thematic analysis is appropriate for this review because it allows the researcher to identify recurring patterns and relationships across qualitative and quantitative evidence, providing a detailed understanding of the factors influencing vaping behaviours among young people aged 11–18 years.
Using a systematic and transparent approach to data collection and analysis will enhance the credibility, dependability and overall quality of the review findings. It will also support the identification of consistent themes, evidence gaps and implications for health and social care practice.
1–7 July
· Develop research proposal
· Conduct database searching
8–14 July
· Continue database searching
· Screen studies
· Assess eligibility
· Extract data
· Begin writing the final review
15–20 July
· Complete screening and eligibility assessment
· Conduct thematic analysis
· Complete the final review
· Edit, proofread, and submit the project


Conclusion
In conclusion, this will examine the prevalence, causes, and impacts of vaping among young people aged 11–18 in the United Kingdom. By reviewing current evidence, the study aims to support healthcare professionals, educators, and policymakers in developing effective strategies to reduce youth vaping, improve health education, and inform future research and public health policy.
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