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Vaping and mental health: Understanding the impacts on young people in the UK and solutions for a healthier future.

Vaping and e-cigarette use has been increasingly popular in recent years, especially among youths and young adults in the UK as stated by Jackson et al. (2024). Their study found that millions of people in the UK are using e-cigarettes, particularly those who want to stop smoking, after they were first promoted as a safer alternative. Smith et al. (2023) found that rising e-cigarette use among young people raises concerns about potential long-term health risks. Münzel et al. (2020) argues that vaping is ‘certainly not’ as harmful as smoking, yet evidence suggests it poses additional health risks, including to mental health. According to Brewer et al. (2019), nicotine in e-cigarettes is highly addictive and may impair the neurological development of teenagers. Similarly, research suggests that vaping in non-smoking youth is particularly concerning, as early nicotine addiction may lead to lifelong smoking, mental health issues, future substance abuse, and cognitive decline (Green et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Int_kbG6uzsX]The NHS (2024) reports a decline in smoking and drug use among English secondary school students, but an increase in vaping. Data from Wise (2022), indicates that in 2021, 9% of 11 to 15 year olds vaped either regularly or occasionally, an increase from 6% in 2018. 21% of 15-year-old girls identified as current e-cigarette users. Responses were gathered from 9,289 pupils in years 7 to 11 across 119 schools between September 2021 and February 2022. Cigarette smoking has continued to decline, with 3% of students identifying as current smokers, down from 5% in 2018. Additionally, the proportion of students who had ever smoked fell to 12%, compared to 16% in 2018, the lowest recorded level to date. However, the percentage of regular smokers who also frequently use e-cigarettes has more than doubled, rising from 29% in 2018 to 61% in 2021.

Some possible contributing factors to its increasing popularity could include media use, accessibility, or flavours for example. Hassanein et al. (2022) states a review of 26 studies analysed data from four electronic databases up to August 2020, examining the link between smoking or vaping in films and adolescent uptake in ages 10-17. The findings confirmed that exposure to smoking imagery increases the likelihood of youth smoking, with evidence suggesting a similar effect for vaping, although this was only an assumption. In another study, 2,342 adolescents, ages 12–17, from the 2021–2022 California Teens Nicotine and Tobacco Project found that sweet and fruity vape flavours increased willingness to try vaping. This applied to both users and non-users, regardless of nicotine content (Chaffee et al., 2023).

In the UK, it is illegal for under-18s to buy e-cigarettes or have an adult purchase them (NHS, 2024). However, in Wales, 7% of 11- to 16-year-olds vape weekly (GOV.WALES, 2024). After the announcement of a ban on disposable vapes and other vaping policies in January 2024, vaping rates in Great Britain stopped rising and may have even declined, especially among young adults (Jackson et al., 2024). The UK introduced the ‘Tobacco and Vapes Bill 2024’ to curb youth vaping and promote a smoke-free generation (GOV.WALES, 2024). As already mentioned, research suggests a potential link between vaping and mental health problems (Green et al., 2020), (Brewer et al., 2019) and has not been successful at being a safer alternative to smoking. Instead, it has become a new health crisis as people who did not previously smoke have now become addicted to nicotine through vapes. 

As reported in a study by Thorpe et al. (2020), teens and young adults are more susceptible to the negative consequences of vaping on their mental health, mostly because of the way nicotine affects brain development. They state, the brain is still developing during adolescence, and nicotine exposure can interfere with this process, raising the risk of mood disorders, anxiety, and depression. Jha and Kraguljac (2021) found young vapers experience higher stress and mental health issues than non-users. Their study found that anxiety and depression can worsen due to nicotine withdrawal, which can lead to a vicious cycle of dependence where people keep vaping to get rid of these symptoms. Many adolescents start vaping due to peer influence and social media, which portrays it as trendy or stress-relieving (Skinner et al., 2024). This portrayal can lead youths to perceive vaping as a means of alleviating stress, even though research indicates that it may exacerbate mental health issues over time as indicated by Jha and Kraguljac (2021). Furthermore, vaping is often associated with other high-risk behaviours, such as substance abuse or impulsive decision-making, which can further affect emotional health (Green et al., 2020). Understanding these links is key to tackling rising youth vaping and its mental health effects.

