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Abstract

Background and aims: Youth use of disposable vapes has increased markedly in the
United Kingdom in recent years, yet little is known about the motivations, experiences
and perceptions of young people themselves. This study aimed to explore young peo-
ple’s experiences and use of disposable vapes.

Methods: This was a qualitative study recruiting young people reporting regularly vaping
disposables, collecting data via dyad guided, individual and group interviews. Data analy-
sis was theoretically informed by the Social Ecological Model. Inductive and deductive
coding approaches were used, with resolution of coded interpretations by consensus.
Results: Twenty-nine young people aged 16-20 years participated in qualitative inter-
views. At the individual level, participants discussed how characteristics of disposable
vapes were important to them—particularly price, accessibility and the attractive designs,
colours, names and flavours. Young people frequently engaged in both vaping and
tobacco smoking, seeing the behaviours as interchangeable dependent on context, and
having inaccurate relative harm perceptions of vaping compared with smoking. Experi-
mentation was widespread and many used vapes as a way of managing stress and anxi-
ety. Vaping was positioned as a social behaviour, common among peers. Parental
influence on vaping behaviour was minimal, although vaping initiation could be influ-
enced by family vaping norms. Culturally, vaping was a widespread normalized behav-
iour. Young people were aware of media reports and potential harms, but were less
aware of smoking related harms as a consequence.

Conclusions: Disposable vapes appear to be attractive and accessible to young people in
the United Kingdom. Vaping is normalized in this population, despite being seen as
potentially damaging to health, and vaping and smoking are engaged in interchangeably.
Underage sales of vapes are reportedly widespread. Strict regulation, such as banning

products or increasing prices, may prompt UK youth to switch from vaping to smoking.
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YOUNG PEOPLE’S USE OF DISPOSABLE VAPES

INTRODUCTION

In recent years there has been a clear shift in nicotine product con-
sumption, particularly among young people. One phenomenon that
has gained prominence is the widespread use of disposable vapes (e-
cigarettes). These are defined as an ‘e-cigarette closed system that
has a non-rechargeable battery and no replaceable parts’ [1], and
deliver nicotine effectively, often via high-strength (20 mg/ml in
United Kingdom/European Union) nicotine salts e-liquid [2]. Between
January 2021 and April 2022 vaping prevalence rose from 11.3% to
17.7% among 18-year-olds in England, and there was an uncertain
decline in smoking prevalence [3]. In the same time-period disposable
use increased from 0.4 to 54.8% among current 18-year-old vapers [3].
Disposable vapes are now the most used product among current
vapers [4]. This shift in nicotine consumption patterns has raised con-
cerns regarding the popularity of disposable devices due to possible
health implications [5] and environmental concerns [6].

The appeal of disposables may lie in their design, ease of use,
diverse array of flavours [7] and low unit price [8], and there is concern
that lack of regulation has enabled aggressive marketing that has not
protected young people [9]. A qualitative focus group study of both
vapers and non-vapers in Scotland reported that young people described
disposables as ‘cool’, ‘fashionable’ and ‘enticing’, and viewed them as a
life-style accessory [10]. Perceptions of the relative harm of disposables
are mixed, and there appears to be great confusion. Data from Action on
Smoking and Health (ASH) suggests that four in 10 smokers incorrectly
believe vaping in general is as or more harmful than smoking [11], com-
pared to the evidence that vaping represents only a small fraction of the
risk of smoking [5], and young people (vapers and non-vapers) noted the
uncertainty of ingredients in disposables [10].

Previous qualitative literature has reported that unique psycho-
logical, social and identity-related factors are important in adult vaping
[12], and in particular may sustain continued use [13]. Specific fea-
tures of disposables may conceivably contribute to their appeal
among young people, and may influence patterns of initiation and sus-
tained use. However, little is known about the use and experiences of
disposable vapes from the perspective of young people themselves. In
this study we set out to explore situated experiences of young peo-

ple’s use of disposable vapes.

METHODS

The study comprised qualitative data collection, reported according to
Consolidated criteria for REporting Qualitative research (COREQ)
guidance [14]. A number of different approaches were offered to best
suit the needs of participants. Dyad-guided interviews were an inno-
vative approach where we recruited friendship pairs, gave them
prompt cards and asked them to have a guided discussion in a private
room without a researcher present. We provided participants with an
audio recorder and asked them to record the discussion. This method
was selected in an attempt to gather naturalistic data, less influenced

by the presence of a researcher. Individual interviews with a
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researcher were offered to young people who wanted to take part
but did not have a friend to participate with. Small group interviews

were also offered, as some with special educational needs needed

TABLE 1 Sample demographics.

Demographic categories n=29
Gender
Female 10 (34%)
Male 17 (59%)
Non-binary 2(7%)
Ethnicity
White British 29 (100%)

Age (years)

16-17 19 (65%)
18-20 10 (35%)
IMD*
IMD 1-2 4 (13%)
IMD 3-4 14 (48%)
IMD 5-6 3 (10%)
IMD 7-8 2 (7%)
IMD 9-10 3 (10%)
Missing 3(10%)
Disclosed special educational need or disability (SEND) 12 (41%)
Age started vaping
Mean (SD) 15 (1.964)
Median 15
Range 11-18
Vaping frequency
Daily 20 (69%)
5-6 times per week 2 (7%)
3-4 times per week 1(3%)
1-2 time per week 6(21%)
Tobacco smoking
Currently smoking 15 (52%)
Ex-smoker 11 (38%)
Never smoker 3(10%)
Currently smoking (cannabis only) 2/15
Age started smoking (n = 26)
Mean (SD) 14 (3.0453)
Median 14.5
Range 5-18
Smoking frequency (n = 15)
Daily 8 (55%)
5-6 times per week 2 (13%)
1-2 time per week 4 (27%)
Less than weekly 1(7%)

*Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) [23]. IMD bands reflect areas of
deprivation, with the lowest IMD representing the most deprived.
SD = standard deviation
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support during data collection. We sought to recruit young people
aged 16-21 years who vaped disposables. Participants were recruited
from a community college, by personal recruitment at community
events, from a youth group and via snowballing. Initial approach was
opportunistic, by a researcher or had been ‘informed’ by a friend or
peer. Data were collected between July 2023 and October 2023 by
two experienced researchers (A.V. and E.W.). We continued to recruit
until the researchers felt that we would have sufficient data to reach
consensus to answer the research questions, which were exploratory.
Ethical approval for the study was granted from the University of East
Anglia Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences (UEA FMH) research
ethics committee ref: ETH2223-2239.

Participants gave verbal recorded consent following a discussion

with the researcher regarding the purpose of the study, where there

TABLE 2 Themes structured around the socio-ecological model.

was opportunity to ask any questions. Interviews took place in private
rooms at the college or in quiet spaces in the community (not research
offices). Prompt cards were co-designed with input from two young
people who volunteered as Patient and Public Involvement (PPI infor-
mants). They undertook an initial dyad interview together as a pilot.
The finalized prompts encouraged dyads to discuss use of disposable
vapes, devices, flavours, patterns and situations of use, purchasing
and social aspects. We also gave prompts to ask about tobacco smok-
ing and quit attempts and views on regulation (see Supporting infor-
mation). Researcher-guided and group interviews followed the same
prompts. Interviews lasted an average of 24 minutes. Data were tran-
scribed verbatim and anonymized. Transcripts were thematically ana-
lysed [15] systematically case-by-case independently by E.W. using

NVivo, with verification by C.N. Analysis was inductive, and then

Theme Subthemes

Individual level

Characteristics of disposable vapes

Youth product perception; device and flavour experimentation; convenient and easy to use; tricks; concerned

about affordability; risky behaviours: unregulated vapes, counterfeit vapes and tampering with batteries;
concerned about environmental impact

Mental health and disposables

Nicotine dependence

Vaping manages everyday anxiety, stress and boredom; vaping related to transitions and stressful events

Range of perspective: addiction, habit or controlled situation use; ‘heavy’ or ‘social’ vaping identities; fluid or

changeable frequency of use; low desire to stop in short term

Attitudes towards health risks of
vaping disposables belief

Tobacco smoking

Unpleasant side effect experiences; long-term or unknown health risk belief; vaping worse or same as smoking

Vaping for smoking cessation; vaping and smoking interchangeable behaviour; tobacco advantages: satisfying

hit, cheaper as use more sporadically; disposable advantages: smell/taste nicer, easier to conceal, more

convenient, and less stigma.

Interpersonal level

Peers

Family

Organization/community level

Community

On-line communities

Society/policy level

Media

Marketing

Regulation

Normalized youth behaviour—readily accessible; trendy and rebellious behaviour; disposables use to fit in with
group and foster belonging; peer pressure; peer-to-peer selling

Family disapproving, indifferent or accepting; range of openness from young people; intergenerational vaping
practices—normalization within family

Normalized within community; use across different locations, e.g. home, car, city centre, friends’ houses etc,;
stealth vaping; vaping illicitly in school—range of consequences given; schools places of purchase; outside
vaping policies encourage group vaping; corner shop purchasing prolific—no ID and cheaper non-compliant
products

Normalized content in on-line communities; Snapchat used to discuss vaping and buy and sell; on-line
purchasing—avoid ID and cannabis vapes available

Mainstream and social media; stories recounted included: acute negative health impacts, ‘popcorn lung’
narrative, contents of e-liquid, vaping in schools, calls for bans; intense youth vaping scrutiny compared to lack
of youth smoking scrutiny.

Unavoidable prominent shop displays; deals: offers, cheaper unregulated devices, free merchandise; appealing
packaging and flavours

Danger to young people and environmental discourses reasons for regulation; personal choice to vape; adult
hypocrisy perception; potential reactions to banning devices or flavours: stockpiling, use illegal devices, use
refillable device, smoke instead; suggested regulation: reduce accessibility, enforce identification processes,
reduce number of shops allowed to sell vapes, consequences for adults who buy children disposables;
suggested regulation: reduce appeal, remove prominent shop displays, ban packaging and flavour names that
appeal to children, apply tobacco marketing regulations; suggested regulation: reduce environmental harms,
encourage or nudge young people to use refillable devices, develop easier methods/routes to recycling
batteries, use sustainable materials to make devices
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deductively organized according to the Social Ecological Model [16].
Coding was discussed at regular team meetings and anomalies were

resolved by consensus.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows demographics and smoking and vaping information. All
young people were vaping disposables regularly (at least weekly aside
from two individuals, who reported less than weekly use.

The sample (n = 29) represented a relatively deprived population;
more than half were from Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) bands
1-4, and more than half were also current tobacco smokers. All were
of white British ethnicity. Eighteen young people were recruited from
a community college, with the rest recruited from personal contacts
or community events. All locations were in a single county of the
United Kingdom. On average, the age of initiation of tobacco smok-
ing [14] preceded the age of first vaping [16]. Twelve people (41%)
self-disclosed a special educational need.

