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Figure 7: Sources of e-cigarette awareness (n = 760)

Figure 7 shows that the most frequently chosen source of awareness of e-cigarettes 
among respondents was observing others using the device in a public place (45.9%). This 
was closely followed by reading or hearing about them on the internet or social media 
(42.6%), being told about them by friends (42.5%) and seeing and/or hearing about them 
in the media (42.5%). Other responses also featuring as influential included; seeing them 
advertised or on sale in shops (36.5%); viewing a promotional stand (22.6%); and being 
told about them by family (21.8%). The sources of e-cigarette awareness with the lowest 
responses were saw sports sponsorship (4.0%), being told about them by a youth worker 
(3.3%) and being told about them by a health professional (3.0%). 
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Figure 8: Sources of e-cigarette awareness by gender (n = 760)
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Figure 8 shows the sources of e-cigarette awareness stratified by gender. The findings 
show that there is not a huge disparity across the different sources listed. The largest 
gender differences was observed for ‘saw them advertised or on sale in shops’ (7.2% 
difference) and ‘saw a promotional stand’ (7.3% difference), with females more likely to 
become aware of e-cigarettes from these sources.

When stratifying by age (Figure 9) it is apparent that respondents aged under 13 are most 
likely to find out about e-cigarettes from their family (29.9%). For the other age groups 
observing strangers using e-cigarettes in a public place represented the most prominent 
source of information (13-14 year olds: 42.4%;  15-16 year olds: 49.6%;  17-18 year olds: 55.4%). 
In addition, for respondents aged 17-18 awareness of e-cigarettes was also commonly 
raised by reading or hearing about them on the internet or social media (55.4%), and 
seeing or hearing about them in the media (54.4%). Across all age groups relatively few 
respondents stated that they were made aware of e-cigarettes by a health professional or 
youth worker. 
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Figure 9: Sources of e-cigarette awareness by age (n = 760)
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3.3. E-cigarette usage

Figure 10: Use of e-cigarettes (n = 838) 

In terms of e-cigarette usage Figure 10 signifies that the majority of respondents (68.6%) 
had never used an e-cigarette before. Of the remainder, 13.7% of respondents had only 
used an e-cigarette once, with just 10% of respondents currently using an e-cigarette at 
the time of the survey.
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Figure 11: Use of e-cigarettes by gender (n = 838)

As figure 11 shows, marginally more females (70.0%) stated they had never used an 
e-cigarette compared to males (67.2%). By contrast, a higher percentage of males reported 
currently using e-cigarettes every day (6.8%) relative to females (2.2%).
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Figure 12: Use of e-cigarettes by age (n = 838)



21

When stratifying e-cigarette usage by age (Figure 12) respondents under the age 
of 13 were the age group most likely to have never used an e-cigarette (93.1%). 
Interestingly, those surveyed aged 15-16 were more likely to use e-cigarettes 
every day compared to those aged 17-18 (7.0% versus 4.5%).

Table 2 below signifies variation in e-cigarette use according to the 
socioeconomic status of the respondent. It is apparent that participants of 
our study resident in the most deprived parts of Wales were far less likely to 
have never used an e-cigarette (48.6%) relative to respondents located in the 
least deprived areas of the country (75.4%). Similarly, current e-cigarette use is 
higher among the most deprived individuals within our study population, with 
15.3% of respondents living in the most deprived parts of Wales currently using 
e-cigarettes compared to just 6.3% of those from the least deprived areas.  

Table 2: Use of e-cigarettes by socioeconomic status (n = 590)

1: Least 
deprived

2 3 4 5: Most 
deprived

I have never used an e-cigarette 75.4% 78.1% 80.2% 66.9% 48.6%
I have only ever tried an e-cigarette 
once

14.1% 9.6% 9.0% 11.3% 23.6%

I used to use an e-cigarette but don’t 
use them any more

4.2% 7.0% 5.4% 9.3% 12.5%

I use e-cigarettes sometimes, but no 
more than once a month

0.7% 0.9% 0.9% 2.0% 0.0%

I use e-cigarettes more than once a 
month, but less than once a week

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 3.3% 4.2%

I use e-cigarettes more than once a 
week but not every day

4.2% 0.0% 0.9% 0.7% 4.2%

I use e-cigarettes every day 1.4% 4.4% 3.6% 6.6% 6.9%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
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Figure 13: Use of e-cigarettes by smoking status (n = 838)

