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Unpacking vaping

It is critical that we gain a better understanding of students, in schools
teachers and parents’ knowledge, attitudes and experiences of e- © May 13, 2022
cigarette use to inform school-based prevention strategies.
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Electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes or ‘vapes’), are battery-powered devices that heat liquids O May 12, 2022
w**mﬁi ~icotine and/or other chemicals to produce vapour. “Vaping” is the act of inhaling

¢ ' L = roduced by an e-cigarette [1]. The use of e-cigarettes is rapidly increasing, Rural he
. 1ong young people. The 2017 Australian Secondary Students’ Alcohol and Drug inquiry h
uu.v'é-;': wJIredted 14% of 12 - 17-year-olds had ever tried a vape, with 32% reporting using a despera



vape in the past month [2]. The pandemic, however, has affected the collection of new data

and anecdotally we know the figures are higher.

There is emerging evidence of the harms associated with vaping, particularly for young
people. Young people who use e-cigarettes, either with or without nicotine, are on average

three times as likely to take up tobacco smoking as those who have not used e-cigarettes [3].

There is also evidence of other immediate health risks associated with e-cigarette use,
including e-cigarette, or vaping, product use-associated lung injury (EVALI) [1].

In early 2021, Principals from western Sydney high schools informed us about the rise in
student vaping observed across all year groups and expressed their concerns about the
impacts on student health, behaviour and learning. They directly appealed to our

team for help in trying to tackle this problem.

Before an appropriate school-based intervention can be developed, it is important

to understand high school students’ knowledge and understanding of vapes, beliefs about
the potential benefits and harms of vaping, and experiences of vape use. Adolescent focus
group studies have been conducted in the UK [4, 5], Canada [6], and the US [7] however,
there is limited information in the Australian context. This is particularly important in western
Sydney, where there are additional socio-cultural factors to take into consideration. In
addition, few studies have included parents and teachers, or have taken the discussions one
step further to explore “where to next"? It is vital that this work is conducted in a timely fashion

to inform school-based prevention programs.

The aims of this project were to (1) explore high school students’, teachers’

and parents’ knowledge, attitudes and experiences of e-cigarette use, and (2)

determine what vaping information is important to adolescents, and how to effectively
communicate vaping prevention messages. The pilot session findings will inform themes for a

larger research study we are conducting in 2022.

Methodology

In partnership with one western Sydney high school, we conducted consultation sessions with
students, teachers, and parents during school Terms 2 and 3 in 2021 (see
Acknowledgements).

Study design

The school selected a group of interested students to take part in a 90-minute face-to-face
(F2F) consultation session. We held a 60-minute F2F session with group of volunteer teachers.
Due to the COVID-19 Delta outbreak and school closures, the 60-minute parent session was
conducted via Zoom online meetings platform. Specific activities and questions were
developed for the student, teacher, and parent sessions. Questions were broadly categorised
under four headings: vaping knowledge, attitudes, behaviours, and prevention. The student
and teacher sessions involved a combination of interactive activities, small-group
brainstorming, and opportunities for open discussion. For the zoom parent session, we used a
focus group format to allow for in-depth discussion.

Data analysis

All qualitative data was coded line-by-line and subject to thematic analysis. The data was
entered into Microsoft Excel, coded, and organised into themes and sub-themes. Both
1 deductive approaches were used — some themes were predetermined based
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\4\» w. eidentified responses were analysed separately. We then explored similarities

and differences in themes and sub-themes between the student, teacher, and parent groups.
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Results
Participant characteristics

Nineteen students from years 7 and 10 (aged 12 - 16 years) took part in the student
consultation session. Twenty-four teachers took part, representing a diverse spread of

faculties. Six parents were involved in the zoom session.
Key themes

Social influence

Students, parents, and teachers identified social influence as a significant contributor to e-
cigarette use among adolescents. Peer influence was the main sub-theme that emerged,
including peer pressure, a desire to belong, and to “look cool”. All participants identified the
pervasiveness of vaping at school across all year levels, with students vaping in the
bathrooms, playground, and the classroom e.g., “Students will sometimes have to line up to
use the toilets because there are people vaping inside the cubicles”. Teachers identified that
anywhere from 20-60% of students were vaping.