To tackle the increase of vaping among youth, a comprehensive strategy is needed that involves stricter regulations, education, and support services. One important approach is to enforce tougher policies, like limiting flavoured e-liquids and disposable vapes that attract young users.  According to Helgertz and Kingsbury (2022), a study in Minnesota surveyed 2,151 teens about their e-cigarette use and willingness to vape under four flavour conditions. Results showed that unspecified flavours were most appealing, while tobacco flavour was least. Even among those dependent on vaping, interest dropped most with tobacco flavour. This suggests that banning flavours except tobacco could help reduce youth vaping. Conversely, Notley et al. (2021), suggests flavoured e-liquids may encourage young people to start and continue vaping, but their impact on smoking initiation or quitting is unclear. They stated, a review of 58 studies, involving over 500,000 teenagers, found that flavours were a key reason for vaping. However, the evidence was low quality, and no clear link was found between flavours and smoking uptake or quitting. More research is needed to understand how flavours influence vaping and smoking habits in young people (Notley et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_1Bc27qff]Strengthening age verification processes and increasing penalties for illegal sales can also help limit access. In a study conducted by Graham-DeMello et al. (2023), it seems despite age restrictions, many teens still manage to get vapes. The research shows that most underage users get them through social sources, such as friends or family. Some also buy vapes in person from shops, even though it's illegal, while online purchases are less common. Similarly, Braak et al. (2020), surveyed 16 to 19 year olds in the US, Canada, and England about how they get vaping products. Only 7.5% had bought one in the past year, mostly from vape shops. However, more research is needed to understand how and why people supply vapes to teens. 
McCauley et al. (2023) conducted a study on 357 high school students. After a 60-minute vaping prevention lesson was given, students claimed they knew more about e-cigarettes, saw them as more harmful, felt more confident refusing them, and were less likely to try vaping. This shows that education and awareness programmes in schools could help prevent use by informing students about the dangers of vaping and nicotine addiction. Contrarily, a review of studies on school programmes to prevent vaping by Gardner et al. (2024) found mixed results. Some worked, while others didn’t or even increased use. They claim programmes combining education with skills training were most effective. Purdy (2024) states, schools are using awareness campaigns and punishments to tackle vaping, but its widespread appeal and clever marketing make control difficult. Social media campaigns highlighting vaping risks can reach wider audiences, given the influence of online trends (Ghahramani et al., 2022).
Lastly, providing targeted support services can assist young people who are currently vaping in quitting. Accessible cessation programmes tailored for teens, which include behavioural support and alternatives to vaping, could be very effective. In February 2025, Alder Hey Children's Hospital in Liverpool opened the UK's first NHS clinic to help 11 to 15-year-olds overcome nicotine addiction. The clinic provides personalized treatments, such as nicotine replacement and behavioural support, to tackle the growing issue of youth vaping (Goodier, 2025). It's also important to incorporate mental health support, as many young vapers use e-cigarettes to manage stress and anxiety. Online resources and peer support groups can further aid quitting efforts by offering guidance and motivation. A survey conducted by Brose et al. (2020), revealed that individuals with mental health conditions who smoke were more likely to attempt quitting due to health concerns. They also showed a greater willingness to use a combination of medication and behavioural support. 

One drawback of this essay is that vaping’s mental health effects are a relatively new research area, so long-term studies have not yet been conducted. While studies indicate potential risks, vaping laws and products continue to evolve, meaning current findings may change over time. Additionally, some research, such as Notley et al. (2021), highlights uncertainties, particularly regarding whether vape flavours contribute to smoking habits. Another challenge is establishing a direct link between vaping and mental health issues, as other influences like social pressures or pre-existing conditions may also have an impact.

The rise in youth vaping across the UK has sparked concerns about its link to nicotine addiction and mental health issues (Smith et al., 2023; NHS, 2024). Studies indicate that vaping may contribute to cognitive decline, increased stress, and anxiety in young people (Brewer et al., 2019; Green et al., 2020; Thorpe et al., 2020; Jha and Kraguljac, 2021). Tackling this growing problem requires a combination of stricter regulations, better education, and tailored cessation support to curb usage and minimise long-term health risks (Helgertz and Kingsbury, 2022; McCauley et al., 2023; Goodier, 2025). However, as vaping is a relatively recent trend, ongoing research is essential to fully understand its long-term effects on mental health and refine harm reduction strategies (Notley et al., 2021). A comprehensive approach that integrates policy changes, awareness initiatives, and mental health support will be key to protecting young people and promoting a healthier future (Helgertz & Kingsbury, 2022; Graham-DeMello et al., 2023; McCauley et al., 2023; Brose et al., 2020).
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