Figure 13 correlates e-cigarette usage with the smoking status of the respondent. When 
focusing on those who have never smoked before (n = 570) the vast majority (88.9%) have 
also never used an e-cigarette, with a further 8.2% only ever having tried an e-cigarette 
once. This leaves just 2.8% of never smokers in our study who have used an e-cigarette 
more than once, with just 0.6% of never smokers currently using e-cigarettes regularly (i.e. 
more than once a week). By contrast, of those respondents who currently/used to smoke 
(excluding those who have only smoked once) (n = 158) only 10.1% have never used an 
e-cigarette, with as many as 69% of respondents having used an e-cigarette more than 
once.
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Figure 14: Reasons for using e-cigarettes (n = 267)

Figure 14 signifies the reasons for using e-cigarettes according to respondents of this 
survey. Respondents were able to opt for more than one choice when answering this 
question. The most popular reasons for using e-cigarettes were to see what it tasted 
like (48.7%); because friends were using them (40.1%); and for a bit of fun (30.7%). 22.1% of 
respondents cited the aim to reduce their intake of tobacco cigarettes as a reason for 
them using an e-cigarette for the first time.
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3.4. E-cigarette: a cessation or gateway device? 

Figure 15: When respondents started smoking tobacco cigarettes (n = 175)

Respondents of the survey who reported that they had used e-cigarettes and tobacco 
cigarettes were asked when they had started smoking the latter for the first time (Figure 
15); thus gauging whether e-cigarettes function as a ‘gateway’ device to conventional 
tobacco smoking. Of the 175 respondents this applied to, 90.3% answered that they first 
smoked tobacco cigarettes before using an e-cigarette.

The 18 respondents who reported using an e-cigarette before smoking a tobacco cigarette 
were then asked whether their e-cigarette use had any influence on their decision to start 
smoking. 
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Figure 17: Influence of e-cigarette usage on usage of tobacco cigarettes (n = 18)

Only 22.2% (n = 4) of respondents to which this question applied claimed that e-cigarettes 
had made them more likely to smoke tobacco cigarettes, meaning the remaining 77.8% (n 
= 14) claimed that they were either less likely to start smoking tobacco cigarettes following 
first using an e-cigarette or that e-cigarettes had no influence on them going on to smoke 
tobacco cigarettes. This study therefore shows that for the most part e-cigarettes did 
not manifest as a gateway device to further tobacco cigarette use among respondents. 
It must be noted, however, that given very few respondents used an e-cigarette prior to 
them smoking a tobacco cigarette (n = 18), this particular finding is based on very small 
numbers. Furthermore, in any case, due to the young age of the respondents, too great an 
emphasis should not be placed on their answers in relation to this specific question given 
the inherent difficulties associated with understanding whether one event causes another. 
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Figure 18: Impact of e-cigarettes on tobacco smoking behaviour (n = 172)

Figure 18 provides information on whether e-cigarettes were successfully used as a 
smoking cessation device by respondents in this study. This question in the survey was 
only applicable to those participants who had used e-cigarettes and smoked tobacco 
cigarettes at some point (n = 172). Results show that since starting to use e-cigarettes 
25.0% of respondents (n = 43) smoked fewer tobacco cigarettes, with a further 34.3% of 
respondents (n = 59) ceasing to smoke tobacco cigarettes altogether. That is, for just 
under 60% of the respondents (n = 102) in this study e-cigarettes led to a positive smoking 
behaviour change. By contrast, just 4.7% of respondents (n = 8) reported that their 
e-cigarette use culminated in them smoking more tobacco cigarettes.   
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4. Principal Findings

•	 In terms of awareness of e-cigarettes, a large majority of respondents (90.7%) were 
aware of e-cigarettes. When stratified by age and gender the awareness of e-cigarettes 
remained extremely high. As many as 88.5% of respondents under the age of 13 were 
aware of what an e-cigarette is.

 
•	 The most common sources of finding out about e-cigarettes were: seeing strangers using 

them in public (45.9%), reading or hearing about them on the internet or social media 
(42.6%), being told about them by friends (42.5%), and seeing them or hearing about them 
in the media (42.5%). By contrast only a very small proportion of respondents found out 
about e-cigarettes from a youth worker (3.3%) or health professional (3.0%).

•	 The majority of respondents (68.6%) have never used an e-cigarette, with 13.7% only using 
an e-cigarette once and just 10% currently using an e-cigarette. A higher percentage of 
males reported currently using e-cigarettes every day (6.8%) relative to females (2.2%). 

