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Welcome to Vaping 101. As a physician and a parent, I know that you have questions about vaping. This comprehensive guide was designed to answer all of your questions on vaping and more – it will educate you about the science that proves the danger is real. The struggle to end teen vaping is an uphill battle. The billion-dollar corporations who own the vaping companies fill the airwaves and internet with advertising that makes vaping seem safe and cool. Our teens are being conditioned to think that vaping is a recreational activity with no risk, but this is so far from the truth it is almost embarrassing.  
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This guide contains a review of the latest research and surveys to provide the most accurate information. More importantly, we break it down into plain language so that you and your teens (or young adults) will all be able to understand why vaping is such a dangerous activity. We have spent the past year educating the public at town hall gatherings. After speaking with hundreds of school nurses, teachers, students, and concerned parents about the vaping epidemic, we are confident that this guide will answer all your questions. 
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The vaping epidemic is real. Here are some sobering statistics: The 2019 National Youth Tobacco Survey (NYTS), a large-scale survey of teens conducted by the CDC and FDA, reported that over 5 million students reported they had used e-cigarettes within the past 30 days and that 1 million report they use them on a daily basis. This means that 1 in 4 high school students is vaping and 1 in 10 middle school students is vaping. Although vaping was initially introduced in America as an alternate method for current cigarette smokers to attempt to quit smoking, it has become a recreational activity and the leading vehicle by which teenagers are introduced to tobacco and nicotine. 

In 2020, we first learned about e-cigarette and vaping associated lung injury (EVALI), a mysterious pattern of lung disease that seemed to mostly affect young people who vaped. Many people died, and the news media made vaping the center of attention for several weeks. 

As of February 26, 2020, over 2800 cases of e-cigarette or vaping-associated lung injury (EVALI) requiring hospitalization have been reported in the US, with 60 fatalities confirmed by the CDC. Reporting of these cases abruptly stopped when the COVID-19 pandemic emerged. Despite that, current data suggests a strong association between these hospitalizations and e-cigarette liquids containing tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), vitamin E, or both. A recent study of lung fluid from over 50 EVALI patients identified vitamin E, plant oils such as coconut oil, triglyceride oil, and petroleum particles.  Non-hospitalized cases of EVALI are not being reported, but we do know the number of individuals experiencing respiratory illness that does not require a hospital stay is much greater than the number of cases that require hospitalization.
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Vaping ads prefer images of younger people smoking to make vaping seem more acceptable to youth.

The NYTS results from the 2020 survey indicated about 3.6 million US middle and high school students self-reported some type of electronic cigarette use within the previous 30 days. This was a significant drop from the previous year, but researchers could not pinpoint the factor with the greatest impact on the decrease in teen vaping. Active campaigns to educate teens on vaping risks and general fear of EVALI likely both contributed to the decline.

Details from the survey revealed that use of refillable pods decreased, and use of disposable e-cigarettes increased in comparison to 2019 results. Among high school students, the self-reported use of disposable e-cigarettes increased from 2.4% to 26.5%, which coincided with new products emerging in the marketplace and increased spending on e-cigarette marketing. Refillable pods allowed users to customize the contents of e-liquid, providing the opportunity to even add other drugs to the mix. Disposable e-cigarettes are sealed by the manufacturer, preventing tampering, but they were offered in attractive, new fruity flavors. Around the same time, the FDA banned most vape juice flavors in refillable format, but not flavored one-time use vaping devices. 

Further research also showed that big tobacco companies and e-cigarette startups used social media platforms like Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube to market specifically to teens. These same studies showed a timely correlation between higher levels of marketing spending, a rise in the rate of youth nicotine abuse, and an increase in business profit​[i]. We will discuss the relationship between marketing and vaping in more detail in another chapter. 

In 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic was a life-changing event for everyone, and it significantly impacted the way the NYTS survey was conducted. During that time, many schools transitioned online, and the primary vehicle for social interaction between kids who vaped and kids who didn’t was temporarily halted. Amid widespread school closures, the typical method of interviewing students in person to obtain accurate data also had to transition to a virtual version. Researchers were no longer able to visit with kids on campus, forcing them to only collect data online. Millions of students also stopped attending school in person and may not have been notified about the survey. Because of these changes, we cannot directly compare 2021 results to data from 2020 and prior years. 

The 2021 NYTS survey indicated that two million middle and high school students reported e-cigarette use at least once in the previous 30 days. Among high school students who admitted to vaping, nearly 45% reported at least every-other-day use and 27.6% reported daily use​[ii]. The survey allowed students to indicate their e-cigarette brand of choice with the following results: 26.1% of high school students indicated Puff Bar was their usual brand, 10.8% reported Vuse, 9.6% preferred SMOK, and 5.7% chose JUUL. 15.6% of high school users reported not knowing what brand they used. Among middle school users, 30.3% reported their regular brand was Puff Bar, 12.5% preferred JUUL, and 19.3% indicated not knowing the brand they used regularly​[iii]. Among all users of all types of e-cigarettes (disposables, cartridge or pod type, or refillable tanks) the top flavors reported were fruit, followed by candy, desserts, or other sweets.

The NYTS survey conducted in 2022 revealed that 16.5% of high school students indicated they used a tobacco product within the previous 30 days​[iv]. In other words, if your teenage child invited over six friends, one of those friends may have used a tobacco product in the previous month. 14% of high school students specifically indicated vaping as their tobacco delivery vehicle, meaning that one in seven high school kids is vaping actively. For middle school children, the rate of kids using tobacco products was 1 in 21 children, slightly less than 5%. 
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Over three million children in the survey admitted to tobacco use in the previous month, and two out of every three teenage tobacco users reported electronic cigarettes or vape devices as the nicotine delivery device they used on a regular basis. Over 80% of the kids who used e-cigarettes reported using products with flavors such as fruit, candy, or dessert-themed nicotine products, which are not as commonly used by adults.

Parents who want to actively prevent their children from the risks of vaping and the lifelong effects of nicotine addiction must first arm themselves with knowledge about vaping and nicotine. We lay the groundwork for your success by using a physician’s expertise to make sense of the latest reports from the CDC and the current research around the world. This guide summarizes that information in easy-to-digest question and answer segments. Our goal is to give you the tools you need to engage your teenagers (and anyone else) in healthy discussion on the risks and consequences of vaping.
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Vaping 101

Before you start an important conversation, it’s good to make sure you have the vocabulary down so that you and your loved one are speaking the same language.

What is vaping?

Vaping, also called “Juuling”, refers to the use of an electronic cigarette to vaporize a chemical solution that contains nicotine or marijuana or both, and then inhale those drugs and chemicals. Vaping is now mostly a recreational activity, which means most manufacturers are not claiming any approved medical benefit and users are not intending to receive any medical benefit. 

Vaping is also a clever and deceptive marketing tool to rebrand a dangerous activity to look like a safe activity. Vaping devices heat chemicals until they become tiny particles that suspend in the air so that the user can inhale them. The term “vaping” silently suggests the products are water-based and that steam or water vapor is what comes out, but vaping is much more like traditional cigarette smoking than most people think.

What is an electronic cigarette (e-cigarette)?

The electronic cigarette is a small device that uses energy from a rechargeable or disposable battery to activate a heating element to convert liquid nicotine to an aerosol, which is smoke filled with floating chemicals. The heating element is called an atomizer or a clearomizer. A clearomizer is a combination of an atomizer and an e-liquid reservoir. Of note, vaping devices are not allowed in checked luggage of airplanes because of the risk of battery or device explosion. 
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