
Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

E-Cigarettes: Awareness, Use &
Health Effects

Authored by

mohammed looti

December 2, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammed looti (2025). E-Cigarettes: Awareness, Use & Health Effects. Psychepedia.

Retrieved from https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=28116

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=28116
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=28116
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=28116
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


E-Cigarettes: Awareness, Use & Health Effects 2

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Introduction to E-Cigarette Awareness

The proliferation of electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS), commonly known as e-cigarettes

or vapes, represents one of the most significant shifts in global tobacco and nicotine consumption

patterns since the mid-20th century. Understanding the trajectory of adoption begins fundamentally

with the concept of awareness, which serves as the initial cognitive gateway to potential use.

Awareness is defined in this context as having heard of, seen, or recognized the existence of e-

cigarettes as a consumer product, irrespective of actual knowledge regarding their mechanism,

contents, or regulatory status. The study of awareness is crucial for epidemiologists and public

health specialists, as it provides the baseline denominator for calculating subsequent rates of

experimentation and sustained use, offering vital insights into market penetration and the efficacy

of both industry marketing and public health counter-messaging. Since their introduction to

Western markets in the late 2000s, e-cigarettes have achieved exceptionally high visibility, driven

by aggressive marketing, rapid technological innovation, and widespread media coverage,

positioning awareness research as a cornerstone of modern addiction science.

Historically, research into substance use initiation has consistently demonstrated that exposure

and awareness are necessary precursors to experimentation. For e-cigarettes, this principle is

complicated by the dual nature of the product: marketed to adult smokers as a potentially less

harmful alternative, yet simultaneously appealing to nicotine-naïve youth through appealing flavors

and sleek designs. Consequently, the rapid ascent of awareness rates across various

demographic strata, particularly among adolescents, has generated profound public health

concern. The speed at which global populations became aware of ENDS far outpaced the

regulatory and scientific capacity to evaluate their long-term risks and benefits, leading to a period

where public perception was heavily influenced by commercial promotion rather than evidence-

based discourse. Therefore, tracking awareness levels provides a critical timeline for assessing the

effectiveness of public health interventions aimed at mitigating youth uptake while preserving

access for adult smokers seeking cessation aids.

The psychological significance of awareness extends beyond simple recognition; it establishes the

product within the individual's environment and social framework, making it a viable option for

future behavior. For youth, awareness is often linked to the perception of social norms, where

widespread knowledge of e-cigarettes suggests they are common or acceptable within peer

groups, a key predictor of experimentation (ever-use). For adult smokers, awareness translates

into the opportunity to consider a change in nicotine delivery method, linking awareness directly to

cessation attempts or transitions to dual use. Analyzing the sources of awareness--whether

through mass media, point-of-sale displays, or social networks--allows researchers to pinpoint the

most influential channels driving exposure. This detailed understanding is essential for

policymakers aiming to implement targeted restrictions on marketing that disproportionately

increases awareness among vulnerable populations, thereby influencing the transition from
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passive knowledge to active product engagement.

Defining Awareness and Measurement Metrics

Precise measurement is paramount in epidemiological studies concerning e-cigarette adoption.

Researchers typically employ standardized survey questions to quantify awareness, generally

beginning with the query: "Have you ever heard of or seen an electronic cigarette or vaping

product?" This metric captures unaided awareness or simple recognition. However, more

sophisticated studies often utilize aided recall, presenting respondents with images or descriptions

of different device types (e.g., cigalikes, tank systems, pod systems) to ensure comprehensive

capture of knowledge, especially as the technology rapidly diversifies. The distinction between

these metrics is significant; high aided awareness suggests broad environmental exposure, while

lower unaided awareness might indicate a lack of salience or relevance to the individual,

highlighting differences in the cognitive processing of advertising and public discourse.

Standardization of these metrics is vital for comparing prevalence rates and adoption trends across

diverse international settings and longitudinal studies.

A crucial nuance in measuring awareness involves separating mere recognition from actual

knowledge about the product's function and contents. An individual may be highly aware of the

existence of "vaping" but possess inaccurate information regarding its nicotine content, chemical

constituents, or legal status. Therefore, advanced measurement protocols often include secondary

metrics assessing product familiarity and risk awareness. Familiarity probes the respondent's

ability to identify specific brands or flavor categories, which serves as a proxy for the depth of

exposure to commercial marketing. Risk awareness, conversely, measures the individual's

perception of harm relative to traditional combusted cigarettes, a cognitive factor heavily influenced

by media portrayal and public health messaging. The gap between high general awareness and

low accurate risk awareness is a major challenge for regulatory bodies, as industry messaging

often exploits this disparity to promote the products as unequivocally safe.