•	 Respondents from the most deprived parts of Wales were far less likely to have never 
used an e-cigarette (48.6%) relative to respondents located in the least deprived areas of 
the country (75.4%).

•	 The vast majority of never smokers have also never used an e-cigarette (88.9%), with 
a further 8.2% only ever having tried an e-cigarette once. Just 0.6% of never smokers 
currently use e-cigarettes regularly (i.e. more than once a week).

•	 The main reasons for using e-cigarettes for the first time were to see what they tasted 
like (48.7%), because friends were using them (40.1%), and for a bit of fun (30.7%). 22.1% of 
respondents cited using e-cigarettes to reduce their intake of tobacco cigarettes. 

•	 The vast majority of respondents (90.3%) who had used e-cigarettes and smoked tobacco 
cigarettes reported starting to smoke tobacco cigarettes first.

•	 Of the respondents who had used e-cigarettes and smoked tobacco cigarettes at some 
point (n = 172) 25.0% smoked fewer tobacco cigarettes since starting to use e-cigarettes, 
with 34.3% of respondents ceasing to smoke tobacco cigarettes altogether.
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5. Discussion

The findings presented in this report show awareness of e-cigarettes is very high among 
young people aged 18 and under living in Wales. Friends represented a major source of 
finding out about e-cigarettes, which is an indication of the influence of an individual’s 
social circle. Another common source of finding out about e-cigarettes was the internet 
and media outlets such as newspapers, magazines, television and radio, thereby signifying 
the importance of controlling advertising in these areas. Young people in Wales were also 
commonly aware of e-cigarettes as a result of seeing them being used by strangers and due 
to them being promoted/on sale in shops, suggesting that making e-cigarettes less visible 
in everyday life represents an important factor in reducing the awareness of e-cigarettes 
among young non-smokers. Very few respondents became aware of e-cigarettes from a 
youth worker or health professional. This may reflect uncertainty from these individuals with 
regards to the relative merits of e-cigarettes. This may present problems should a young 
smoker be seeking advice on using e-cigarettes as a smoking cessation aid. 

Approximately 31.5% of young people surveyed had previously used or still use e-cigarettes. 
Among the most prevalent reasons for e-cigarette usage were to see what it tasted like and 
for a bit of fun, thereby suggesting that both experimentation and an adventurous attitude 
play a role in e-cigarette usage, as well as the novelty of e-cigarettes. This hypothesis 
is borne out by the fact that as many as 13.7% of respondents had only ever tried an 
e-cigarette once. Another common reason cited for using e-cigarettes was because friends 
were using them illustrating the importance of the role of an individual’s friendship group and 
willingness to imitate peer behaviours. 

The results of the survey add weight to the argument that e-cigarettes have the potential 
to be an effective smoking cessation tool, given just over 22% of the young people surveyed 
claimed they used e-cigarettes for the first time to reduce their intake of tobacco cigarettes. 
Moreover, of the respondents who had used e-cigarettes and smoked tobacco cigarettes 
at some point 25% smoked fewer tobacco cigarettes since starting to use e-cigarettes, with 
34% of respondents ceasing to smoke tobacco cigarettes altogether.

The findings of this report provide no evidence of regular e-cigarette use among young 
people who have never smoked, with just 2.8% of never smokers having tried an e-cigarette 
more than once and only 0.6% of never smokers using e-cigarettes more than once a week. 
Furthermore, there is no indication that e-cigarettes are acting as a gateway into smoking 
tobacco cigarettes among young people in Wales. Of those respondents who reported 
having used both e-cigarettes and tobacco cigarettes at some point, just over 90% had first 
used tobacco cigarettes.
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5.1. Comparison with 2013/14 and 2014/15 Survey

This is the third survey run by ASH Wales looking into the awareness/use of e-cigarettes 
among young people in Wales. The previous surveys were run over the periods 2013/14 and 
2014/15, involving 671 and 952 respondents respectively. This compares with the 838 young 
people who answered this year’s survey.

Awareness of e-cigarettes increased from just under 80% in 2013/14 to just over 90% in 
2014/15 and 2015/16. Across each of the surveys friends/family and the internet/media 
represented major sources of information about e-cigarettes, however awareness of 
e-cigarettes from seeing strangers using them in a public place and viewing them in a shop 
was highest among respondents of the surveys in 2014/15 and 2015/16.

