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GENERAL COMMENTS E-cigarettes is a much debated topic at the moment, and much 
interest is attached to the prevalence of e-cigarette use among 
youth. This makes the current manuscript both relevant and 
interesting, as so far not that many surveys of this magnitude have 
been conducted among young people. In the paper, results from two 
cross-sectional surveys among 10/11 year olds and 11-16 year olds 
are analyzed, with a particular focus on the occurrence of e-cigarette 
use, smoking, and associations between the two. Prevalence figures 
from successively higher ages are used to illustrate an increase in 
both smoking and e-cigarette use as adolescents grow older, an 
increase in the proportion of e-cigarette use among smokers, and an 
increase in the e-cigarette use among never-smokers.  
 
I have three main concerns with this paper.  
Firstly, the use of graphical displays to illustrate the increase in use 
in older ages will very easily be interpreted as an indication of a 
development over time. The same applies to the use of the word 
“trajectory”. As all data is collected at the same point in time, no 
such development can be claimed. All that can be said is that in 
2014, more 15 year-olds than 10-year olds had tried e-cigarettes 
(and cigarettes). If for no other reason, as long as your data mostly 
concerns ever use, this is to be expected. After all a 15-year old has 
had 5 more years available to him for trying out these things. The 
authors should make it more clear that this is the case.  
Secondly, despite the fact that the authors almost all the time 
discuss ever use of e-cigarettes, and most e-cigarette 
experimentation did not evolve into regular use, they refer to this as 
“use” – e-cigarette users, etc. This creates an idea of actual (regular) 
e-cigarette use as being more common than it really is. What for 
example do the authors mean by the sentence (on page 19): 
“among younger children and young people under 14 the majority of 
e-cigarette use occurs among those who report that they have never 
smoked tobacco.” Are most e-cigarettes used by people this young 
used by a non-smoker, or are you referring to the majority of the “I 
have tried it once or a few times” – group? (making it possible that 
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the 1.4% regular users actually use the majority of e-cigarettes.) The 
sentence before also gave a distorted impression in my view: “Many 
children and young people who have used e-cigarettes have never 
tried smoking tobacco.” – As far as I can understand, the authors 
should have used the word “tried” for both habits, and I suggest you 
change this sentence accordingly.  
Thirdly, despite the fact that the authors twice state that: “it is 
important to note the low prevalence of regular e-cigarette use, 
which suggests that e-cigarettes are unlikely to make a major direct 
contribution to adolescent nicotine addiction at present”, much of the 
text otherwise seems to indicate that it will.  
It is quite possible that e-cigarettes will become a more important 
source of nicotine for young people in the future. However, to avoid 
being accused of “activist” tendencies, research papers must strive 
to be as fact- and evidence-based as possible, and caution is 
advised not to be understood as biased.  
 
 
 
Abstract  
“e-cigarettes are more likely to be a gateway into smoking than 
cessation device”: This statement is too strong as it indicates that 
these are the two only options. It is possible for e-cigarettes to not 
be used for cessation, and at the same time not be a gateway.  
 
Introduction  
P6, bottom: give a reference for the Welsh government consultation 
document.  
P7, mid-section: Smoking toolkit-results should be mentioned also.  
 
Methods  
Chets wales 2-section: For a non-English person at least, the 
statement: “cut off point identified as average entitlement across 
whole sample; 17.12%” is not self-explanatory. Clarify what the 
percentage mean. What is meant by “entitlement”?  
Statistical analyses: The statement “to allow comparison of smoking 
trajectories among e-cigarette users etc.” should be modified to 
reduce the risk of readers thinking this is actually happening over 
time.  
 
Results  
The first section (describing response rates etc.) should be moved to 
methods.  
Table 1: explain the abbreviations in footnote (BME & FAS). This is 
particularly important for BME, as it does not seem to be explain 
anywhere in the text.  
P14, mid-section: Check the figure 2.8% current smokers. Based on 
table 1, I am not able to calculate this number. The closest I got was 
to include all 10-16 year olds who smoked at least weekly, and use 
the total combined sample as base (2.85%). This is however not the 
group that are discussed in this section.  
P15 – discussion of figures 1 & 2: consistently use the term “e-
cigarette users” although for ever-smokers you use the term “tried 
tobacco”. Clarify better that the majority of these e-cigarette users 
have only experimented one or a few times.  
P16: discussion of table 2: I am not sure of the value of including a 
discussion of absolute number. What do they add? I suggest 
removing it.  
P17: some error in the last sentence. Also, as 120 RRR are 
specifically mentioned in the abstract, perhaps it should also be 
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mentioned here?  
 