Qualitative data were checked to assess quality between inter-
view modes of data collection. There were no substantive differences,
although researcher-guided interviews resulted in richer descriptions

due to prompting. Analysis themes are summarized in Table 2.

Individual-level experiences and reasons for use
Characteristics of disposable vapes

Disposables were viewed as a young person’s product. Participants
reported experimentation with different brands, depending on avail-
ability. They liked to experiment with flavours, with fruit being most
frequently mentioned. They also appreciated the convenience and
ease of use of disposable vapes, especially compared to refillables or
rolling tobacco, which they viewed as messy and complex. Performing
tricks with the exhaled vapour was seen as an appealing aspect of dis-
posables by some young men in particular:

‘The other thing | have about vapes is that | just play
with them. Duo’s, waterfall, dragon. Dragon | will just
do by myself where | have it coming out my nose and
mouth at the same time, which is really hard to do.’
(YP12, Community College)

Affordability was raised by a few young people who discussed
vapes being cheap to buy initially, but then becoming more expensive
longer-term. This was cited as a reason for trying to cut down vaping,
but also for engaging in risky behaviours such as buying unregulated
larger-sized disposables and, for a couple of the young men, tamper-

ing with disposables so that they can be re-charged.

‘In a vape, you have batteries, right? They’re lithium.

So, you can be charging them the same as the phone
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battery, but smaller. So, I’'ve bought a power bank
module on Amazon for like a fiver and then cut a hole
in the bottom of it for a USB port, and there you go,
it’s a power bank.’

(YP25, Community College)

A few young people were concerned about the environmental

impact of disposables such as single-use plastic and battery waste.

‘My concern is the litter, like the litter is ridiculous. It’s
not just packaging, it is the disposables which have got
batteries in. They are very harmful, especially if they
end up in waterways.’

(YPO1, Community Event)

Mental health and disposables

Many discussed vaping disposables as a way of managing stress and
anxiety experienced in their day-to-day lives and believed that vaping
was calming. Some said that it helped with social anxiety. Vaping initi-
ation and increased vaping were related by some young people to
coping with specific stressful events such as examinations, family

breakdown or bereavement.

‘I’ve got, like, some mental health issues and | feel like
it really helps anxiety and things just having it. | do
not know how to explain like if I’'m quite anxious and
| have a vape it makes me less anxious and also
because of it you can leave anywhere you find over-
whelming, so you can go and go outside and just vape
instead.’

(YPO4, Youth Group)

Nicotine dependence

Approximately half of the young people believed they were depen-
dent upon vaping nicotine to at least some degree. The other half felt
that they were not dependent and their use was dictated by access to
disposables. A few described vaping to be habit rather than an addic-
tion, with use akin to compulsive phone use. Young people had con-
structed vaping identities around their level of dependence and
viewed themselves as either ‘heavy vapers’, addicted to vaping
and vaping throughout the day, or ‘social vapers’, only vaping when

out with friends or drinking.

‘like pulling your phone out, you just automatically go
to your phone if it’s in your jeans pocket. That’s what
you do with a vape. You feel it, you automatically pull
it out and hit it. If you ain’t got it there, you cannot feel
it, so it slips your mind’.

(YP24, Community College)
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Vaping frequency was not static and young people commented
on how they had become more or less dependent over time. Under-
taking a vaping quit attempt was only discussed by a couple of young
people, but a few described periods of time where they had not
vaped, such as going on holiday, being admitted to hospital or simply
not being around vaping friends. Consequently, some perceived vap-
ing as a choice rather than an addiction. Most young people did not
have any immediate plans to stop and reported enjoying the pleasur-
able aspects of vaping or perceiving it as a useful way of managing
mood. However, longer-term quitting desire was expressed by a few.
Reasons given for quitting included to save money, improve perfor-

mance at the gym or work and having a family in the future.

Attitudes towards health risks of vaping disposables

Some of the young people reported experiencing unpleasant known
side effects of nicotine, especially when they initiated vaping dispos-
ables, including nausea, head rushes and coughing. A couple commen-
ted that they had learnt to avoid certain flavours or devices that they
believed had given them sore throats or headaches. These experi-
ences seemed to reinforce that vaping could pose health risks. Many
of the young people commented that vaping was dangerous to health,
that long-term effects were not fully known, and most believed that
vaping was as risky to health as smoking. Risks of chemical ingredients
in disposables seemed to be the main concern, yet only a couple
appeared to be aware of the greater relative risk from chemicals found

in tobacco.

‘l do not think they are any better than smoking, so
obviously that the health benefits and stuff, there is
no, there is none. It’s really bad for your health and if
anything it’s probably worse because if it’s just like
aerosols, so it has a lot of chemicals in and | do not
think it just affects the lungs. | think it affects like
bloodstream and brain function.’

(YPO4, Youth Group)

Tobacco use

Smoking was common in the sample, with only three young people
stating that they had never smoked tobacco and approximately half
saying that they currently smoked. Three said that they vaped specifi-
cally for smoking cessation and one for cannabis cessation but, for
most, their pathways of smoking and vaping behaviour were less clear.
Young people varied in whether they had tried tobacco or vaping first.
They seemed to view smoking and vaping disposables as interchange-
able behaviours, with use influenced primarily by what was available
at the time or the situation they were in. One of the advantages of
smoking over vaping was described as experiencing a more satisfying
nicotine hit, especially when used with alcohol. A few young people

commented that smoking was cheaper than vaping disposables

because they used tobacco sporadically at irregular intervals, rather
than the regular puffing adopted with disposables. Advantages of vap-
ing over smoking included better smell and taste, easier to conceal,

more convenient to use and buy and reduced stigma.