Social media also emerged as a form of social influence, whereby “influencers” had
contributed to the perception of vaping as the cool thing to do e.g., “videos on social media
make it seem ok. Influencers do tricks with the vapes”. TikTok, Instagram and Snapchat were

the main social media platforms identified.

Incentivising product features

Students, teachers, and parents all identified specific design features of vapes as appealing
to adolescents, including the discreet nature of the devices, the pleasant taste and smell, the
packaging, price, and “the buzz”. They also reported that vapes provided an alternative to
smoking. The discreet nature of vaping devices was of particular concern to parents, who felt
that this was aiding adolescents to smoke in any environment without getting caught “when
they get caught, they can pass it easily to a friend to put in a pocket and walk away.”

Intrinsic motivators

All three groups described intrinsic motivations such as stress-relief as a reason adolescents
vape e.g. “it is for stress relief ... It relaxes him and calms him down and he forgets about the
problems at the time.” One parent indicated that they were not sure whether the stress-relief
was due to the physiological effects of the vape, or whether there is an image attached to
smoking as a relaxing pastime. Teachers saw vaping as an act of rebellion e.g., “They are
driven to it due to our awareness of them doing it", whereas parents felt that risk-taking
behaviours were a normal part of the teenage experience. One parent suggested vaping had
replaced alcohol use for the current generation.

Risk perception

Students listed many harmful effects of vaping for both the health of the individual and others

through second-hand smoke exposure, even identifying behavioural effects such as reduced

concentration and “community violence.” Students also recognised the addictive nature of

vaping but despite this, they still felt it was “not as bad as smoking”. Both teachers and

parents felt adolescents are unaware of, and indifferent to, the harms of vaping e.g., “They

think because the information isn’t out there its ok. Because there aren’t long term studies
ses cancer, it causes lung damage. Just so blasé.” Teachers and parents were

< i E=&: of the long-term health effects of vaping and contents of vapes. Questions

\E*' sed about the legality of vaping revealing confusion surrounding the laws in

Australia. Parents indicated that this lack of understanding was hindering their ability to



communicate with their children e.g., “and | myself don’t know what'’s in the vapes so it’s hard

for me to give her the facts and evidence when | don’t really know”.

Accessibility

All three groups agreed that e-cigarettes are easily accessible to adolescents through
channels such as friends and family, social media (particularly Snapchat), and online
websites (Gumtree, eBay, Amazon). Students also mentioned local suppliers, with parents
saying that under the counter sales were occurring through local tobacconists. Students,
teachers, and parents all told us that senior students are supplying vapes to younger
students at school. One parent expressed that this was done for money-making purposes
e.g. "no she sold it to make money. And you know what, it sounds like there is a big business
there”.

Sources of information

Parents identified that their sources of vaping information were their children and friends,
whereas students and teachers also identified reputable sources such as NSW Health, PDHPE
lessons and professional learning sessions delivered at school. All three groups named social
media as a source of vaping information e.g., “get their info on vaping from TikTok, Instagram
and Snapchat” (teacher quote).

Strategies for vaping prevention

Students and teachers acknowledged several vaping prevention strategies that had already
been tried by their school, including distribution of information sheets for students and
parents, locking the toilets during class times, checking the toilets during lunchtimes, and
one-on-one conversations with the Deputy Principal if caught vaping. Locking the toilets
during class times was one strategy that teachers felt was successful in reducing vaping at
school. Teachers felt stricter consequences were needed, especially for those caught dealing

at school.

Between-group comparison showed differences in opinion about school-based prevention
strategies. Students and teachers felt peer-led initiatives were needed. Moreover, students felt
that it was the responsibility of students to call out those who vape at school e.g., “if you don't
speak up you are part of the problem”. Parents felt that if a student stood up and said don't
do it, it would be “labelled as a goodie two-shoes”. Students and parents emphasised the
need for vaping education to be “truthful” and to come from reputable sources. Parents liked
the idea of providing vaping education as an alternative to suspension for students caught
vaping at school. However, teachers felt that giving health information to students would have
no impact on their vaping behaviours as there is “no scary evidence yet!”

