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Analysis of Public Health Policies related to Youth Tobacco and Vaping Prevention 

 When e-cigarettes entered the United States market in 2007, few people could have 

predicted their wide-spread popularity among underage users (Lichtenberg, 2017). Originally 

marketed as safer than cigarettes and recommended by public health professionals as a cessation 

method, e-cigarettes and other similar products have been strongly associated with the use of 

other nicotine products amongst adolescents and young adults (Office of the Surgeon General, 

2014; Singh et al., 2020). Today, healthcare professionals have identified e-cigarettes, also 

known as “vapes”, as a prominent public health concern among high school and even middle 

school age students. Although e-cigarettes do not contain tobacco, like traditional cigarettes, they 

still contain similar amounts of nicotine and other harmful ingredients. According to recent 

epidemiological research, 13.4% of U.S. youth have used an e-cigarette product in the past 30 

days (Lichtenberg, 2017). A more recent study published in 2020 identified that 19.6% of high 

school students and 4.7% of middle school students reported current use of e-cigarettes (Gentzke 

et al., 2020).  

 Medical risks associated with e-cigarette use have been identified by the medical 

community but the risks to youth have not been extensively studied. Healthcare professionals 

and Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems (ENDS) manufacturers do not have enough evidence 

to conclusively warn consumers, particularly underage consumers, of risks associated with long 

term use. However, recent studies have pointed to e-cigarette related damage to the heart, lungs, 

and brain in both humans and animals (Gaiha & Halpern-Felsher, 2020; Walley et al., 2019). 

Other areas of concern, particular to youth, include their increased susceptibility to nicotine 

addiction, negative impacts on neurodevelopment, and the relationship between adolescent e-

cigarette use with other illicit substances (Walley et al., 2019). 
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 In recent decades, the United States has been more focused on smoking cessation among 

older generations who are chronic combustible tobacco users. Prevention methods have focused 

on limiting product marketing, banning use in public areas, and educating at the primary 

prevention level. These efforts have proven fruitful as the use of cigarettes in the U.S. declined 

from 42% to 18% between 1965 and 2012 (Office of the Surgeon General, 2014). National 

legislation has set a historical precedent for the regulation, advertisement, and sale of tobacco 

products, including the Public Health Cigarette Smoking Act of 1969, Comprehensive 

Smokeless Tobacco Health Education Act of 1986, and Family Smoking Prevention and 

Tobacco Act of 2009 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2020). Most of these 

national, foundational policies were created before the introduction of e-cigarettes, which 

brought over 400 new brands of devices (Lichtenberg, 2017). When Congress passed the Public 

Health Cigarette Smoking Act of 1969, it focused on preventing traditional tobacco use by 

requiring packaging warnings on cigarettes and prohibiting television and radio advertisements 

(CDC, 2020). The evolution of tobacco products available in the United States demands 

advancement in prevention methods and educational materials. In 2016, the FDA (2020) put into 

effect a new rule that regulated all tobacco products, including ENDS. The most recent 

legislation in 2020 has amended the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act and the Public health 

Service Act to prohibit the sale of tobacco products to those under the age of 21 (CDC, 2020). 

National legislation has yet to include tobacco-less non-combustible nicotine devices that have 

recently entered the market in the United States.  

Objective 

There are currently major challenges facing public health professionals in relation to the 

changing demographics and methods of tobacco use (Bhalerao et al., 2019). Primary prevention 
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methods must be implemented to prevent a new generation of Americans from becoming users, 

working to combat targeted marketing towards youth such as fruity and bubblegum flavored e-

liquids. Policies and legislation regarding both traditional tobacco use and ENDS should be 

updated to account for the most recent data their impact. Before this can happen, a review and 

analysis of existing evidence must occur to identify known effects and gaps in research. This 

paper will identify the professional consensus on considerations for further research and steps 

needed to improve prevention and education methods.  

Significance  

 The field of public health must adapt to the changing layout of tobacco and other nicotine 

products among Americans, specifically a movement towards product use other than cigarettes 

and the inconsistencies among use between age cohorts (Office of the Surgeon General, 2014). 

To do this an analysis of current research, as well as historical legislation and current policies, is 

necessary. 
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Methods 

Operational Definitions  

● Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems (ENDS) – deliver nicotine by heating liquid into a 

smoke-free, inhalable aerosol (Bhalerao et al., 2019; Singh et al., 2020). Some of the 

most common ENDS are known as electronic cigarettes or vape pens and have 

interchangeable, flavored pods or liquids (Bhalerao et al., 2019) (Singh et al., 2020). 

● E-cigarette aerosol – the aerosol breathed from the e-cigarette device that can contain 

harmful substances such as nicotine, volatile organic compounds, and heavy metals. 

