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Adolescent Vaping: Risks and Solutions
The rise of vaping among adolescents has sparked both concern and alarm. While designed as a tool to combat smoking, vaping has unearthed significant risks for the younger generation (World Health Organisation (WHO), 2024). Vaping has quickly become a public health concern for adolescents and young adults (Biles et al., 2025). The trend in adolescents reveals that smoking cigarettes is declining, and vaping is increasing at an unprecedented rate (Vrinten et al., 2023). With youth vaping rates doubling in just 5 years (GOV.UK, 2024), the practice has shifted from a harm-reduction tool to a public health crisis among adolescents (Basaratina and Tommasi, 2020). This essay explores the complexities of adolescent vaping, its associated risks, the ongoing public health debate, and potential solutions to combat this growing epidemic. To fully understand the rise of vaping among adolescents, it is essential to explore the origins of e-cigarettes and their initial purpose as a harm-reduction tool (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020).

History of E-cigarettes
E-cigarettes, commonly known as vapes, were first introduced in 2003 (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020). Vaping manufacturers designed vapes as a safer measure to address the risks associated with conventional smoking (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020), such as chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, cardiovascular disease, and lung cancer (Lu et al., 2024). Their purpose was to serve as a harm reduction tool targeted at helping smokers transition away from combustible tobacco products (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020). Originally designed to deliver nicotine without many of the harmful byproducts of burning tobacco (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020). They marketed these devices as a safer alternative for individuals seeking to quit smoking or reduce exposure to toxic chemicals (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020). GOV.UK (2023) claims that vaping is one of the most effective measures to help individuals stop smoking. Similarly, the United Kingdom's leading health body, Public Health England, emphasizes that vaping is not entirely without risk but is less harmful than conventional smoking (Basaratina and Tommasi, 2020). The World Health Organization (WHO, 2024) argues that vapes are not proven to help individuals stop smoking. They also highlight growing evidence of vaping's adverse health effects. These contrasting positions reveal the ongoing debate over vaping's role in public health policy (Svenson, Freeman, and Maynard, 2022). However, despite its initial purpose, unintended repercussions are emerging, one being that the drug nicotine, present in both vapes and cigarettes, is highly addictive (Marques, Piqueras, and Sanz, 2021).




Risks and Consequences of Vaping for Adolescents

Nicotine Addiction
Due to the very addictive nature of nicotine within vapes, it opens up pathways to conventional cigarette uptake (WHO, 2024). According to the World Health Organization (2024), studies reveal that the use of vapes significantly increases the likelihood of conventional cigarette uptake, particularly among non-smokers. Adolescents who use vapes are 3 times more likely to take up smoking than non-smoking adolescents (WHO, 2024). Concerningly, young people are more prone to developing nicotine addiction quicker, requiring fewer cigarettes in a shorter amount of time compared to adults (WHO, 2020). Nicotine addiction poses unique challenges for adolescents due to their developing brains, which are particularly sensitive to the harmful effects of nicotine exposure (WHO, 2024). Beyond the behavioural consequences of addiction, vaping also introduces significant physical health risks that further endanger adolescents' well-being (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020). 

Physical Health Risks
Research has shown that chronic inhalation of vapes causes pathologic lung changes, increasing the risk of disease (Casey, Muise, and Alexander, 2020). Kelly and Levy (2022) explain that cigarette smoke and vape aerosols both release chemicals into the bloodstream after being inhaled into the lungs. However, there are notable differences in their chemical composition and delivery mechanism. The chemical structure of vapor permits deeper penetration into the lungs than conventional smoke, enabling the delivery of more chemicals per inhalation (Kelly and Levy, 2022). Significantly, the difference in nicotine delivery by vapes compared to traditional smoke is the ability of nicotine to be absorbed faster into the bloodstream due to an extra charged atom (Kelly and Levy, 2022). Nicotine stimulates the neurotransmitter dopamine, which acts on reward circuits within the brain, providing the individual with a feel-good factor that further reinforces the behaviour and, consequently, the development of the addiction (Kelly and Levy, 2022). Vaping exacerbates mental health risks, intensifying the physical consequences and highlighting the danger it poses to adolescents (Javad et al., 2022).

Mental Health Impacts
Vapes directly affect adolescents' mental health; they have an elevated risk of suffering from depression and, consequently, ending their own lives (Javad et al., 2022). Additionally, high amounts of nicotine daily significantly increase the risk of developing psychosis – a mental health condition in which the individual experiences hallucinations and delusions and loses touch with reality (Kanniah and Kumar, 2023). Alarmingly, a high amount of nicotine may even accelerate its onset (Kanniah and Kumar, 2023). These risks are particularly concerning for adolescents due to their critical developmental stage, where nicotine exposure can cause lasting harm to brain development, increase addiction vulnerability, and severely impact their mental health (Javad et al., 2022). Compounding these health risks, the pervasive influence of social media and strategic marketing has further amplified the appeal of vaping among adolescents (Biles et al., 2025). The influence of social media not only exacerbates mental health risks but also serves as a powerful tool for marketing vapes to adolescents, normalizing the behaviour, and masking the associated risks (Biles et al., 2025).