‘I think vaping’s a lot more expensive, especially dis-
posables, because they do not last that long really. A
pouch of tobacco that could last me like longer than
a vape could.’

(YP19, Community College)

Interpersonal level
Peers

All the young people believed that vaping disposables was normalized
among peers. They commented that disposables were a trend and
perceived to be fashionable by younger teenagers. Some felt there
was peer pressure to vape disposables and had witnessed cajoling
from friends to try them. Most young people, however, commented
that they had tried disposables simply because they had access in
their friendship group and were curious. Disposable use was seen as a
social activity and was used to fit in and foster belonging. A common
reason given for starting to buy disposables rather than using friends’
devices was to avoid feelings of guilt and being accused of ‘freeload-
ing’. Some of the young people discussed peer-to-peer selling, espe-
cially when they were aged under 18; friends who could be served in
shops would buy them and sell them on.

‘| started vaping similar to you because my family were
vaping or smoking and | wanted to try it and then
when | was at college, everyone else like, it’s basically
the same story everyone else would go out to vape
and you want to go join them to go outside and like
have a break and stuff like that and | just kept it up
really cause it tasted nice.’

(YPO5, Youth Group)

Family

Beliefs about parental views varied. Some young people concealed
their vaping from their family due to fears, or actual parental expres-
sions, of disapproval, disappointment or concerns about possible
health harms. Others reported indifference, acceptance or actual vap-
ing among family members, and felt comfortable vaping in front of
their family. A few commented that past worries about negative fam-
ily views had abated after reaching age 18, when they could purchase

vapes legally and could now vape openly.

‘They do not like me doing it but then again, they kind
of know, they told me to stop. | did not really listen,
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and now I’'m kind of a bit older and just kind of getting
to that point where, like, in a few months, I’ll be old
enough to do it anyways. Like maybe they feel as
though it’s a little bit pointless telling me to stop it,
because I’m just not going to.’

(YP27, Personal Contact)

Many commented that parental smoking or vaping could influ-
ence the likelihood of a child starting to vape through familial normali-
zation. A couple of young people stated that their family members’
vaping had directly influenced their vaping initiation through access to
(older style) vapes and it was seen as an acceptable behaviour. There
were examples given of family members buying them vapes and pass-
ing on vaping knowledge. In two instances, this had been to assist

with smoking cessation.

‘I was smoking cigarettes and she did not like it. So,
she said to just vape instead. It’s what she does.’
(YP12, Community College)

Organization/community level
Community

The young people believed that vaping disposables was common,
accepted and normalized in their community. Many stated that they
used disposables ‘everywhere’ including friends’ houses, in the car
and while shopping. Using disposables on a night out in the smoking
area of a club or pub was mentioned by a few as a way of instigating
or maintaining relationships. Some discussed ‘stealth vaping’; that, is
using disposables discreetly inside public spaces where vaping is for-

bidden, including the bus, a cinema, a bowling alley and a work-place.

‘they are just everywhere. Guarantee you if you walk
to say, you can walk two-minutes in the city centre
and see like a million of them. And also, the use of
them inside as well. There’s definitely those people
who just do not care, and just use it inside.’

(YPO6, Personal Contact)

Although the young people had left school, many discussed their
past vaping behaviour at school. Prohibition policies had meant that
these young people would often vape disposables in the toilets, where
they would sometimes meet to share devices. Consequences for vap-
ing ranged from confiscation, informing parents, isolations and even
exclusions. However, these consequences were not reported as a
deterrent but instead added to the excitement of undertaking an illicit
behaviour. Now at college or university, most of the young people
generally adhered to policies of vaping outside or in designated areas
only. These policies encouraged groups of young people to congre-
gate together, which reinforced vaping disposables as a peer-driven

behaviour.

SSA L

Some of the young people described schools as places where dis-
posables were bought and sold. They explained that older children
who were served in shops would sell them on for profit. The most
popular purchasing location was the ‘corner shop’ (small independent
grocery stores). Their main reason for buying from these shops is
because age identification proving they were aged over 18 was rarely
sought. One young person even commented that they had previously
been served in their school uniform. A few of the young people stated
that they did not try to buy vapes from vape shops or supermarkets
because they perceived that they would almost certainly be asked to
provide identification. Young people had acquired local knowledge of
which shops in their community would serve them. Those aged
18 years or over continued to purchase disposables from corner shops
because they perceived them to be better value, especially as they

could buy illegal devices capable of thousands of puffs.

‘I'm sure there’s probably so many shops that sell

them, but obviously being underage, it’s more like spe-

cific ones | have to go to, which do not ask for ID.’
(YP27, Personal Contact)

On-line communities

The young people described disposable use being a normalized behav-
iour in the on-line communities they engaged with. Images and videos
of young people vaping were commonly described, and some used
Snapchat to converse about vaping, compare flavours, share photos
and videos and, for a few, to buy from peers. However, some young
people commented that they did not engage with social media, or that
their vaping was not influenced by it. On-line purchasing and tricking

the on-line age verification process was also discussed.

‘Pretty much any picture you see of people my age
[on social medial, you’ll be able to spot a vape or a dis-
posable vape, and | feel like that it sort of gets in your
head a bit. Well you see a lot of people like on social
media, on TikTok like young people vaping and it’s like
everyone’s doing it, it’s kind of become like a trend
everywhere you go.’

