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he significant and rapid growth in the use of

e-cigarettes in recent years is raising concerns

from both scientific and professional perspec-

tives. E-cigarettes in their different forms (e.g,,
vapes) are defined as electronic delivery systems for nico-
tine, flavouring substances or tetrahydrocannabinol (THC)
and cannabinoid (CBD) oils. The devices heat a liquid to
produce an aerosol that people inhale into their lungs. Al-
though they were initially designed as a possible aid to quit
smoking or to reduce smoking risks associated with con-
ventional cigarettes, they have also been shown to have po-
tential consequences in terms of physical (e.g., respiratory
problems) and psychological health (e.g., addictive behav-
1ours), especially among the adolescent population (Wold et
al., 2022). The question therefore arises as to whether the
possible benefits of e-cigarettes in risk reduction and their
use as a treatment, as supported by some studies (Lindson
et al., 2024), are greater than the risks and consequences
increasingly reported in the literature on e-cigarette smok-
ing (The Lancet Regional Health — Europe, 2024).

The use of these devices has increased worldwide among
adults, children and young people (WHO, 2022). A global
systematic review analyzing the prevalence of e-cigarette
smoking in people under 20 years of age found a general
prevalence (defined as any lifetime use) of 17.2%, rising to
32% 1in those younger than 16, with a current use (defined
as use in the last 30 days) of 7.8% (Yoong et al., 2021).
According to the ESTUDES survey (OEDA, Spanish Ob-
servatory on Drugs and Addictions, 2023), the prevalence
in Spain is even higher, with 54.6% of adolescents between
14 and 18 years of age having tried them at some point in
their lives and 26.3% using them within the last 30 days. In
under 10 years, their use has risen by 40%. As for content,
most report using them with flavouring substances (more
than 25%), followed by those who smoke them with nic-
otine (more than 17%), with nicotine and cannabis (2%),
and finally, only with cannabis (0.5%). Furthermore, the
perceived risk of using e-cigarettes of 38% is the lowest of
all drugs assessed by ESTUDES. This low perception of

risk could be one of the factors increasing the likelthood
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of use, given that the marketing campaigns for these prod-
ucts have aimed at promoting their use as healthier than
tobacco, as a harmless or even as a therapeutic alternative
(D’Angelo et al., 2021).

At the same time, in recent years, tobacco use has fallen
in the adolescent population in Europe and Spain (WHO,
2022; Brime & Villalbi, 2023). Some authors have argued
that the use of electronic cigarettes may have contributed
to this reduction (Greenhalgh et al., 2021). However, recent
data collected in England indicate a very significant rise
in the use of e-cigarettes, in disposable format, among the
young population (18-24 years), without any appreciable
association with a reduction of tobacco use at the same rate
(Jackson et al., 2024). The authors also wonder whether
people who start using e-cigarettes would be tobacco users
if vapes did not exist, given that the data came from a pop-
ulation of people who never regularly smoked.

In any case, given the novelty of these devices, research
that will allow us to unravel the relationship between the use
of e-cigarettes and cigarette smoking is still pending. The
gateway hypotheses to tobacco do not seem well-founded
since although meta-analyses of prospective cohort studies
indicate that the use of e-cigarettes is linked to a higher
risk of starting to smoke in the future (Khouja et al., 2021),
a cause-and-effect association cannot be established. The
research to date has many biases and methodological flaws
that prevent this type of relationship being established
(Chan et al., 2021). According to other approaches, the
available evidence points to a common vulnerability in peo-
ple who may become nicotine users, whether in the form
of e-cigarettes or conventional ones (Etter, 2018). Indeed,
many surveys indicate the coexistence of both types of use
in regular smokers. For all these reasons, many questions
remain to be answered in order to explain the relationship
between both behaviours and thus allow the development
of more effective prevention strategies, for example.