The methodology of awareness assessment must also account for the evolving consumer

landscape. Early studies focused on first-generation "cigalikes," but contemporary research must

incorporate awareness of highly sophisticated and discreet devices, such as those utilizing nicotine

salts (e.g., JUUL). Failure to update survey instruments to reflect these technological

advancements leads to underreporting of awareness and potentially skewed data regarding

initiation pathways. Furthermore, measurement must consider digital exposure. Awareness

generated through social media influencers, user-generated content, and targeted digital

advertisements requires specialized survey items that capture exposure in non-traditional media

environments. The continuous monitoring and refinement of these measurement metrics are

essential to provide policymakers with relevant, timely data on how effectively e-cigarettes are

penetrating the population and which specific marketing strategies are driving recognition among
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susceptible groups, particularly adolescents and young adults.

Global Epidemiology of E-Cigarette Awareness

The trajectory of e-cigarette awareness exhibits a nearly universal pattern across industrialized

nations: an initial phase of rapid exponential growth, followed by saturation and stabilization at very

high levels. In high-income countries, particularly the United States, Canada, and the United

Kingdom, general population awareness typically exceeds 90% among adults, often reaching

parity with awareness of traditional cigarettes. This widespread recognition underscores the

successful, aggressive global marketing strategies employed by ENDS manufacturers and the

ubiquity of the products in retail environments. Variations in awareness rates across countries are

often attributable to differences in regulatory stringency, particularly concerning advertising bans

and sales restrictions. For example, countries with comprehensive restrictions on e-cigarette

advertising tend to show slower initial growth in awareness compared to markets with minimal

early regulation, although saturation levels eventually converge due to globalized media and digital

communication.

A critical epidemiological finding is the high level of awareness observed among youth and non-

smokers, groups for whom e-cigarettes pose the greatest risk of nicotine initiation. In many national

surveys, awareness among adolescents aged 13-17 frequently approaches 95-100%, indicating

near-complete environmental saturation. This finding is particularly alarming because this

demographic often lacks prior exposure to nicotine and is highly susceptible to the influence of

peer use and targeted digital marketing. The high youth awareness rate demonstrates that

regulatory efforts intended to shield minors from exposure have often been circumvented or proven

insufficient against the pervasive nature of modern media, including platforms like TikTok and

Instagram, where e-cigarette content often circulates widely through non-traditional promotional

methods. The almost universal awareness among this age group confirms that the primary

challenge for public health is no longer informing the population of the product's existence, but

rather preventing the transition from awareness to experimentation (ever-use).

Temporal analysis reveals distinct periods of awareness spikes correlated with technological

innovation and market shifts. The first major spike occurred around 2010-2012 with the

popularization of second-generation tank systems. A subsequent, and arguably more impactful,

surge occurred around 2017-2019, coinciding with the mass introduction of discreet, high-nicotine-

content pod systems. These newer devices often utilized nicotine salts, allowing for smoother

inhalation and higher nicotine delivery, and were marketed using highly sophisticated, often youth-

appealing aesthetics and flavor profiles. The renewed focus on these products led to a measurable

increase in awareness, particularly among young adults who may have previously disregarded

earlier generations of e-cigarettes. These epidemiological trends emphasize that awareness is not

a static measure but is dynamically influenced by product lifecycle, marketing spend, and the
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evolving social acceptability of vaping behavior.

Factors Influencing Initial Awareness and Exposure

Initial awareness of electronic cigarettes is a complex outcome shaped by a confluence of

environmental, social, and commercial factors. Paramount among these is the influence of mass

media marketing and retail visibility. Despite increasing regulatory constraints on traditional

advertising, manufacturers have historically utilized television, print, and billboard advertisements

to establish product recognition. However, the most potent modern driver of awareness is digital

marketing, including social media promotion, search engine optimization, and influencer

collaborations. These digital strategies allow manufacturers to bypass conventional age verification

mechanisms and target specific demographic segments with tailored content, often emphasizing

lifestyle benefits, novel flavors, and technological sophistication rather than focusing strictly on

smoking cessation. The pervasive nature of these digital campaigns ensures that awareness levels

remain exceptionally high, even among individuals who are not actively seeking nicotine products.