(CDC, 2020)  

● Youth ENDS Use – the utilization of ENDS by individuals under the age of 17 or who 

have obtained tobacco products in an area where they are under the legal age of purchase.  

● Public Health Policies – public legislation or private policies that impact health behaviors 

of the public as it pertains to the use of tobacco products or other END. 

● Combustible Tobacco Product: a product that involves burning of tobacco and the 

inhalation of the smoke that is produced; examples include cigarettes, cigars, and hookah 

(Walley et al., 2019). 

Search Procedures 

The first step in compiling and analyzing proper literature for this review was identifying 

keywords from several basic research questions. These relevant questions included the 

following:  

● What drove the production and expansion of new ENDS and other similar devices into 

the United States market? 

● Why do underage youth begin using nicotine products? 
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● What prevention policies have already been enacted to mitigate the use and spread of e-

cigarettes among youth? 

From these questions, search keywords were identified as Youth, Tobacco, Smoking, 

Prevention, Vaping, United States, Policy. Exclusions were made for articles related to research 

and policies from other countries, articles pertaining to specific populations of nicotine users, 

and for literature not pertaining directly to underage tobacco use and prevention. Articles were 

also excluded if they were not free or free to University of Florida students via respective search 

engines. To ensure that only the most accurate and up-to-date statistics and policies are included 

in this literature review, articles published prior to 2007 were excluded as ENDS were not on the 

United States market prior.  

Using these methods, 24 sources were identified via three primary search engines: 

PubMed, PubMed Central, and Google Scholar. One source appeared as a reference in two 

separate articles and was deemed relevant to this review. During the searches, four articles were 

excluded for encompassing youth populations outside of the United States. One article was 

excluded for focusing on only homeless youth in America. One article was excluded for only 

concentrating on nicotine treatment and recovery. After exclusions, 17 sources remained and 

were included in this review based on the above inclusion criteria and a review of their abstracts 

or introductions to assess their relevance and amount of suitable information.  
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Results 

Articles were identified from several different search engines by searching the previously 

identified keywords. Additionally, pertinent sources were identified as major references for other 

sources. 17 artifacts were reviewed in total (Table #1). Several sources provided information 

outlining historical and current nicotine-related health policies: including a literature review by 

K. Lichtenberg, a 2014 Surgeon General Report by the National Center for Chronic Disease 

Prevention and Health Promotion, an author manuscript by N. Chadi, S. Hadland, and S. Harris, 

and a literature review by M. O’Connell & L. Kephart. Youth specific addiction and prevention 

were referenced in their articles by David Levy et al., K. Cullen, and A. Glasser et al. S. Walley 

et al. focuses on device manufacturing and marketing along with B. King et al. and K. 

Lichtenberg. 

Table # 1 

Table of Identified Sources  

Source Title Author(s)  Year of 

Publication 

Design  Subject Matter  

A public Health Crisis: 

Electronic Cigarettes, 

VAPE, AND JUUL 

S. Walley et 

al.   

2019 Literature 

Review 

Device 

characteristics, 

marketing, regulation 

Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention - 

Legislation 

National 

Center for 

Chronic 

Disease 

Prevention 

and Health 

Promotion 

2020 N/A Historical National 

Legislation  

e-Cigarette Use Among 

Youth in the United 

States, 2019 

K. Cullen 2019 Cross-

sectional 

analyses  

e-cigarette, youth, 

statistics 

E-cigarettes and youth: 

Patterns of use, potential 

harms, and 

recommendations 

S. Singh et 

al.  

2020 Literature 

Review 

Methods of use, 

recommendations for 

clinic and school-

based interventions 
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E-Cigarettes: Current 

Evidence and Policy 

K. 

Lichtenberg 

2017 Literature 

Review 

Policy, History of e-

cigarettes, e-liquid, 

youth 

Examining the 

relationship of vaping to 

smoking initiation among 

US youth and young 

adults: a reality check 

David Levy 

et al.  

2018 Eight-year 

Longitudinal 

Study 

ENDS, harm 

reduction, youth 

Frequency of youth e-

cigarette and tobacco use 

patterns in the U.S.: 

Measurement precision is 

critical to inform public 

health 

A. Villanti 

et al. 