(YPO6, Personal Contact)

Society/policy level
Media

Young people reported hearing overwhelmingly negative stories
around disposables in both mainstream media and social media,
including content provided by medical influencers. Many stories they
recounted were related to negative health impacts such as lung dam-
age, hospitalization and even mortality. ‘Popcorn lung’ was perceived

by a few young people as a proven consequence of vaping because of
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what they had seen in the media. A couple of young people discussed
sensationalist stories about e-liquid content, such as it containing

urine.

‘I remember seeing something on the news about like
the dangers of vaping. | have not really seen much pos-
itive things, more like negative, like the dangers and
things like that.’

(YP27, Personal Contact)

Some commented on the intense scrutiny youth vaping received
in the media compared to youth smoking which was seemingly not of
interest.

‘It’s always just like how bad it is and how there’s so
many health problems and how everyone needs to ban
it and young people are dying and being put in hospi-
tals over it and stuff like that but the same issue could
be said for smoking like you know, young people
smoke too but that was never talked about in this
much of an extent, as it is now. You know, | mean, like
I’ve known people who were like, 13 who have started
smoking and | never hear about that in the media.’
(YPO4, Youth Group)

Marketing

Most young people reported seeing promotion of disposables outside
shops via sandwich boards communicating deals, and colourful dis-
plays within shops. They felt that the promotion was visible and
‘unavoidable’. All the young people discussed the deals that shops
offered, which seemed to vary considerably depending on the area
and shop. This was especially true for non-regulated and counterfeit
devices, which almost every young person used interchangeably with
legal devices depending on availability and affordability.

‘it’s like every corner shop now has like vape displays
and all brand new vapes with like this deal or that deal
like everywhere you go it’s just like you have a vape
shoved in your face.’

(YPO2, Community Event)

Many stated that they liked the bright colours, packaging, funny
images and creative flavour names, which most felt were aimed at
children. A few stated that the packaging did not influence which
devices they picked, seeing it as irrelevant or inconvenient. However,
many said that it did influence their decision, with a couple collecting
packaging and old devices. One young man said that he made models
out of packaging and one young woman stated that she liked to col-
our co-ordinate her disposable to match her outfit. A few young peo-
ple discussed how the packaging style was in complete contrast to

cigarette packaging, which they viewed as ‘scary’.

‘They’re so pretty. | keep all my packaging.’
(YP22, Community College)

Regulation

The young people felt that youth disposable use was looked down
upon by society. Like wider society and the media, most of the
young people subscribed to this discourse that disposables were a
danger to young people. Interestingly, however, they did not
necessarily apply it to themselves, but to children younger than
them, giving examples of primary school aged children using
disposables:

‘society does not like young people vaping and like
they keep calling it like the “crisis of young people vap-
ing” but | think it’s a different issue. | do not think it’s
got to do with young people at all. Young people
should not have access to vapes, and if they are, then
that’s the shop owner’s problem’.

(YPO4, Youth Group)

The environmental impact of disposables was also given as a rea-
son for banning disposables by some of the young people. While most
supported some sort of regulation, a few did not agree with prohibi-
tion. They felt that calls for banning disposables were over-reactions
and that they should be allowed to choose what they put in their bod-
ies, especially if they perceived it to help with their mental health.
These young people were also acutely aware of perceived adult
hypocrisy around alcohol use compared to vaping and adults engaging
in different, less scrutinized, behaviours which harmed the

environment.

‘You want to go and go down the pub each Friday
night and have a glass of wine, that’s up to you. If |
wanna go down the corner shop each Friday night and
buy a vape for me, that’s on me. So, why is it different
to drinking alcohol and vaping? It’s my preference, it’s
my life, let me f**k it up or let me live’.

(YP24, Community College)

Most of the young people believed that if disposables were
banned, they would be able to continue using them by stockpiling
or purchasing illegally (as many of them were currently doing).
They made comparisons to illegal drugs such as cannabis, which
they felt was easy to purchase. A few young people commented
that they would buy a refillable device if disposables were banned,
and a few believed that people, including themselves, would smoke
instead.

‘if you get rid of the vapes, people are just gonna start
smoking.’
(YP18, Community College)
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DISCUSSION

In this qualitative study we clearly heard that disposable vapes are an
attractive product for young people. Aspects of disposables that
seemed particularly attractive were the small size, ease of use and
accessibility, the colours and flavours and social aspects, such as shar-
ing with peers. These themes are similar to other qualitative studies
[10,17] and a recent systematic review [18], although the data
reported here draws specifically upon young people’s experiences of
disposable vapes. The data demonstrate a unique role for disposables
that is separate from previous smoking identities, unlike previous
qualitative research with young people on e-cigarette use that pre-
existed the availability of disposables [19,20]. We found reported
widespread engagement with potentially risky practices, including
purchasing illicit disposables, ‘re-charging’ devices by dismantling
them, and (older) young people purchasing disposables to sell on to
young people.

There was marked and consistent confusion around the potential
health risks of vaping, as other studies have also recently reported [21].
The majority of our sample saw the harms of vaping as equivalent to
tobacco smoking. This may underpin the reporting of interchangeable
vaping and smoking behaviour, as most participants were also using
tobacco. Participants could recall media stories about the dangers of
vaping very clearly, but could only recall limited information on the
harms of smoking. In the United Kingdom in recent years there has
been a significant decline in funding for public health campaigns on
the harms of tobacco smoking [22], yet sustained and widespread
media attention to vaping, and particularly youth disposable vaping,
which can be reflected in our data through young people’s awareness
of vape harm messages. This was apparent in the data, as conflicting
stories were recounted as having been heard in the media which may
be consequential for harm perceptions of both tobacco and vaping.
Despite these messages, concerns about health clearly did not impact
greatly upon this population of continuing regular disposable vapers.