Discussion  
See earlier comments.  
2. paragraph: The idea that e-cigarette use should occur “only 
among individuals who have previously smoked tobacco” to be able 
to conclude that it is used for cessation, is wrong. Even among 
adults, the occurrence of e-cigs is high among current smokers 
although perhaps even higher among recent previous smokers (see 
eg. Smoking toolkit).  
3. paragraph, bottom: The gateway-statement is too strong, and 
wrongly indicate that your results show a time-trend. The authors 
might want to mention also the possibility that some non-smoking 
ever-users of e-cig. might potentially have started with cigarettes in 
any case, eg with reference to some of the research that have been 
done on snus use in Scandinavia.  
Limitation: The idea of an underestimation due to children choosing 
never because they do not understand that a few times includes one 
seems strange to me. However, a limitation is that it is not clear what 
it actually means to have tried an e-cigarette (once) –a single “puff”, 
used it for half an hour etc?  
Include some discussion on actual potential for harm.  
Balance the discussion by making it more visible that more than a 
few times/ regular use involves 2.1% (10/11 yr olds) + 1.4% (11-16 
yr olds).  
 
Discussion  
The section on cessation is too long in my opinion. These 
adolescents are at the starting age, not the quitting age, and it is not 
surprising that they do not use e-cigarettes as a cessation aid. The 
authors‟ reference to gateway is out of place, as the data can not 
say anything about it. Instead of stating that the results are 
“consistent with the gateway hypothesis” it would be more correct to 
say that they are “not in conflict with” it, as consistency implies a 
strengthening which I think is unfounded.  
Instead of focusing so much on cessation I think the authors should 
include a discussion on: a) the differences in harm levels between 
cigarettes and e-cigarettes, to give readers an idea of the 
implications of e-cigarette use by youth per se. b) The difference in 
regulations, age limit on cigarettes and no age limit on e-cigarettes. 
This means of course better availability of e-cigarettes in this age 
group, and could explain some of your results.  
 
References  
Reference 7 and 19 looks to be identical 

 

REVIEWER Konstantinos Farsalinos 
Onassis Cardiac Surgery Center, Greece  
University of Patras, Greece 
 
Two (2) studies (unpublished yet) were performed using unrestricted 
funds provided to the institution (Onassis Cardiac Surgery Center) 
by e-cigarette companies.  
In 2 studies, institutions unrelated to me were funded by e-cigarette 
companies.  
One (1) study was funded by a non-profit association.  
One (1) study was funded by a public crowdfunding campaign.  
Seventeen (17) studies/publications had no funding or other support.  
Three (3) studies currently under review for publication – no funding 
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was received for any of them.  
No funding from the tobacco industry.  
No funding from the pharmaceutical industry. 

REVIEW RETURNED 16-Dec-2014 

 

GENERAL 
COMMENTS 

The study is interesting and needs to be published, however, I suggest 
major revisions. The authors should focus on the conclusions of their 
study, which should be more adhered to the study findings. 
 
Abstract. I think it is important for authors to mention in the abstract how 
regular e-cigarette use was defined. This is important because there are studies 
showing that when true regular use (instead of past 30-day use) is evaluated 
the results are different (e.g. Lois B et al., Nicotine Tob Res 2014; Giovenco D 
et al., Am J Prev Med 2014). 
 
 
Abstract Page 4, lines 3-4. “Many children and young people are using e-
cigarettes, who would not have otherwise been exposed to nicotine, although 
prevalence of regular use is low.” 
I think this sentence needs to be revised. First of all, “using e-cigarettes” implies 
regular use, while the authors obviously refer to trial. Secondly, the phrase 
“would not have otherwise been exposed to nicotine” is not entirely accurate 
because we do not know how many of the these children would have tried 
tobacco cigarettes if e-cigarettes did not exist. 
My proposal for this sentence is: “Many children (including non-smokers) have 
tried e-cigarettes, however, regular use was low and tobacco cigarette use was 
strongly associated with e-cigarette use.” Other important information from the 
HBSC study should be mentioned, such as the very low prevalence of regular 
e-cigarette use in never-smokers (0.4%). 
 