2017 National 

Survey 

Tobacco, youth, e-

cigarette 

Public Health 

Considerations for 

Adolescent Initiation of 

Electronic Cigarettes 

S. Gaiha & 

B. Halpern-

Felsher 

2020 Author 

Manuscript 

Youth, prevention, e-

cigarettes, provider 

screening 

Public Health Policies on 

E-Cigarettes 

A. Bhalerao 2019 Literature 

Review 

Youth prevention, 

smoker control, 

ENDS regulatory 

measures, challenges, 

dangers 

Regulation of e-cigarettes 

in the United States and 

its role in a Youth 

epidemic 

M. Gottlieb 2019 Literature 

Review 

E-cigarettes, ENDS, 

vaping, nicotine, 

regulation 

The EVALI and Youth 

Vaping EPIDEMICS — 

implications for public 

health 

B. King et 

al.  

2020 Author 

Manuscript 

EVALI outbreak, use 

of statistics, 

intervention 

examples  

The health consequences 

of smoking--50 years of 

progress: A report of the 

Surgeon General 

National 

Center for 

Chronic 

Disease 

Prevention 

and Health 

Promotion 

2014 Report Policy and National 

Efforts 

Tobacco Product Use 

Among Middle and High 

School Students — 

United States 

Gentzke et 

al.  

2020 Report Tobacco, youth, 

strategies, prevention 

Vaporizers, E-Cigarettes, 

and other Electronic 

Nicotine Delivery 

Systems (ENDS) 

FDA 2020 N/A FDA Regulation of 

ENDS 
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Understanding the 

implications of the 

"vaping epidemic" 

among adolescents and 

young adults: A call for 

action 

N. Chadi, S. 

Hadland, & 

S. Harris  

2018 Author 

Manuscript 

Youth, e-cigarettes, 

nicotine, vaping, 

policy 

Youth perspectives on 

concurrent smoking and 

vaping: Implications for 

tobacco control 

T. Antin et 

al.  

2019 Qualitative 

Interviews 

Youth, smoking, 

policy, tobacco  

Youth Vaping and 

Tobacco Use in Context 

in the 

United States: Results 

From the 2018 National 

Youth Tobacco Survey 

A. Glasser 

et al.  

2021 Cross-

sectional 

Survey  

Tobacco, Vaping, 

Youth, Health Risks 

The Changing Tobacco Market  

 The United States Food and Drug Administration began regulating tobacco products in 

2009 under the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act; but it wasn’t until 2016 

that the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act was authorized to regulate all tobacco products, 

including ENDs (Bhalerao et al., 2019;CDC, 2020). There were major tobacco laws enacted 

prior to the entrance and prevalence of ENDs into the U.S. market that outlined regulation of 

labeling, advertising, and smoke-free places that did not specifically mention e-cigarettes 

(Bhalerao et al., 2019; CDC, 2020). In 2019, legislation was passed raising the minimum age to 

purchase tobacco products from 18 to 21 years (FDA, 2020).  

Nicotine and Current Policies 

Currently, there are limited specific, national regulations on ENDs despite pervasive use 

among an underage population (Gottlieb, 2019). State and local authorities have been left to 

implement strategies for restricting underage access and public use (King et al., 2020). Perceived 

social acceptance and lack of perceived threat has also contributed to continued ambiguity of 

application of existing legislation to ENDs (Antin et al., 2019).  
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Youth Initiation of Nicotine Products 

 The tobacco industry has used deceptive advertising techniques in an effort to target 

populations under the age of legal use (Walley et al., 2019). These techniques include the 

manufacturing of kid-friendly and appealing flavored e-liquids (Lichtenberg, 2017; Walley et al., 

2019; Singh et al., 2020; Cullen et al., 2019). The combination of enticing flavors and sleek, 

easily concealable designs has led to an uptake of use by adolescents and the perpetuation of 

assumptions that these devices are less harmful than traditional tobacco products, such as 

cigarettes (CDC, 2020; Singh et al., 2020). Recent action such as new legislation and education 

programs may have contributed to the decline in tobacco product use by youth from 2019 to 

2020, however, surveillance and sustained implementation is necessary to combat the continued 

use among middle and high school students (Gentzke et al., 2020). 
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Discussion  

 Underage nicotine and tobacco use has once again become an epidemic in the United 

States. However, methods of use are noticeably different from the typical tobacco products of 50 

years ago. Over the past decade, there has been an exponential increase in the number of ENDs 

entering the US market. In order for public health professionals to recommend best practices and 

for leaders to develop the best policies, there has to be a comprehensive analysis. To begin 

analyzing the current state of youth nicotine use, the production and expansion of ENDS 

manufacturing, and historical prevention policies. Three primary research questions were 

formulated to organize major results.  

First, I examined what drove the production and expansion of new ENDS and other 

similar devices into the United States market. These nicotine devices were not previously 

included in tobacco related public health education campaigns and were not explicitly cited in 

original legislation limiting marketing and labeling of big tobacco products. This left an opening 

for ENDS to enter the US Market after being patented for commercially in China (Bhalerao et 

al., 2019).  Following their introduction, a lack of awareness in how these devices fit into 

preexisting policies had left grey area in how to monitor their use in public areas. This has led to 

faulty assumptions that ENDs are not as similarly harmful as well-known tobacco products. 