In terms of e-cigarette use a higher percentage of respondents to the 2013/14 survey 
reported never having used an e-cigarette (78.4%) compared to those who answered the 
surveys in 2014/15 (65.4%) and 2015/16 (68.6%), suggesting e-cigarettes have become more 
popular over time. Use of e-cigarettes as a smoking cessation device was very high in 
2013/14 and 2014/15, with 46.5% and 41.8% of respondents respectively claiming they used 
e-cigarettes to cut down on the number of tobacco cigarettes they smoke or to stop smoking 
altogether. In the 2015/16 survey 22.1% of respondents reported using e-cigarettes to reduce 
their intake of tobacco cigarettes. It is worth noting however that the lower percentage 
observed in 2015/16 may be a reflection of the fact that the survey in this year combined 
cutting down e-cigarettes and stopping e-cigarettes altogether into a single option, whereas 
in the earlier surveys respondents were able to choose both options separately. 

Of those who answered that they had never smoked a tobacco cigarette in 2013/14 96% had 
also never used an e-cigarette. This figure fell to just under 90% of respondents in 2014/15 
and 2015/16. Given the importance of identifying e-cigarette use among young never smokers 
it is important to monitor this trend closely.

In 2014/15 and 2015/16 the vast majority of respondents who had used e-cigarettes and 
smoked tobacco cigarettes reported starting to smoke tobacco cigarettes first, although the 
observed percentage has dropped from 98% in 2014/15 to 90% in 2015/16. Again, given the 
importance of identifying whether young people are first using e-cigarettes and then going 
on to start smoking tobacco cigarettes it is very important to monitor this trend closely.
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5.2. Limitations of the study

•	 There is a potential for sample bias to have influenced the results attained from this 
survey. Many of the respondents were part of organisations and schools which form 
the Healthy Schools Network and thus there is a possibility that this impacted on the 
results acquired. For instance, pupils at these schools may have been more aware of the 
topics investigated, through educational programs and talks, etc. This means that the 
responses provided may not be generalizable and representative of all young people in 
Wales, as pupils who attend schools not affiliated to the Healthy Schools Network may 
produce very different results to those obtained in this study. 

•	 Additionally, with schools being a key distribution source the likelihood that the surveys 
were completed within these educational settings is very high. Due to this, although 
surveys did not refer to the respondent’s name, it is likely that responses may not be 
completely sincere. This is because students may have felt pressure to answer in a 
certain way due to the presence of teachers/authority figures and also to conceal this 
information from others.

•	 The results of this survey are not representative of the whole of Wales. Very few 
responses, and at times none at all, were received from certain parts of the country, 
including the Isle of Anglesey, Gwynedd, Rhondda Cynon Taf. Denbighshire, Flintshire, 
Powys, Blaenau Gwent and Newport.

•	 Inherent in using opportunistic, non-probability sampling methods to acquire a sample 
is the inability of the sample to represent all areas appropriately. This is because not 
all areas had even samples and the demographic constitution was not matched for the 
areas sampled.

•	 An additional limitation associated with this research relates to its practicality in 
conducting longitudinal research. The respondents used in this survey are not 
necessarily the same as the respondents used in the previous ASH Wales e-cigarette 
surveys. Therefore, it is difficult to make concrete longitudinal claims on certain topics, for 
instance, changes in e-cigarette awareness and usage. 
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5.3. Recommendations for future research

The findings of this survey suggest a number of areas for future research are required to 
make an evidence-based contribution to the on-going policy debate around the use of 
e-cigarettes by young people. Propositions for future research include: 

•	 Longitudinal research investigating usage of e-cigarettes, which could establish whether 
e-cigarettes are indeed functioning as a gateway to future tobacco cigarette usage. 
Moreover, longitudinal research can also establish the potential long-term health 
implications of e-cigarette use. 

•	 Future research on the efficacy of e-cigarettes as smoking cessation devices. By 
providing this research UK and Welsh Government policy on e-cigarette access and 
usage can be evidence-based and more effective. 

•	 Focus groups could be a logical addition to the surveys conducted in previous years. 
Such qualitative research would make it possible to derive a more fruitful and rich account 
of the issues raised by young people in relation to their awareness/use of e-cigarettes. 

•	 Incorporating additional schools/youth provisions from across all of Wales that are 
not part of the Healthy Schools Network will enhance the representativeness and 
generalisability of the results obtained.
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