 
There are some serious issues with the conclusions part of the abstract. 
Abstract Page 4, lines 5-12. “Strong upward trends in cigarette and cannabis 
smoking among e-cigarette-users from age 10 to 16 suggest that young people 
are not using e-cigarettes as a cessation device, and are also consistent with a 
gateway effect.” 
This is a statement which is not related to the study findings. The upward trend 
from age 10 to 16 cannot be interpreted as a gateway effect because: 

1. There is no longitudinal follow up of the same population from primary 
to secondary school.  

2. It is rather common and obvious that use of tobacco cigarettes and 
cannabis are more common in older children. The same is expected for 
e-cigarettes. Most likely, age is a gateway to smoking and e-cigarette 
use.  

3. In order to check if e-cigarettes are used as cessation devices, daily 
use of e-cigarettes should be evaluated and longitudinal follow-up is 
needed.  

In my opinion, this sentence should be removed from the conclusion because it 
is not associated with the study findings and interpretation.  
Abstract conclusions should be related to the study finding. E.g., e-cigarette use 
is observed at youth from the age of 10, with consistently higher prevalence 
among ever and current tobacco users. A suggestion for monitoring use in this 
population and the need for longitudinal follow-up studies is also justified. Also, 
it is important to focus on the proportion of never-smokers who have tried e-
cigarettes, mentioning the limitation that past 30-day use is not necessarily 
regular (daily) use. 
 
Abtsract, lines 12-14. “E-cigarettes appear to be becoming normalised within 
the youth population across socio-demographic groups.” 
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Again, this is a conclusion unrelated to the study findings. The study was not 
designed to, and did not evaluate normalization. It is also inconsistent with the 
finding of minimal regular use in the population sample (1.4%). This should be 
removed. 
 
The same comments are applied to the strengths and limitations of the study. 
Instead of presenting the data, the authors make somewhat arbitrary 
conclusions. The authors should clarify whether use means regular or ever use. 
Moreover, regular use is (again) defined as past 30-days use. The authors 
should mention the definition of regular use, because past 30-days use is not 
true regular use.  
The gateway effect should also be removed from that part.  
I think the authors should present the study findings in the article summary. 
They should mention the prevalence of ever and regular use and mention the 
RR of smokers and cannabis users using e-cigarettes compared to non-
smokers. I agree that longitudinal studies are needed. 
 
 
Page 6, lines 27-44. This paragraph presents concerns about the marketing of 
products. However, why colours and flavours are specifically designed to 
appeal to youth? Don‟t adults like flavours and colours? In every consumer 
industry, design is used to appeal customers. I suppose the authors agree that 
no adult prefers to eat, drink or inhale something that is unflavoured. The 
authors should distinguish between the possibility that colours and flavours 
may appeal to youth (which is a legitimate concern) and that colours and 
flavours are marketed specifically for that purpose. In fact, the only study 
evaluating patterns of flavours use in e-cigarette users (Farsalinos et al, Int J 
Environm Res Public Health 2013) showed that flavours are needed to satisfy 
adult e-cigarette users‟ demands, and this study should be cited by the authors. 
 
 
Page 7, lines 27-36. The ASH Wales study (reference 25, which is available 
online: 
http://www.ashwales.org.uk/creo_files/upload/downloads/young_people_and_e-
cigarettes_in_wales_final_march_2014.pdf) found that 4.6% were using e-
cigarettes weekly or more, but only 0.9% of never smokers had used an e-
cigarette. Both should be mentioned in the paper, in order to have a balanced 
presentation. 
 
 
Page 11. It is not clear how the frequency of smoking was assessed in the 
HBSC Wales survey. The authors mention that the frequency was assessed 
using “the same four standard items as above”. If they refer to the items of the 
CHETS Wales 2 survey, it should be clarified.  
 
 
Page 16, lines 51 and 56-58. Could the authors please explain what is the 
reason for comparing absolute numbers? (“the absolute numbers of never/ever 
smokers who have used e-cigarettes on a few occasions (1-5) is almost 
identical.”)?  
 
