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The future of electronic cigarette growth 
depends on youth uptake
 Simon Chapman discusses the 
phenomenon of “e-cigarettes” and the 
potential risks associated with their use

T
he New South Wales Government recently 
announced that it will outlaw the sale of 
electronic cigarettes (ECs) to minors. For the 

unfamiliar, ECs are battery-powered vaporisers that 
produce an aerosol or vapour containing nicotine and 
other substances, rather than cigarette smoke, which 
the user inhales. Parallel laws banning sales of tobacco 
products to children have existed in Australian states 
since 1900.1 These laws have long been ignored by 
many retailers2 and are poorly enforced. Prosecutions 
are rare, with the laws being largely symbolic gestures.

The tobacco industry long ago perfected pious 
expressions of public concern about juvenile smoking, 
while knowing how essential new cohorts of young 
smokers are to its very survival as an industry. Private 
acknowledgement of its own duplicity was hardly 
surprising:3 

… this is one of the proposals that we shall 
initiate to show that we as an industry are 
doing something about discouraging young 
people to smoke. This of course is a phony way 
of showing sincerity as we all well know.

Equally, any manufacturer or retailer of ECs wanting 
to maximise sales appreciates the critical importance 
of building demand for these products in the young, 
as well as the social and political unacceptability of 
being candid about this. Today, an ever-diminishing 
12.8% of Australians aged 14 years and over smoke on 
a daily basis.4 The record low uptake of smoking by the 
young is most responsible for this. The prospect of the 
industry reversing this inexorably ruinous exodus has 
been given a major boost with the arrival of ECs.

Tobacco companies’ investment in 
e-cigarettes

All tobacco transnationals have invested in ECs, with 
none desisting from their efforts to attack and dilute 
potent tobacco control policies nor announcing any 
phase-out of their combustible products. From this, 
we can conclude that the companies’ best hopes are 
for people to smoke and to use ECs or “vape”, not to 
use ECs instead of smoking. At a population level, this 
would be harm increasing, not reducing.5 Successful 
EC start-up companies are being bought up by tobacco 
companies, so the future of ECs is likely to be in 
lockstep with those companies’ ambitions, driven by 
their concern to preserve and grow immensely more 

profitable cigarette sales and to maximise the hours in 
a day when their products can be consumed.

Australian data on daily EC use are unavailable, with 
a 2013 national survey finding that 15.4% of smokers 
aged 14 years or over had used them at least once in 
the past 12 months,6 despite sales of nicotine liquid or 
“juice” being illegal here. In the United States, where 
ECs are freely available and heavily marketed, rising 
EC use by youths has now surpassed their falling 
cigarette smoking prevalence.7 EC advocates argue that 
there is thus no evidence for any gateway effect where 
nicotine initiation through vaping predicts uptake 
of smoking at higher rates than would occur without 
EC use. But smoking by young people has been in 
continual decline since 1994 in England8 and 1997 in 
the US9 and Australia,10 all well before the advent of 
ECs. Net transitioning to cigarettes or dual use with 
ECs in minors might be camouflaged by these broader 
declines. Future research will inform this important 
question.

Here though, a potential coalmine canary comes 
from a repeated Polish cross-sectional study, blithely 
dismissed as an outlier by vaping advocates. It found 
current use of ECs among Polish adolescents was 
dramatically higher in a 2013–14 sample than in a 
2010–11 sample (29.9% v 5.5%) and that the prevalence 
of smoking tobacco cigarettes also increased (38% v 
23.9%).11

The internet is awash with aggressive advertising for 
ECs,12 and the wide range of models available13 make 
them highly attractive to young people acutely hungry 
for ever-changing technology with edgy semiotics. A 
website sponsored by cigarette manufacturer Lorillard, 
which also sells Blu ECs, once stated knowingly:14 

Kids may be particularly vulnerable to trying 
e-cigarettes due to an abundance of fun flavors 
such as cherry, vanilla, pina-colada and berry. 
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Many chemical flavourants in ECs have been approved 
for ingestion in foods, but not for inhalation15 up to 200 
times a day, as occurs with ECs.16

The evidence relating to e-cigarette use

The volume and quality of the evidence for ECs being 
superior to unassisted quitting is small and often 
compromised by serious selection bias. EC users or 
“vapers” who have quit smoking understandably like 
to share their stories. But we have little population 
data on the extent to which ECs are causing 
prevarication about quitting, through erroneous 
beliefs that simply reducing smoking while dual 
using is harm reducing.17–19 One review concluded 
that real-world EC use is associated with significantly 
lower odds of quitting cigarettes.20

A recent systematic review of the evidence on the 
health risk profile of ECs concluded: 21 

Due to the many methodological problems, 
severe conflicts of interest, the relatively few 
and often small studies, the inconsistencies 
and contradictions in results, and the lack of 
long-term follow-up, no firm conclusions can 
be drawn on the safety of ECs …

Should the many hopes be realised that ECs do 
indeed pose minimal health risks and significantly 
assist in smoking cessation, future policy 
development in Australia will need to carefully 
consider how adult smokers wanting access to these 
products can best be facilitated without reversing the 
decades-long decline in youth smoking.

EC proponents argue that nicotine is almost benign 
in the doses obtained through vaping. However, 
there is growing evidence about the role of nicotine 
in carcinogenesis22 and the International Agency 
for Research on Cancer has recently prioritised the 
assessment of nicotine’s carcinogenicity.23

Pied Pipers in the vaping and tobacco industries have 
attempted to argue that concern about EC uptake in 
youth who would have never used any nicotine product 
is nothing but barely disguised moralism, akin to railing 
against innocuous caffeine. If they are right, those 
urging caution about soft touch regulation will have 
simply been wrong. But if the EC advocates are wrong, a 
less than benign genie with its pharmacological clutches 
around millions of young people may be extremely 
difficult to put back in the bottle. 
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