The approaches in the field of smoking prevention can
be useful if the similarity of both behaviours is taken into
account. To date, the regulations on the use, marketing
and advertising of e-cigarettes are less strict than those ap-
plied to tobacco, despite the fact that consensus documents
have been recommending for years that they be equated
with tobacco (National Committee for the Prevention of
Smoking, 2020), irrespective of whether the capsules used
in these devices contain nicotine or not. Prevention must be
managed through various approaches and contexts. In the
case of tobacco, effective environmental prevention strat-
egies already exist (Becona Iglesias, 2021), such as raising
prices, reducing public spaces for smoking, improving the
protection of minors from these devices, controlling ad-
vertising and the use of generic packaging, monitoring the
tobacco industry’s strategies for attracting young people,
controlling the sale of vaping-related products, and also
increasing school prevention programs.

Similarly, it is also necessary to develop universal, se-
lective and indicated prevention programs in the school
context. Since it i1s the place where adolescents interact
the most, where they establish interpersonal relationships
and develop socio-emotional skills (Fonseca-Pedrero et al.,
2023), the educational environment is ideal for implement-
ing prevention programs. Although there are currently no
specific programs for the prevention of e-cigarette use that
have been empirically tested, there is evidence of the effec-
tiveness of some preventive actions against tobacco use in
the school context. Preventive interventions combining so-
cial competence and influence training have been shown to
be the most effective measures in this context for smoking
prevention (Thomas et al., 2013). According to Griffin and
Botvin’s (2010) classification, social competence programs
are based on Bandura’s (1976) social learning theory, by
which children learn to use drugs through modelling, imi-
tation and reinforcement. Programs would therefore bene-
fit from the inclusion of such components as problem-solv-
ing and decision-making training, strategies for increasing
self-control and self-efficacy, stress-coping strategies, and
social skills training. These would be supplemented by oth-
er activities drawn from social influence programs, such as
resistance and refusal skills to cope with peer pressure and
other high-risk situations.

Arising from other theoretical approaches, such as Az-
jen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Action, the perception of
behavioural control and the subjective norm of smoking,
L.e., the perception of behaviour in society, are two im-
portant elements for designing preventive interventions
in adolescents (Topa & Moriano, 2010). A core element is
self-efficacy training, which can serve to build confidence
in making decisions and resisting risky behaviours, such as
the use of e-cigarettes. It is also important that prevention
programs address the reasons why adolescents might use
e-cigarettes and their beliefs around what constitutes nico-
tine addiction or susceptibility to marketing (e.g., attractive
flavours) as a means of allowing young people to reflect
on the perceptions underlying their decisions to use e-ciga-
rettes. To be successful, programs should also address peer
pressure, harm/risk perceptions, and other key reasons
why adolescents are particularly drawn to these newer to-
bacco products, as well as the aforementioned refusal skills
(Liu et al., 2020).

On the other hand, and particularly in cases where
smoking is already present, Bricker et al. (2010) argued that
the use of the motivational interview approach is a good
tool to guide preventive programs in adolescents. This
motivational approach uses a therapeutic style that seeks
commitment to change, avoids confrontation by working
with people’s ambivalence and increases their self-efficacy.
These are less invasive actions with greater autonomy and
independence for adolescents in their decision-making. It is
precisely from this perspective that brief interventions (BI)
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to prevent substance use in the school context become use-
ful, given their active approach to increasing the willingness
to change in people who smoke and have not considered
changing. In a meta-analysis carried out on the effects of
this type of BI (Carney et al., 2016), the results indicated
that brief interventions in the school context had a signif-
icant effect on reducing the use of alcohol and other sub-
stances compared to those adolescents who did not receive
any type of intervention.

In conclusion, although we know about effective pre-
vention strategies for smoking and the use of other drugs,
there is a need for research into their usefulness in prevent-
ing e-cigarette use. Evidence is needed to inform decisions
by policy makers, practitioners and researchers about the
types of health promotion programs or other activities that
should be implemented to support e-cigarette prevention
or cessation among adolescents (Barnes et al., 2023). At
the same time, regulations and strategies for environmental
prevention need to evolve to the level of those already ap-
plied to tobacco.
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