 
Page 19, lines 32-33. Again, I disagree that there is evidence showing that 
many children who use e-cigarettes would not have otherwise been using 
tobacco. First of all, e-cigarettes do not contain tobacco. Secondly, there is an 
alternative theory, that e-cigarettes might prevent potential tobacco use 
initiation. I think that this study cannot determine which of the two is true, thus, I 
would suggest rephrasing this sentence and just mention what the study found: 
that e-cigarettes are also used by never smokers.  
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Page 20, lines 7-14. “However, if young people were effectively using e-
cigarettes to support cessation one would expect to see a stronger association 
between ever smoking and e-cigarette use than exists between current 
smoking and e-cigarette” 
I think that the study is not able to evaluate the effectiveness of e-cigarette use 
in cessation. Most likely, the authors have found experimentation rather than 
regular use. One would expect true regular (i.e. daily) use to be associated with 
an effort to quit smoking. Unfortunately, the surveys do not provide data on 
regular use in order to assess the effectiveness of e-cigarette use. The past 30-
days use is meaningless in that perspective. Thus, I suggest authors to mention 
that experimentation with e-cigarettes, although not expected to cause any 
problems in terms of nicotine addiction, is also not expected to be effective in 
smoking cessation. 
 
 
Page 20, lines 45-55. “Although, as discussed, only a small number of young 
people report regular use of e-cigarettes, it is possible that many young people 
only use e-cigarettes a small number of times before moving onto tobacco. 
While longitudinal data are required to fully understand the temporal sequence 
of e-cigarette and tobacco use, the sharp age-related increase in percentages 
of ecigarette users who also smoke tobacco is consistent with the gateway 
hypothesis.” 
In my opinion this is pure speculation and should be removed. There is no data 
indicating or implying such an association. The authors already mention that 
they have no data on the temporal sequence of e-cigarette and tobacco use. At 
the same time, it is well-known that smoking prevalence increases with age at 
these age groups. The gateway hypothesis can only be examined by 
longitudinal studies and should take into consideration other factors (e.g. 
whether those people are just prone to use tobacco products whatever they try 
first). Thus, this part of the manuscript should be removed, and the authors 
should mention that there is no data to support whether there is any gateway to 
or from smoking. Other types of studies are needed to explore this hypothesis. 
 
 
Page 21, lines 18-28. I cannot see how the data suggest a normalization 
theory, especially when you consider the very low prevalence of past-30days 
use and the lack of any data on regular (daily) use. I think the study does not 
support this, and it should be removed. 
 
 
Page 21, Limitations paragraph. The authors should specifically mention that 
improved survey measures should capture truly regular (i.e. daily) use. Daily 
use is the most important determinant for nicotine dependence and any 
potential health risk associated with the use of e-cigarettes. 
 
 
Conclusions. All the above mentioned comments I mentioned should be 
considered in a major revision of the Conclusions section of the manuscript. In 
brief, the authors should make a brief overview of their findings and avoid 
arbitrary conclusions about gateway effects and normalization, which are not 
supported by the data and the type of study they performed. 
 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1  

 

E-cigarettes is a much debated topic at the moment, and much interest is attached to the prevalence 
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of e-cigarette use among youth. This makes the current manuscript both relevant and interesting, as 

so far not that many surveys of this magnitude have been conducted among young people. In the 

paper, results from two cross-sectional surveys among 10/11 year olds and 11-16 year olds are 

analyzed, with a particular focus on the occurrence of e-cigarette use, smoking, and associations 

between the two. Prevalence figures from successively higher ages are used to illustrate an increase 

in both smoking and e-cigarette use as adolescents grow older, an increase in the proportion of e-

cigarette use among smokers, and an increase in the e-cigarette use among never-smokers. I have 

three main concerns with this paper.  

 

-We thank reviewer 1 for their very positive and constructive feedback. We have addressed all their 

concerns via the revisions detailed below.  

 

Firstly, the use of graphical displays to illustrate the increase in use in older ages will very easily be 

interpreted as an indication of a development over time. The same applies to the use of the word 

“trajectory”. As all data is collected at the same point in time, no such development can be claimed. 

All that can be said is that in 2014, more 15 year-olds than 10-year olds had tried e-cigarettes (and 

cigarettes). If for no other reason, as long as your data mostly concerns ever use, this is to be 

expected. After all a 15-year old has had 5 more years available to him for trying out these things. The 

authors should make it more clear that this is the case.  