The cost, design and accessibility of disposables were key influ-
ences on use. Concern about environmental harms was also
expressed, so might be an aspect to emphasize in interventions to
prevent uptake of vaping, alongside increased cost/taxation.
However, it is clear from this sample that there may be unintended
consequences of price rises, including increased tobacco smoking.

Vaping was perceived to play a functionally positive role in these
young people’s lives. On an individual level, some reported vaping to
help them cope with stress or anxiety. The products were also clearly
an important part of young people’s identity, with use being norma-
tive within peer groups. Most initiation and experimentation occurred
with friends, and there was a culture of buying together, sharing, dis-
cussing flavours and vape ‘tricks’. Some young people reported heavy
dependence, but others reported vaping specifically for social pur-
poses, seemingly able to cope without vaping in other situations. For
these people, situationally specific use suggests a strong social func-
tion and association.

The young people in this sample did not appear to be particularly
influenced by family, teachers or regulations. Although vaping was
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clearly tolerated within some families, others disapproved, with lim-
ited impact on the young people’s use. Schools responded to vaping
in various punitive ways which also seemed to impact very little upon
behaviour. Young people were not always aware of regulations, but
were very able to circumvent any restrictions, by choosing illicit
devices and by purchasing from known ‘permissive’ shops where their
age would not be asked. Banning or restricting sales was felt to be an
inappropriate potential response to the issue as young people thought
bans would make little difference, or they would just smoke tobacco

instead.

Limitations

This was a modest qualitative study with a selected sample of young
people reporting regular disposable vaping. Although accessing indi-
viduals from relatively deprived areas was a strength of the study, it
means that the sample may not be representative of the majority of
young people. Specifically, our sample were all of white British ethnic-
ity, and therefore the views of ethnic minorities were not captured.
However, the widespread prevalence of disposable use by young peo-
ple [3] suggests that the views reported in this paper are at least
reflective of a general trend among young people. Our approach of
dyad-guided interviews was novel and insightful, resulting in ‘naturally
occurring’ data. However, being unguided by an interviewer meant
that interviews varied in quality and also depth of description. Given
the very strong negative view of disposable vapes which young peo-
ple perceived from the media and society generally, it is perhaps
unlikely that the topic posed any great potential for social desirability
bias in the responses, such that the dyad approach may not have
gleaned especially novel data. These data were supplemented by
researcher guided interview data, giving depth of understanding with

little difference in emergent themes.

CONCLUSION

The use of disposable vapes is normalized among young people, who
try them at a young age. Features that encourage this are ease of use,
accessibility, range of colours and flavours and social aspects that
make their use integral to peer networks. These therefore offer
potential targets for reducing young people’s use of disposable vapes
by tighter enforcement of age of sale and restricting packaging and
marketing. However, policymakers should bear in mind that our evi-
dence suggests that these sorts of interventions have the potential
for significant unintended consequences, including increased use of
illicit vapes and, most worryingly, increased tobacco use among young
people. It is also noteworthy that, despite restrictions, young people
below the legal age of purchase are still able to access tobacco easily.
Therefore, any interventions to combat use of disposables may need
to be accompanied by policy interventions to reduce access to illicit
vapes and tobacco and increase awareness of the relative harms of

tobacco compared to vapes.

850807 SUOWWOD 3A 8.0 (el (dde au Aq pausenob ae sajone VO ‘8sn J0 Sa|ni 10 A%eiq)T8uljuO 3|1 UO (SUORIPUOO-pUe-SWLRIALI0O" A8 | Im AZe1q 1 BUIUO//:SANY) SUORIPUOD pue swie | 8y} 88S *[5202/20/2T] uo AreiqiTauluo Ae|im ‘e1jfuy 1se3 JO A1seAIuN AQ 02S9T PPe/TTTT OT/I0P/WO0 A8 | IM AeIq 1 |Bul|uo//Sdny Wouy pepeoumod ‘€ ‘GZ0Z ‘Er009ET



466

NOTLEY ET AL.

SSA

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

Caitlin Jade Notley: Conceptualization (equal); data curation (equal);
formal analysis (equal); funding acquisition (lead); methodology (equal);
supervision (equal); validation (equal); writing—original draft (lead);
writing—review and editing (lead). Anna Varley: Conceptualization
(equal); data curation (equal); methodology (equal); project administra-
tion (equal); writing—review and editing (supporting). lan Pope: Con-
ceptualization (equal); supervision (equal); writing—review and editing
(supporting). Lynne Dawkins: Conceptualization (supporting); funding
acquisition (supporting); methodology (equal); writing—review and
editing (supporting). Emma Ward: Conceptualization (equal); data
curation (equal); formal analysis (lead); methodology (equal); project
administration (equal); software (equal); visualization (equal); writing—

original draft (supporting); writing—review and editing (supporting).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This study was funded by the Norfolk and Norwich University
Hospital Foundation Trust through the National Institute for Health
Research, Research Capability Fund. Our grateful thanks to PPI
volunteers for their advice and insights. Thanks also to the community
college facilitating access to our sample of young people, and to all

participants.