Social influence constitutes another powerful determinant of initial awareness. The presence of e-

cigarette users within an individual's immediate social network--family members, friends, or

romantic partners--significantly increases the likelihood of awareness. This effect is particularly

pronounced among adolescents, for whom peer behavior is a primary driver of normative

perception. Seeing a friend use an e-cigarette not only generates awareness of the product itself

but also provides direct modeling of the behavior, reducing psychological barriers to potential

experimentation. This social diffusion mechanism accelerates product penetration independent of

formal marketing efforts, often leading to rapid, localized spikes in awareness and subsequent use

within specific schools or communities. Therefore, interventions focused solely on media regulation

may fail to address the organic spread of awareness driven by social learning and peer interaction.

Beyond media and peers, environmental exposure, particularly point-of-sale marketing and

accessibility, plays a crucial role. High-density retail environments, such as convenience stores,

gas stations, and dedicated vape shops, prominently display e-cigarette products and advertising,

ensuring passive awareness even among non-purchasers. The sheer visibility of these displays,

often featuring colorful packaging and flavor descriptors, serves as a constant reminder of the

product's existence. Furthermore, the increasing accessibility of e-cigarettes, both legally and

illegally (through sales to minors), ensures that awareness is quickly converted into the potential

for ever-use. Studies of neighborhood effects demonstrate that residing in areas with a higher

density of tobacco and vape retailers correlates with higher reported awareness and subsequent

experimentation among youth, confirming that the physical environment is a key mediator of initial

exposure.
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Transition from Awareness to Ever-Use

While nearly universal awareness establishes the product's presence, the transition to ever-use--

defined as having tried the product at least once--represents the crucial behavioral step in the

adoption pathway. This transition is mediated by a complex interplay of psychological factors,

including curiosity, risk perception, and perceived benefits. Curiosity is frequently cited as the

primary initial motivator for experimentation among nicotine-naïve youth. The novelty of the

technology, the appeal of diverse flavors (e.g., fruit, candy, dessert), and the desire to mimic peers

often override caution. For this group, awareness merely opens the door; curiosity drives the initial

entry, often before a full understanding of the risk of nicotine dependence has been internalized.

The perceived relative harm of e-cigarettes compared to traditional combusted products is a

significant cognitive mediator for both youth and adult smokers. Many individuals transitioning from

awareness to ever-use operate under the assumption that vaping is substantially safer than

smoking. This perception, often reinforced by early industry messaging and sometimes muddled

public health communication, lowers the psychological barrier to initiation. For established adult

smokers, this perceived harm reduction benefit is a rational motivator for switching or dual use.

However, for never-smokers, this low perceived risk legitimizes experimentation, viewing the initial

trial as a low-stakes activity. Consequently, the public health challenge lies in ensuring that high

awareness is coupled with accurate, nuanced information about the absolute risks of nicotine

exposure, particularly for developing adolescent brains.

Furthermore, accessibility and flavor availability profoundly influence the conversion rate from

awareness to ever-use. If a product is widely known (high awareness) but difficult or expensive to

obtain, the rate of ever-use will be suppressed. Conversely, the widespread availability of

inexpensive, high-nicotine products, particularly those with attractive flavors, significantly lowers

the threshold for experimentation. Flavors are a critical component, as they mask the harshness of

nicotine and make the initial experience more palatable, thereby encouraging the transition from a

single trial to repeated use. Regulatory actions targeting flavor restrictions are explicitly designed to

disrupt this transition, aiming to keep awareness high among adult smokers (for cessation

purposes) while reducing the appeal that drives experimentation among youth.

Demographic and Socioeconomic Correlates of Use

The relationship between awareness and ever-use is not uniform across all demographic groups;

rather, it is strongly modulated by age, socioeconomic status (SES), and existing tobacco use

history. Age is the most critical determinant. While awareness is high across the lifespan, the

highest rates of ever-use and current use are consistently reported among young adults (18-24

years old) and older adolescents. This pattern reflects both increased social exposure and lower

perceived harm among younger cohorts, who are also the primary targets of aggressive digital
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marketing. Conversely, older adults often report high awareness but significantly lower ever-use

rates, suggesting that established routines, greater health caution, and lower susceptibility to

novelty marketing act as protective factors against experimentation, limiting the conversion of

awareness into action.

Socioeconomic status and educational attainment present complex and evolving correlations. Early

in the e-cigarette product lifecycle, higher awareness and use were sometimes observed in higher

SES groups, who were often early adopters of new consumer technology. However, contemporary

data increasingly shows a pattern of convergence with traditional tobacco use disparities. In many

regions, the prevalence of ever-use, and particularly sustained use, is becoming concentrated in

lower SES populations and those with lower educational attainment. This shift highlights the

potential for e-cigarettes to exacerbate existing health inequalities, as targeted marketing and

economic factors (e.g., perceived cost savings over traditional cigarettes) influence the conversion

of awareness to use among financially vulnerable groups. Understanding these socioeconomic

gradients is essential for designing equitable public health interventions.

