
E-Cigarette Use- The Youth Vaping Epidemic 

Since 2014, e-cigarettes have been the most commonly used tobacco product amongst U.S. youth. 

According to the 2021 National Youth Tobacco Survey: 

• Among youth who currently used e-cigarettes, 43.6 of high school students and 17.2% of middle 

school students reported using e-cigarettes on 20 or more of the past 30 days. 

• More than 1 in 4 high school students and about 1 in 12 middle school students who used e-

cigarettes used them daily. 

• The most commonly used e-cigarette device type was disposables (53.7%), followed by prefilled 

or refillable pods or cartridges (28.7%), and tanks or mod systems (9.0%).   

• Of those who used, 85.8% of high school students and 79.2% of middle school students used 

flavored e-cigarettes.  The most commonly used flavor types were fruit; candy, desserts, or other 

sweets; mint; and menthol. 

Exposure to e-cigarette advertising and marketing has contributed to how youth view e-cigarettes.  Many 

of our youth have received mixed messages about the safety of e-cigarettes as it has been promoted as a 

safer and healthier alternative to cigarette smoking.  However, “safer” doesn’t mean safe and the use of e-

cigarettes by youth can pose serious health risks.   Health experts agree that youth use of nicotine in any 

form, including e-cigarettes, is unsafe. The adolescent years are a time of important brain development.  

Nicotine exposure during adolescence and young adulthood can cause addiction and harm the developing 

brain, impacting attention, memory, and learning.  Besides nicotine, e-cigarettes can contain other 

harmful ingredients including toxic chemicals.  This includes diacetyl, a chemical linked to serious lung 

disease; volatile organic compounds such as benzene, which is found in car exhaust; and heavy metals, 

such as nickel, tin, and lead.  In addition to the harmful effects that vaping can have on the lungs and 

brain, studies have also found that young people who use e-cigarettes are more likely to become smokers.   

In addition to curbing advertising and marketing that encourages youth use of e-cigarettes, policy and 

regulation are key factors in reducing youth tobacco use.  In 2019, the legal age of smoking and vaping 

was raised to 21 across the country.  Additionally, following epidemic levels of youth use of e-cigarettes 

and the popularity of certain flavors of e-cigarette products that appeal to kids, the FDA enforced a policy 

banning the manufacturing, distribution, and sale of flavored cartridge-based e-cigarettes other than 

tobacco or menthol. Unfortunately, this policy only targeted reusable vaping devices, like JUUL, and the 

flavor restrictions did not include disposable vaping products like the Puff Bar or the POSH Vape.  The 

use of disposable vapes has thus increased in popularity amongst youth.  Disposable e-cigarettes are 

designed to be used and thrown away once the e-liquid has run dry. They are portable, discreet, and 

initially less expensive than a rechargeable electronic device.  Most are made with nicotine salt e-juices 

that provide a stronger hit. Depending on the manufacturer, one disposable e-cigarette ranges from 200-

500 puffs and can be purchased on average from $6 to $20.  In addition to being sold in stores, they are 

likewise sold all over the internet. Despite the fact that Nebraska law now requires the legal minimum age 

for use or purchase of tobacco products (including e-cigarettes) to be 21 years of age, most online stores 

only require consumers to acknowledge that they are 21 by electronically entering a birthdate at checkout.   

As the youth vaping epidemic continues, the FDA is taking steps forward to better regulate e-cigarettes in 

an effort to reduce youth use.  This work is comprehensive and includes compliance and enforcement, 

premarket review of products, and public education.   While these are critical initiatives, parents and other 

caring adults can also play a primary role in prevention and early intervention.   It is important for parents 

to know the products, the risks associated with vaping, and the signs of use.  The following are some 

indicators of use: 



• Finding unusual online purchases or packages 

• Smelling of minty or sweet scents  

• Skipping the caffeine (some e-cigarette users develop a sensitivity to caffeine)  

• Putting what appear to be thick markers or pens in the mouth  

• Using colorful USB-like devices or Pens 

• Finding unusual or unfamiliar items (i.e., batteries and chargers; new products are being 

manufactured to resemble watches, pens, markers, and other common objects) 

• Increased thirst (vaping can cause dehydration of the mouth) 

• Nosebleeds (when a person vapes, they typically exhale vapor through the nose, causing dryness) 

•  Behavioral changes, mood changes, agitation (nicotine diminishes prefrontal cortex) 

• Poor academic performance (as a result of nicotine changes in the brain) 

• Physical symptoms (nausea, vomiting, shortness of breath during activities, throat clearing, 

mouth sores) 

If you are worried your child may be vaping, schedule an appointment with your healthcare provider or 

utilize the online tools available at: 

 https://teen.smokefree.gov or https://truthinitiative.org/thisisquitting 

Knowing the facts about youth e-cigarette use can better equip parents to engage in conversations with 

their youth about vaping. We know that lecturing doesn’t make a huge impact on kids.  Rather, tobacco 

prevention experts recommend approaching conversations with curiosity and open-ended questions as a 

means to engage in meaningful dialogue about the topic.  Not sure how to start the conversation? The 

Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, the American Lung Association, and The Partnership to End 

Addiction, offer the below helpful guides to get you started.  

https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/protectkids/resources-for-parents/tips-on-talking-to-your-kids 

https://www.lung.org/quit-smoking/helping-teens-quit/talk-about-vaping/conversation-guide 

https://drugfree.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/What-You-Need-to-Know-and-How-to-Talk-to-Your-

Kids-About-Vaping-Guide-Partnership-for-Drug-Free-Kids.pdf 
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