Social media and TV advertising were identified as potential avenues for disseminating
vaping prevention messages. Students suggested using someone influential such as a
famous TikTok influencer to share these messages. Both teachers and parents raised the idea
of using shock value in prevention campaigns but were unsure whether this was an
appropriate strategy. Finally, teachers and parents saw value in relating the harms of vaping
to short-term impacts on sports performance and using sporting heroes/idols as vaping

prevention role models.
Figure 1. Infographic with summary findings from Unpacking Vaping pilot consultation
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The Unpacking Vaping pilot consultation sessions provided preliminary insights into the
vaping knowledge, attitudes and experiences of students, teachers, and parents. Several
reasons were identified for why adolescents vape, including social influences, stress-relief,
and incentivising product features. These findings are supported by published literature [5, 7,
8]. Peer influence has long been acknowledged for its pivotal role in influencing adolescent
health behaviours such as smoking [9,10]. Throughout the consultation sessions, senior
students were identified as important influences on the vaping behaviours of younger
students, both through role modelling, and the distribution of vapes and vaping information.
Peer-led initiatives, particularly those that engage older students as vaping prevention
advocates, is one prevention strategy that could be considered for schools. Trials of peer-led
vaping prevention programs in the US have shown promising results, including a reduction in
student's likelihood to begin vaping [11-13].

Teachers felt that anywhere from 20 - 60% of students are vaping; a significantly higher
proportion than indicated by national surveys [2]. Students across all year groups were known
to be vaping, with students regularly and openly vaping at school. This normalisation of
vaping at school is likely to have an impact on adolescent vaping attitudes and

behaviours. The ease with which adolescents can access vapes was another key theme that
emerged. The Australian Government introduced legislation on 1 October 2021 prohibiting the
purchase of nicotine-containing e-cigarettes or e-liquids without a prescription [14]. Future
consultation sessions should explore the impact of this legislation on e-cigarette accessibility
and pricing.

The importance of family, in particular parental role modelling, was not raised in any of the
consultation sessions as an influence on adolescents’ decisions to vape. This is despite
evidence showing exposure to smoking at home as a risk factor for continued e-cigarette use
in adolescents [13]. Students identified parents as a source of vaping information, however
parents felt that their lack of understanding of the health impacts and laws on vaping were

preventing them from having meaningful discussions with their children.

The appealing flavours of vapes was identified as a product feature that directly appeals to
adolescents. In the US and Canada, the sale of flavoured e-liquids other than tobacco and
menthol is prohibited. Similar policies may be necessary in Australia, as has been
recommended by organisations such as the Lung Foundation. Teachers, students and
parents also identified stress-relief as a reason adolescents choose to vape. There is
evidence for an association between vaping and mental health effects such as depression
and anxiety [15, 18]. This information should be included in adolescent vaping education.

Parents identified the influence of industry marketing on adolescent vaping behaviours,
whereas this was not identified by students or teachers. Parents were more aware of the
covert advertising that occurs through social media “influencers”, whereas students seemed
to view influencers as peers exhibiting “cool” behaviours without acknowledging the
mechanisms at play behind the scenes. Research has demonstrated the significant exposure
of Australians to e-cigarette marketing through social media platforms such as Instagram
and Twitter [17, 18]. Greater education of students on how to recognise, critically analyse and
respond to industry marketing is necessary as a vaping prevention strategy.

There were differences of opinion between the three groups with regards to the best
approach to prevent adolescent vaping. Students and teachers saw the value in targeting
adolescents through social media, as well as using peer-led initiatives, but parents did not
feel this would work. Parents instead saw the need for alternatives to suspension for students
| "1g at school, and information provided by credible individuals such as medical
¢ e Both teachers and parents alluded to a lack of long-term evidence on the
! ﬁP iing as a barrier to changing adolescent attitudes and behaviours. There is a
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need to educate teachers and parents on the short-term impacts of vaping on health and

wellbeing [1] so that this can be communicated to adolescents.

Conclusions

The preliminary findings from the Unpacking Vaping pilot consultation sessions will inform
strategies for the prevention of adolescent e-cigarette use. The follow-on ethics and SERAP
approved research study will commence in Term 2, 2022, allowing these themes to be
explored in greater detail with a broader sample of western Sydney high school students,
teachers and parents.
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