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The youth epidemic of nicotine addiction

• “Epidemic of youth addiction to nicotine” narrative advanced by 
FDA/CDC since 2018 has provided the underpinning for US policy 
to restrict e-cigarette composition and marketing 

• Findings from the National Youth Tobacco Survey, conducted 
jointly by FDA/CDC , called in evidence

• “These data shock my conscience.…I will not allow a generation 
of children to become addicted to nicotine through e-cigarettes”

• “This is an exploding epidemic. We’ll continue to put the full scope 
of our regulatory tools against this mounting public health crisis”

Scott Gottlieb, FDA Commissioner



https://www.fda.gov/tobacco-products/youth-and-tobacco/youth-tobacco-use-results-national-youth-tobacco-survey

FDA Infographic on NYTS 2020 
November 19th 2020



NYTS and the youth epidemic

• Epidemic of youth nicotine addiction evidenced by rapid 
increase in past-30 day e-cigarette use from 11.7% in 
2017,  to 20.7% in 2018, and 27.5% in 2019

• E-cigarette use considered in isolation from use of other 
tobacco products: no contextualisation

• Dramatic decline in cigarette use largely ignored

• Data from NYTS on self-report measures of 
dependence not analysed or presented

.
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E-cigarette use in context 
of use of other tobacco 
products

E-cigs only, t obacco naive

Tr ied smokeless, never  combust

Tr ied combust ible, never  cigs

< 5 cigar et t es

6-25 cigar et t es

26-99 cigar et t es

100+ cigar et t es
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Past 30 day e-cigarette use by lifetime tobacco use history

NYTS 2018-2019
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Use of e-cigarettes is strongly 
associated with use of other 
tobacco products: least common in 
those who have never tried any 
other product, and rising in graded 
fashion with the extent of 
experience of other products, from 
smokeless through to cigarettes

In 2019, use of e-cigs in the past 30 
days was 13.3% in otherwise 
tobacco-naïve students, rising to 
73.3% among those who had 
smoked 100+ cigarettes
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Extent of the ep idemic?

8. 4%         popul at i on est i mate 780, 000

20. 8%      popul at i on est i mate 3. 05m

1. 0%         popul at i on est i mate 88, 560

Al l  hi gh school  past  30 day e-ci g user s

Tobacco-nai ve past  30 day e-ci g users

Tobacco-nai ve,  used  e-ci gs 20+ days 

i n past  30 days 2. 1%         popul at i on est i mate 203, 990

13. 3%         popul at i on est i mat e 1, 313, 000

27. 5%   popul at i on est i mate 4. 1m



How has nicotine dependence in the whole 
population been impacted?

• Different tobacco products may be associated with differing 
levels of dependence

• Prevalence of use of ‘any tobacco product’ may mislead, as it 
implies similar dependence from all products, while mix of 
products used changes over time  

• Overall burden of nicotine dependence in the population can 
be estimated by averaging self-reported dependence across 
all individuals surveyed: never-users, users of each product 
considered separately, and users of more than one product 
concurrently .



NYTS questions on dependence indicators

• Now think about your responses to the questions about past 30 day use of cigarettes, 
cigars, smokeless tobacco, e-cigarettes, hookahs, roll-your-own cigarettes, pipes, 
snus, dissolvable tobacco, bidis, and heated tobacco products:

During the past 30 days, have you had a strong craving or felt like
you really needed to use a tobacco product of any kind?     Yes/No

How soon after you wake up do you want to use a tobacco product? 
• I do not want to use tobacco products 
• Within 5 minutes 
• From 6 to 30 minutes 
• From more than 30 minutes to 1 hour 
• After more than 1 hour but less than 24 hours 
• I rarely want to use tobacco products 

•
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First want to use within 30 min by product used:

high school students NYTS 2018-2019

Mean ± 95% CI
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Overall population mean craving score:

high school students NYTS

Mean ± 95% CI

"Du rin g  th e  p a s t 3 0  d a y s , h a v e  y o u  h a d  a  s tro n g  c ra v in g  o r

fe lt l ik e  y o u  n e e d e d  to  u s e  a  to b a c c o  p ro d u c t o f a n y  k in d ? "

• Population mean craving 
has not shown a significant 
increase from 2012 to 2019

• The rapid increase in e-
cigarette use from 2017 to 
2019 was accompanied a 
small uptick in population 
craving, but not sufficient to 
return to 2012 level
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Wanting to use within 30 minutes of waking

Overall population mean: high school students NYTS

Mean ± 95% CI

"Ho w s o o n  a fte r y o u  wa k e  u p  d o  y o u  wa n t to  u s e  a  to b a c c o  p ro d u c t? "

• Time from waking to 
wanting to use has not 
shown a significant increase 
from 2012 to 2019

• As with craving, a decline to 
a low value in 2017 was 
followed by a small uptick 
as e-cigarettes surged in 
popularity, but this was not 
sufficient to result in 2019 
being significantly higher 
then 2012



Where does the youth epidemic notion stand now?

• Youth epidemic is a narrative in search of an evidence base

• Little evidence of any substantial increase in overall population dependence 
with surge of e-cigarette use

• Alternative narrative, which sees e-cigarettes supplanting cigarettes as the 
preferred tobacco product, has some support: population dependence 
essentially unchanged with decline of cigarettes and rise of e-cigarettes

• Shift in youth nicotine use to less hazardous means of delivery could bring 
public health gains

• 2020 NYTS data released by FDA show e-cigarette use declining to 19.6%, 
but, as previously, no information is given on use of other tobacco products 
to give context 
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