 

-Although we agree that one could interpret the graphs as presenting development over time, it is 

clear from the title of our manuscript and throughout that we are reporting only on cross-sectional 

data. Hence, we do not know whether for example the difference between ever use from Year 9 to 10 

represents the number of children who used e-cigarettes for the first time between these ages. A 

footnote is now included for both graphs indicating that data are cross-sectional and this comment 

added to the strengths and limitations section. We have also removed the word trajectory throughout 

and made clearer that we are comparing by age group at one timepoint.  

 

Secondly, despite the fact that the authors almost all the time discuss ever use of e-cigarettes, and 

most e-cigarette experimentation did not evolve into regular use, they refer to this as “use” – e-

cigarette users, etc. This creates an idea of actual (regular) e-cigarette use as being more common 

than it really is.  

 

-We have edited throughout, changing terms such as „e-cigarette users‟ to „ever users of e-cigarettes‟ 

where appropriate.  

 

What for example do the authors mean by the sentence (on page 19): “among younger children and 

young people under 14 the majority of e-cigarette use occurs among those who report that they have 

never smoked tobacco.”  

 

-We have edited this sentence to “among younger people under-14 the majority who had ever used 

an e-cigarette reported that they had never smoked tobacco.”  

 

Are most e-cigarettes used by people this young used by a non-smoker, or are you referring to the 

majority of the “I have tried it once or a few times” – group? (making it possible that the 1.4% regular 

users actually use the majority of e-cigarettes.) The sentence before also gave a distorted impression 

in my view: “Many children and young people who have used e-cigarettes have never tried smoking 

tobacco.” – As far as I can understand, the authors should have used the word “tried” for both habits, 

and I suggest you change this sentence accordingly.  

 

-This sentence has been amended to “Many young people who have ever used an e-cigarette have 

never used tobacco”  
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Thirdly, despite the fact that the authors twice state that: “it is important to note the low prevalence of 

regular e-cigarette use, which suggests that e-cigarettes are unlikely to make a major direct 

contribution to adolescent nicotine addiction at present”, much of the text otherwise seems to indicate 

that it will. It is quite possible that e-cigarettes will become a more important source of nicotine for 

young people in the future. However, to avoid being accused of “activist” tendencies, research papers 

must strive to be as fact- and evidence-based as possible, and caution is advised not to be 

understood as biased. Having carefully re-read our discussion, at no point do we make any 

suggestion that experimental e-cigarette use will contribute to nicotine addiction. Hence, we have not 

made any changes in response to this comment.  

 

- We agree with them the research papers must be evidence-based, and always work according to 

this principle, and changes detailed above will help guarantee these data are not over-interpreted.  

 

Minor comments  

Abstract : “e-cigarettes are more likely to be a gateway into smoking than cessation device”: This 

statement is too strong as it indicates that these are the two only options. It is possible for e-cigarettes 

to not be used for cessation, and at the same time not be a gateway.  

 

- We have removed this sentence and replaced with a simple statement of key findings “Ever use of 

e-cigarettes is more common than ever use of tobacco for all groups except the oldest age group (age 

15-16 years).”  

 

Introduction: P6, bottom: give a reference for the Welsh government consultation document.  

 

- The consultation document was referenced (19), but there was a numbering error (reference 20 was 

given instead). This has now been corrected. We thank the reviewer for highlighting this.  

 

Introduction : P7, mid-section: Smoking toolkit-results should be mentioned also.  

 

- The smoking toolkit focuses on people aged 16 or over, whereas this section discusses e-cigarette 

use by young people. Hence, we have not added a reference here.  

 

Methods: Chets wales 2-section: For a non-English person at least, the statement: “cut off point 

identified as average entitlement across whole sample; 17.12%” is not self-explanatory. Clarify what 

the percentage mean. What is meant by “entitlement”?  

 

- This sentence has been changed to “For CHETS Wales, state maintained schools with year-6 

students were stratified according to high/low free school meal entitlement (above and below the 

national median of 17.12% of children within the school entitled to a free lunch on the basis of a low 

family income) and local education authority.”  

 

 

Methods: Statistical analyses: The statement “to allow comparison of smoking trajectories among e-

cigarette users etc.” should be modified to reduce the risk of readers thinking this is actually 

happening over time.  