The Influence of Marketing and Social Trends on Vaping among Youth
Most adolescents acquire knowledge regarding vapes from social media platforms (Biles et al., 2025). Brands target younger audiences by leveraging commercial branding, social media, and influencers to enhance their appeal (WHO, 2024). The branding offers an extensive variety of vapes, featuring eye-catching packaging and a wide selection of flavours, appealing to smokers and adolescents (Marques, Piqueras, and Sanz, 2021). Brands specifically design bright-coloured packaging and fruity flavours to attract adolescents (Marques, Piqueras, and Sanz, 2021). Although vapes are a safer alternative to smoking, the long-term effects of using vapes are still unknown (Marques, Piqueras, and Sanz, 2021). Vaping is heavily promoted on social media platforms such as YouTube and Instagram, marketed as socially accepted and desirable (Smith et al., 2023). However, most posts and videos on both platforms fail to inform individuals of the product's health risks and age restrictions (Smith et al., 2023). This misleading advertising highlights the concern about the impact of this exposure on public health and calls for stricter regulation on social media platforms (Smith et al., 2023). It further exemplifies the need for a more vigorous form of research and policies to address these issues effectively (Smith et al., 2023).  Given the role of social media and marketing in normalizing vaping among adolescents, it is crucial to implement strategies that address these contributing factors to curb the epidemic (GOV.UK, 2024). 

Strategies to Address the Vaping Epidemic
In response to the sharp increase in youth vaping, with a quarter of children aged 11-15 having attempted vaping in 2023, the UK government is introducing measures to tackle the issue (GOV.UK, 2024). A new bill announced by the king empowers ministers to address the appeal of vaping to children (GOV.UK, 2024). The bill enables ministers to ban the advertising and sponsorship of vaping products to reduce the visibility and influence on young people, regulate the packaging, flavours, and display to make them less attractive to children, and expand the smoke-free laws to include vaping (GOV.UK, 2024). Additionally, the government is banning the sale of disposable vapes on the 1st of June 2025 to combat the vaping epidemic (Gov.UK, 2025). Given that the preferred choice for smoking in 11-15-year-olds is disposable vapes, this action seeks to protect vulnerable youth by reducing their exposure to products that promote harmful habits and endanger life (Gov.UK, 2024). To address the growing concern, the UK government not only enforces regulations but also supports cessation efforts with approved nicotine replacement therapies (NHS, NO DATE). The only approved nicotine replacement therapy for vapers at present is the Nicorette QuickMist (NHS, no date).
The ability of the spray to rapidly deliver nicotine at a fast rate of 30 seconds replicates the nicotine delivery of the vape, supporting the individual through the journey of cessation (Danielsson et al., 2024). While Nicorette QuickMist aids in managing physical cravings, lifestyle interventions such as exercise provide additional support in overcoming nicotine dependence. Exercise appears to reduce symptoms of nicotine withdrawal and cravings, aiding in the quitting process (Darabseh et al., 2022). Aerobic exercise enhances mood and overall well-being and reduces anxiety and depression, all of which are critical during nicotine cessation (Darabseh et al., 2022). Additionally, it boosts self–efficacy by improving individuals' confidence and self-image, ultimately strengthening the motivation to quit (Darabseh et al., 2022). Alongside regular exercise, maintaining a nutritious diet is equally important in managing the challenges of nicotine withdrawal (University of Minnesota Medical School, 2021). Nutritious foods play a crucial role during nicotine withdrawal, as deprivation of nicotine to the opioid system leads to increased cravings for high-fat, high-salt, and high-sugar foods (University of Minnesota Medical School, 2021). These cravings occur due to the opioid system, the part of the brain that is responsible for both appetite and addiction (University of Minnesota Medical School, 2021). When nicotine deprivation occurs, the opioid system compensates by intensifying cravings for unhealthy foods; this emphasizes the importance of maintaining a balanced diet during nicotine withdrawal (University of Minnesota Medical School, 2021).  

In conclusion, vaping, initially introduced to reduce the harmful effects of smoking, rapidly gained popularity among adolescents and exposed significant health risks, further amplified by targeted marketing and social acceptance. The alarming physical and mental health consequences call for immediate action, including stricter regulations, educational initiatives, and cessation support. By addressing these issues comprehensively, public health policies can mitigate the growing epidemic of youth vaping and safeguard the well-being of future generations.
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