DECLARATION OF INTERESTS

C.N. has received an honorarium from Vox media company for filming
a ‘nicotine explainer’ on the role of nicotine in addiction. L.D. has
acted as a paid consultant for Johnson & Johnson who manufacturer
smoking cessation medications. All other authors have no conflicts of

interest to declare.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
The data that support the findings of this study are available on
request from the corresponding author. The data are not publicly

available due to privacy or ethical restrictions.

ORCID

Caitlin Notley
Lynne Dawkins
Emma Ward

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0876-3304
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1236-009X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7579-3215

REFERENCES

1. Disposable e-cigarette—AddictO Vocab [internet] [cited 2023 Dec
11]. Available from: https://addictovocab.org/ADDICTO:0000210.
Accessed 22 May 2024.

2. Talih S, Salman R, Soule E, El-Hage R, Karam E, Karaoghlanian N,
et al. Electrical features, liquid composition and toxicant emissions
from ‘pod-mod’-like disposable electronic cigarettes. Tob Control.
2022;31:667-70.

3. Tattan-Birch H, Jackson SE, Kock L, Dockrell M, Brown J. Rapid
growth in disposable e-cigarette vaping among young adults in Great
Britain from 2021 to 2022: a repeat cross-sectional survey. Addic-
tion. 2023;118:382-6. https://doi.org/10.1111/add.16044

4. Use-of-vapes-among-young-people-GB-2023-v2.pdf [internet].
[cited 2024 Apr 19]. Available from: https://ash.org.uk/uploads/Use-

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21

of-vapes-among-young-people-GB-2023-v2.pdf?v=1697209531.
Accessed 22 May 2024.

GOV.UK [internet]. Nicotine vaping in England: 2022 evidence
update [cited 2023 Mar 17]. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/nicotine-vaping-in-england-2022-
evidence-update. Accessed 22 May 2024.

Scheiby K. Are disposable vapes bad for the environment? London,
UK: Greenpeace UK; 2023 [cited 2023 Dec 28]. Available from:
https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/news/are-disposable-vapes-bad-
for-the-environment/. Accessed 22 May 2024.

Notley C, Gentry S, Cox S, Dockrell M, Havill M, Attwood AS, et al.
Youth use of e-liquid flavours—a systematic review exploring pat-
terns of use of e-liquid flavours and associations with continued vap-
ing, tobacco smoking uptake or cessation. Addiction. 2022;117:
1258-72.

Pinho-Gomes AC, Santos JA, Jones A, Thout SR, Pettigrew S. E-
cigarette attitudes and behaviours amongst 15-30-year-olds in the
UK. J Public Health. 2023;45:e763-75.

Urgent action needed to protect children and prevent the uptake of
e-cigarettes [internet] [cited 2023 Dec 28]. Available from: https://
www.who.int/news/item/14-12-2023-urgent-action-needed-to-
protect-children-and-prevent-the-uptake-of-e-cigarettes. Accessed
22 May 2024.

Smith MJ, MacKintosh AM, Ford A, Hilton S. Youth's engagement
and perceptions of disposable e-cigarettes: a UK focus group study.
BMJ Open. 2023;13:€668466.

Action on Smoking and Health (ASH). Use of e-cigarettes among
adults in Great Britain [cited 2023 Dec 11]. Available from: https://
ash.org.uk/resources/view/use-of-e-cigarettes-among-adults-in-
great-britain-2021. Accessed 22 May 2024.

Notley C, Ward E, Dawkins L, Holland R. The unique contribution of
e-cigarettes for tobacco harm reduction in supporting smoking
relapse prevention. Harm Reduct J. 2018;15:31.

Notley C. User pathways of e-cigarette use to support long term
tobacco smoking relapse prevention: a qualitative analysis [internet].
2021 [cited 2021 Mar 10]. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1111/
add.15226. Accessed 22 May 2024.

Tong A, Sainsbury P, Craig J. Consolidated criteria for reporting qual-
itative research (COREQ): a 32-item checklist for interviews and
focus groups. Int J Qual Health Care. 2007;19:349-57.

Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res
Psychol. 2006;3(2):77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/
1478088706qp0630a

Bronfenbrenner U. The Ecology of Human Development Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press; 1979.

Robertson L, Hoek J, Blank ML. A qualitative analysis of electronic
nicotine delivery systems (ENDS) uptake and use among young
adult never-smokers in New Zealand. PLoS ONE. 2022;17:
e026844.

Han G, Son H. A systematic review of socio-ecological factors
influencing current e-cigarette use among adolescents and young
adults. Addict Behav. 2022;135:107425.

Lucherini M, Rooke C, Amos A. ‘They’re thinking, well it’s not as
bad, | probably won’t get addicted to that. But it’s still got the nico-
tine in it, so ...": maturity, control, and socializing: negotiating identi-
ties in relation to smoking and vaping—a qualitative study of young
adults in Scotland. Nicotine Tob Res. 2019;21:81-7.

Lucherini M, Rooke C, Amos A. E-cigarettes, vaping and performativ-
ity in the context of tobacco denormalisation. Sociol Health llin.
2018;40:1037-52.

Thirlway F, Neve K, Champion T, Froguel A, Davies A, Cheek O. E-
cigarette appeal in context: a qualitative study in deprived areas of
the role of packaging in e-cigarette purchasing and use. Oxford, UK:
Cancer Research UK; 2023.

