
 The use of e-cigarettes and vape pens has been 

on the rise among adolescents in recent years, with 5 mil-

lion youth reporting use in 2019. One in nine high school 

seniors reports near daily e-cigarette use, and the percent-

age of high schoolers who report having vaped in the past 

year increased from 28% in 2017 to 37% in 2018. With 

the recent surge in high-profile cases of vaping-related ill-

ness, many have been left wondering about the risks asso-

ciated with vaping, and how best to approach this topic 

with the young people in their lives.  

 Central to this issue is the misconception among 

young people that vaping is somehow safer than using tra-

ditional cigarettes. Indeed, two-thirds of adolescents don’t 

even realize that the popular e-cigarette brand Juul, de-

spite the many fruity, kid-friendly flavors available, always 

contains nicotine. Many e-

cigarettes actually contain 

significantly more nicotine 

than traditional cigarettes 

– up to twice as much, for 

some brands. For devel-

oping brains, which are 

already more susceptible 

to addiction, this can 

quickly lead to depend-

ence and set the stage for 

later nicotine use: youth 

who vape are up to six 

times more likely to regu-

larly smoke cigarettes 

later in life.  

 Aside from nicotine, e-cigarettes can also contain 

a variety of harmful chemicals, including known carcino-

gens, heavy metals and diethylene glycol, a component of 

antifreeze. The risk is heightened with unregulated or THC-

containing vape pens, many of which contain vitamin E 

acetate which has been strongly linked to the recent out-

break of e-cigarette or vaping product use-associated lung 

injury (EVALI). 

So how do you broach this topic with young peo-

ple? Start by establishing a supportive and approachable 

environment, where you can have an open and honest con-

versation. When it comes to substance use, it’s most pro-

ductive to make sure youth fully understand the health 

risks associated with vaping, and to listen carefully and 

nonjudgmentally to their experiences and perspectives. 

Once you understand where they are coming from, you can 

talk to them about the real risks of vaping. Make it clear 

that you are on their side, and that you want them to have 

complete and accurate information so that they are better 

prepared to make positive health decisions.  

And remember, there are many resources availa-

ble to make this conversation — and potential treatment — 

easier. The U.S. Surgeon General’s office has published a 

website with information and resources for talking to teens 

about vaping, and the CDC maintains a page with updates 

on the EVALI outbreak. Your primary care physician is also 

a great resource, and can provide information on the 

health risks associated with vaping and nicotine, as well as 

additional advice on how to broach this topic with young 

people.  
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Youth Mental Health First Aid 

“The training was very informative and I gained so much 

insight [into youth mental health] and resources. I feel 

more equipped to handle specific situations.” 

 - YMHFA Participant (2019) 

Our first year of conducting our Youth Mental Health First Aid grant was a 

success; with 336 individuals trained across 21 trainings. If you or some-

one you know are interested in Children’s Research Triangle coming to 

train your community or organization, contact Dr. Samantha Orbach at 

sorbach@cr-triangle.org. 
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Safer Than Cigarettes? The Risks of E-Cigs and Vaping 

https://e-cigarettes.surgeongeneral.gov/default.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/basic_information/e-cigarettes/severe-lung-disease.html