Perhaps the strongest predictor of both awareness and ever-use is prior tobacco smoking

status. Current smokers and former smokers exhibit significantly higher rates of awareness, often

due to targeted advertising and personal relevance (seeking alternatives). More importantly, the

conversion rate from awareness to ever-use is dramatically higher in this group compared to

never-smokers. For current smokers, awareness of e-cigarettes often triggers consideration for use

as a cessation tool, making the transition to ever-use a function of behavioral change rather than

simple curiosity. Public health policies must leverage this strong correlation by ensuring accurate

awareness campaigns reach this group, while simultaneously implementing strict measures to

prevent the high awareness among never-smokers (especially youth) from translating into

initiation.

Public Health Implications and Regulatory Responses

The high levels of e-cigarette awareness present a dual-edged sword for public health. On one

hand, high awareness among adult smokers facilitates the dissemination of information about

potential harm reduction tools, supporting cessation efforts. On the other hand, near-universal

awareness among youth creates an environment saturated with nicotine products, increasing the

risk of initiation and long-term dependence among non-smokers. The primary regulatory challenge

is therefore to maximize the beneficial awareness (among smokers) while minimizing the harmful

awareness and subsequent experimentation (among youth). This necessitates highly targeted and

nuanced policy interventions that address the specific drivers of exposure and adoption.

Regulatory responses globally have focused heavily on disrupting the channels that convert

awareness into ever-use among youth. Key strategies include restrictions on flavor sales, which
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directly target the primary motivator for youth experimentation; increased minimum purchasing

ages; and stringent controls on retail placement and visibility. Furthermore, advertising restrictions,

particularly those limiting exposure on digital platforms and social media, are designed to suppress

the passive awareness that fuels curiosity in young audiences. Effective regulation demands

continuous adaptation, however, as manufacturers consistently pivot their marketing strategies and

product designs to maintain high awareness and appeal while navigating legal constraints,

necessitating proactive monitoring of digital marketing techniques.

Crucially, public health communication must evolve beyond simply informing the public of e-

cigarette existence. Campaigns must utilize the existing high awareness levels to deliver accurate

information regarding the risks and benefits. This involves clear messaging distinguishing the

absolute risk for never-users (avoidance) from the relative risk for established adult smokers

(potential reduction). Misinformation or overly simplified anti-vaping campaigns can sometimes

inadvertently undermine the perceived benefit for smokers, while overly permissive messaging can

normalize youth experimentation. Therefore, the strategic management of awareness requires

coordinated, evidence-based communication that ensures the population understands the

product's heterogeneity and the varying health consequences associated with its use across

different demographic groups.

Future Research Directions

Despite the extensive research on e-cigarette awareness, significant gaps remain, particularly

concerning the long-term cognitive and behavioral outcomes following initial exposure. Future

research must prioritize longitudinal studies that track individuals from the point of initial

awareness through experimentation, sustained use, and potential cessation. Cross-sectional data,

while useful for establishing prevalence, cannot fully capture the dynamic psychological processes

that govern the conversion of passive knowledge into active behavior over time. Longitudinal data

is essential to definitively address the "gateway" hypothesis by determining whether early

awareness and experimentation among youth reliably predict future use of traditional combusted

tobacco products.

Another vital area of inquiry involves deeper exploration into the psychological mechanisms

underpinning the transition from awareness to ever-use. Research should utilize advanced

behavioral economics and cognitive science methodologies to understand how factors like

impulsivity, delayed gratification, and sensation-seeking interact with perceived risk to drive

experimentation, particularly among vulnerable populations such as those with co-occurring mental

health disorders. Furthermore, the role of digital media literacy is increasingly relevant;

understanding how adolescents process, interpret, and internalize awareness generated through

non-traditional media sources (e.g., streaming services, private social media groups) is crucial for

designing effective, platform-specific counter-marketing strategies.
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Finally, research must remain responsive to the rapid pace of technological innovation within the

ENDS market. The introduction of synthetic nicotine products and novel delivery systems (e.g.,

heat-not-burn devices) requires continuous re-evaluation of awareness metrics and their

relationship to use patterns. Future studies need to specifically assess the public's awareness of

these new product categories and whether unique marketing strategies associated with them

influence different demographic groups than traditional e-cigarettes. Maintaining an agile research

agenda that aligns with regulatory needs will be paramount to effectively managing the public

health consequences of evolving nicotine product awareness.
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