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In recent years, e-cigarette use (or “vaping”) has emerged as

a smoking alternative. Vaporizers can contain ingredients

ranging from solvents and flavoring to drugs such as nicotine

and cannabinoids. In Canada, addition of nicotine to

e-cigarettes was approved in 2018, and the addition of can-

nabis oils became legally regulated in 2019. However, both

nicotine and cannabis vaping products were widely available

before these dates.

Vaping has generally been viewed as a harm-reduction

strategy due to the well-known adverse effects of smoking

combustible tobacco. E-cigarettes are widely used for smok-

ing cessation and relapse prevention. In this letter, we report

the emergence of an additional phenomenon: vaping as a de

novo substance use pattern.

The data sources for this study included the 2017

Canadian Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs Survey (CTADS,

n ¼ 8,614)2 and the 2019 Canadian Tobacco and Nicotine

Survey (CTNS, n ¼ 16,349).3 The CTADS used an invita-

tion letter to contact sampled households. The letter pro-

vided information for accessing an online questionnaire.

This was followed by telephone contact if there was no

response. The CTNS collected data either by online ques-

tionnaire or by computer-assisted telephone interview. Both

surveys targeted noninstitutionalized adults (age > 15) living

in the 10 provinces. Each data set includes a set of 500

replicate weights developed by Statistics Canada using a

bootstrap procedure. This allows investigators to conduct

analyses that account for methodological features of the sur-

veys and to adjust for nonresponse.

Each survey asked participants whether they had used

e-cigarettes in the past 30 days. In 2017, 2.9% (95% CI,

2.3 to 3.5) reported past 30 day use, whereas the 2019 esti-

mate was 4.7% (95% CI, 4.2 to 5.3). While direct compar-

isons cannot be made, the data suggest an increase in use and

help to quantify the extent of change, previously described as

an “explosion.”1 Both surveys described an expected pattern

of use. E-cigarette users were more likely to be male and

were younger than nonusers. Also, e-cigarette users more

often reported binge drinking, cannabis use, and use of other

drugs. A detailed descriptive analysis of CTNS findings is

available from Statistics Canada.4

A sizable proportion of e-cigarette users in both surveys

reported being current smokers or former smokers, consis-

tent with harm-reduction or smoking cessation goals. For

example, in 2017, 64.5% (95% CI, 55. 5 to 73.6) of

e-cigarette users reported current smoking, compared to

13.5% (95% CI, 12.1 to 15.0) of nonusers. In 2017, 15.5%
of e-cigarette users reported that they had never smoked,

suggesting a de novo pattern of substance use. By 2019, this

proportion had more than doubled to 36.7%. The percentage

of e-cigarette users who were current, former, or

never-smokers is depicted in Figure 1. The observed changes

suggest that e-cigarette use can no longer be regarded exclu-

sively as a smoking cessation or harm-reduction strategy.
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Rather, in 2019, e-cigarette users were equally as likely to be

never smokers or current smokers, whereas a smaller pro-

portion consists of former smokers.

The reasons for these trends cannot be fully clarified by

survey data. However, the 2017 survey included items ask-

ing about reasons for use. Respondents could select more

than 1 reason. The most common reason was “curiosity”:

65.7% (95% CI, 52.1 to 79.3), but a large proportion of

respondents reported a belief that e-cigarettes were less

harmful than conventional cigarettes, both to themselves

(46.9%; 95%CI, 32.4 to 61.4) and others (45.5%; 95% CI,

33.0 to 62.1). The next most common reasons were that

e-cigarettes were viewed as being “more acceptable to non-

tobacco users” (42.7%; 95% CI, 27.0 to 58.1) and that they

contained “flavors I like” (40.8%; 95% CI, 25.0 to 56.5).

As the harms associated with e-cigarette use are not fully

understood,1 the implications of these findings for population

health are uncertain. As e-cigarette use emerges as a new pat-

tern of substance use, the prevalence of e-cigarette-associated

substance use disorders, either involving nicotine or cannabis,

requires ascertainment. Research may also be required to deter-

mine whether conventional treatments for smoking cessation

and cannabis use disorders are effective for cessation in this

growing population and whether cessation of vaping leads to

better mental health outcomes.5

Limitations of this study include methodological features

of the CTADS and CTNS surveys and the differences

between them. In addition to general cautions about the accu-

racy of self-reported responses and representativeness of the

samples, methodological differences necessitate additional

caution when interpreting differences between the 2 surveys.

These surveys use different approaches to sampling, different

modes of data collection, and there are differences in the

wording of some questions. As such, the results are vulnerable

to selection or measurement biases. These surveys provide

high-level epidemiologic data and do not address questions

such as the frequency or dosages of drug exposures or whether

a substance use disorder is present. For example, past month

use may in some cases represent experimentation rather than a

more problematic pattern of use.
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Figure 1. Smoking status among individuals with past 30-day e-cigarette use, by survey year. Note. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.
Estimates reported in the vertical and horizontal bars are the same, depicted in different ways to provide a complementary visual impression
of the mix of smoking types (horizontal) and associated precision (vertical).
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