Previously, the most popular nicotine product among American youth was cigarettes and other 

products at an estimated 2 million users, however, e-cigarettes have become the most popular 

product among adolescents at around 3 million users, with use continuing to increase (Gaiha & 

Halpern-Felsher, 2020).  Furthermore, the presence of internet sales has increased access and the 

ability for underage persons to acquire products.  
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Second, I wanted to know why underage youth begin using nicotine products in the first 

place. A combination of sleek manufacturing and youth-tailored advertising, as well as popular 

representation on social media and film, has led to a resurgence in tobacco and nicotine use 

among a younger population. Additionally, the presence of varying nicotine concentrations in 

ENDs products and available e-liquids means that users may not be fully aware of the content of 

their device. A lack of awareness of these products and their prevalence, as well as their easily 

concealable design, has made monitoring among youth by parents and school officials difficult.  

Lastly, I looked at what prevention policies have already been enacted to mitigate the use 

and spread of e-cigarettes among youth. The most recent and arguably the largest piece of 

legislation came in 2019 when the minimum age of purchase for nicotine products was increased 

from 18 years old to 21 years old. While different pieces of legislation have been enacted to help 

protect the public from, e-cigarettes and other devices are relatively new the market and there is 

currently a lack of longitudinal studies in youth which has limited the understanding of long-term 

health consequences in adolescents; the current understanding of prevalence may also be 

underestimated as they are currently reported from surveys (Walley et al., 2021). On a 

community level, ambivalence in how ENDs fit into existing tobacco and nicotine regulations, 

specifically smoke-free air laws, has led to a resurgence in concern for second-hand exposure to 

smoke and aerosols in public places (Antin et al., 2019). 

Implications  

 The primary research questions addressed in this paper can be used to develop several 

public health initiatives going forward. ENDs devices entered the US market and found a 

vulnerability in public health policy and education. Information on how that occurred can be 

used to address the issue of nicotine addiction and act as a case study to prevent the exploitation 
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of other public health vulnerabilities. This analysis can also be used to support the creation of 

prevention methods tailored to youth that address how and why they are becoming addicted to 

nicotine and tobacco products. All of this can be put together to provide recommendations to 

legislation makers to product the American public from major public health concerns.  

Limitations  

 There were limitations to this literature review due to time constraints on research which 

took place over two months. This time restriction limited the number of hours available for 

research as well as writing time. Additionally, resources used for research were limited to search 

engines that were public or free to University of Florida staff and students. Searches were limited 

to PubMed, PubMed Central, and Google Scholar which were known free search engines for 

peer-reviewed literature. Primary sources such as information from the Center for Disease 

control were sought out via Google’s search engine.  

Recommendations  

While public health professionals and national legislators are working to keep up with the 

flood of nicotine products making their way into the public’s hands, there are steps that can be 

taken immediately to mitigate the consequences.   

Primary prevention methods are going to be critical in public health response to e-

cigarette use among youth in the United States; some of these methods, as previously discussed, 

include limiting product marketing and education. These prevention strategies must begin early 

and control strategies for current users would best be managed by pediatricians who are often the 

main providers of healthcare to adolescents in the U.S. (Bhalerao et al., 2019). Pediatricians are 

capable of staying up to date with adolescent related ENDs literature and health education 
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materials pertaining to nicotine and tobacco use and have annual access to patients in which to 

monitor their status, making them the most suited professionals to aide in mitigating the effects.  

While there have been strides made to regulate ENDs at the federal level including 

increased minimum age and FDA regulation of new products entering the market prior to 

approval, there are many other restrictions that may aid in slowing increased underage use 

(Singh et al., 2020). These additional restrictions include further labeling policies and continuing 

regulation of flavors appealing to youth. On the U.S. Food & Drug Administration’s Tobacco 

Products Page, they have e-cigarettes listed with “covered” tobacco products. However, ENDs 

and vapes don’t necessarily contain tobacco but do contain varying levels of nicotine. E-

cigarettes and vapes do not seem to be at the forefront of resource pages like this, which seems 

odd as they are the governing body for regulations. A clearer outline of restrictions is needed 

moving forward. In January of 2020 the FDA released an enforcement policy on unauthorized 

flavored cartridge-based e-cigarettes that restricted premarket authorization on any flavored 

ENDS cartridges and any product that is targeted to minors. However, there are other nicotine 

containing products in stores that still have these appealing flavors such as cigarillos or 

“swishers”.   
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