850807 SUOWWOD 3A 8.0 (el (dde au Aq pausenob ae sajone VO ‘8sn J0 Sa|ni 10 A%eiq)T8uljuO 3|1 UO (SUORIPUOO-pUe-SWLRIALI0O" A8 | Im AZe1q 1 BUIUO//:SANY) SUORIPUOD pue swie | 8y} 88S *[5202/20/2T] uo AreiqiTauluo Ae|im ‘e1jfuy 1se3 JO A1seAIuN AQ 02S9T PPe/TTTT OT/I0P/WO0 A8 | IM AeIq 1 |Bul|uo//Sdny Wouy pepeoumod ‘€ ‘GZ0Z ‘Er009ET


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0876-3304
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0876-3304
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1236-009X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1236-009X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7579-3215
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7579-3215
https://addictovocab.org/ADDICTO:0000210
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.16044
https://ash.org.uk/uploads/Use-of-vapes-among-young-people-GB-2023-v2.pdf?v=1697209531
https://ash.org.uk/uploads/Use-of-vapes-among-young-people-GB-2023-v2.pdf?v=1697209531
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nicotine-vaping-in-england-2022-evidence-update
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nicotine-vaping-in-england-2022-evidence-update
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nicotine-vaping-in-england-2022-evidence-update
https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/news/are-disposable-vapes-bad-for-the-environment/
https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/news/are-disposable-vapes-bad-for-the-environment/
https://www.who.int/news/item/14-12-2023-urgent-action-needed-to-protect-children-and-prevent-the-uptake-of-e-cigarettes
https://www.who.int/news/item/14-12-2023-urgent-action-needed-to-protect-children-and-prevent-the-uptake-of-e-cigarettes
https://www.who.int/news/item/14-12-2023-urgent-action-needed-to-protect-children-and-prevent-the-uptake-of-e-cigarettes
https://ash.org.uk/resources/view/use-of-e-cigarettes-among-adults-in-great-britain-2021
https://ash.org.uk/resources/view/use-of-e-cigarettes-among-adults-in-great-britain-2021
https://ash.org.uk/resources/view/use-of-e-cigarettes-among-adults-in-great-britain-2021
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.15226
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.15226
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

YOUNG PEOPLE’S USE OF DISPOSABLE VAPES

22.

23.

Action on Smoking and Health (ASH). MPs call on government to
reinstate no smoking day funding in the forthcoming Tobacco
Control Plan [cited 2023 Dec 28]. Available from: https://ash.org.uk/
media-centre/news/press-releases/mps-call-on-government-to-
reinstate-no-smoking-day-funding-in-the-forthcoming-tobacco-
control-plan. Accessed 22 May 2024.

Consumer Data Research Centre. English Indices of Deprivation
2010 and 2015 Data Pack [internet]. 2016 [cited 2024 Apr 30].
Available from: https://data.cdrc.ac.uk/dataset/english-indices-of-
deprivation-2010-and-2015-data-pack. Accessed 22 May 2024.

SSA 1

SUPPORTING INFORMATION
Additional supporting information can be found online in the Support-

ing Information section at the end of this article.

How to cite this article: Notley C, Varley A, Pope |, Dawkins L,
Ward E. Young people’s use of disposable vapes: A qualitative
study. Addiction. 2025;120(3):458-67. https://doi.org/10.
1111/add.16570

850807 SUOWWOD 3A 8.0 (el (dde au Aq pausenob ae sajone VO ‘8sn J0 Sa|ni 10 A%eiq)T8uljuO 3|1 UO (SUORIPUOO-pUe-SWLRIALI0O" A8 | Im AZe1q 1 BUIUO//:SANY) SUORIPUOD pue swie | 8y} 88S *[5202/20/2T] uo AreiqiTauluo Ae|im ‘e1jfuy 1se3 JO A1seAIuN AQ 02S9T PPe/TTTT OT/I0P/WO0 A8 | IM AeIq 1 |Bul|uo//Sdny Wouy pepeoumod ‘€ ‘GZ0Z ‘Er009ET


https://ash.org.uk/media-centre/news/press-releases/mps-call-on-government-to-reinstate-no-smoking-day-funding-in-the-forthcoming-tobacco-control-plan
https://ash.org.uk/media-centre/news/press-releases/mps-call-on-government-to-reinstate-no-smoking-day-funding-in-the-forthcoming-tobacco-control-plan
https://ash.org.uk/media-centre/news/press-releases/mps-call-on-government-to-reinstate-no-smoking-day-funding-in-the-forthcoming-tobacco-control-plan
https://ash.org.uk/media-centre/news/press-releases/mps-call-on-government-to-reinstate-no-smoking-day-funding-in-the-forthcoming-tobacco-control-plan
https://data.cdrc.ac.uk/dataset/english-indices-of-deprivation-2010-and-2015-data-pack
https://data.cdrc.ac.uk/dataset/english-indices-of-deprivation-2010-and-2015-data-pack
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.16570
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.16570

	Young people´s use of disposable vapes: A qualitative study
	INTRODUCTION
	METHODS
	RESULTS
	Individual‐level experiences and reasons for use
	Characteristics of disposable vapes
	Mental health and disposables
	Nicotine dependence
	Attitudes towards health risks of vaping disposables
	Tobacco use

	Interpersonal level
	Peers
	Family

	Organization/community level
	Community
	On‐line communities

	Society/policy level
	Media
	Marketing
	Regulation


	DISCUSSION
	Limitations

	CONCLUSION
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	DECLARATION OF INTERESTS
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES
	SUPPORTING INFORMATION