 

- The term trajectory has been removed throughout.  

 

Results: The first section (describing response rates etc.) should be moved to methods.  

 

- It is common practice to report response rates at the start of the results section. We have done this 
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for all other papers published from CHETS and CHETS 2 (including our other recent paper on e-

cigarette use published in another BMJ group journal - Tobacco Control). Hence, to maintain 

consistency in reporting, we have not moved this.  

 

Results: Table 1: explain the abbreviations in footnote (BME & FAS). This is particularly important for 

BME, as it does not seem to be explain anywhere in the text.  

 

- Definitions are now provided  

 

Results: P14, mid-section: Check the figure 2.8% current smokers. Based on table 1, I am not able to 

calculate this number. The closest I got was to include all 10-16 year olds who smoked at least 

weekly, and use the total combined sample as base (2.85%). This is however not the group that are 

discussed in this section.  

 

- This has been corrected. We thank the reviewer for identifying an error which occurred in editing.  

 

Results: P15 – discussion of figures 1 & 2: consistently use the term “e-cigarette users” although for 

ever-smokers you use the term “tried tobacco”. Clarify better that the majority of these e-cigarette 

users have only experimented one or a few times.  

 

- As described above, we have replaced the term „e-cigarette users‟, with „young people who have 

ever used an e-cigarette‟.  

 

Results: P16: discussion of table 2: I am not sure of the value of including a discussion of absolute 

number. What do they add? I suggest removing it.  

 

- Discussion of absolute values is important because given that the percentage of smokers at this age 

is small, focusing purely on the percentage of smokers and non-smokers who use e-cigarettes may 

give a misleading impression that ever use of e-cigarettes primarily occurs only among smokers. The 

large pool of never-smokers for example includes almost as many ever users of e-cigarettes as does 

the small pool of ever-smokers. This is now clarified in the results and the discussion.  

 

Results: P17: some error in the last sentence. Also, as 120 RRR are specifically mentioned in the 

abstract, perhaps it should also be mentioned here?  

 

- The sentence has been edited and the suggested odds ratio added  

 

Discussion: The idea that e-cigarette use should occur “only among individuals who have previously 

smoked tobacco” to be able to conclude that it is used for cessation, is wrong. Even among adults, 

the occurrence of e-cigs is high among current smokers although perhaps even higher among recent 

previous smokers (see e.g. Smoking toolkit).  

 

- We maintain that if a child has never used tobacco, the possibility that they are using an e-cigarette 

to help them quit tobacco can be ruled out. For both of the scenarios the reviewer lists (high use 

among current smokers or among previous smokers), the e-cigarette user has clearly smoked 

tobacco at some point in the past or present. The ideal scenario for public health would be that once 

an e-cigarette is used, use of tobacco ceases.  

 

Discussion: The section on cessation is too long in my opinion. These adolescents are at the starting 

age, not the quitting age, and it is not surprising that they do not use e-cigarettes as a cessation aid.  

 

-While we agree that uptake of smoking is a key issue for this age group, we also demonstrate that a 
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significant proportion of young people (particularly those in older age groups) do report having regular 

established tobacco use. While the majority of interventions for this age group focus upon preventing 

uptake, interventions to promote cessation among those who have already started smoking are 

important. Given that e-cigarettes are widely promoted by manufacturers as offering cessation 

benefits, we believe that it is valid to consider whether young people might be using e-cigarettes as a 

cessation device.  

 

Discussion: The gateway-statement is too strong, and wrongly indicate that your results show a time-

trend. The authors might want to mention also the possibility that some non-smoking ever-users of e-

cig. might potentially have started with cigarettes in any case, e.g. with reference to some of the 

research that have been done on snus use in Scandinavia. The authors‟ reference to gateway is out 

of place, as the data cannot say anything about it. Instead of stating that the results are “consistent 

with the gateway hypothesis” it would be more correct to say that they are “not in conflict with” it, as 

consistency implies a strengthening which I think is unfounded.  

 

- Although we already presented this conclusion cautiously, beginning the sentence by emphasising 

the need for longitudinal data, in response to comments from both reviewers we have edited this 

section to offer a more balanced discussion of gateway effects, including both the WHO conclusion 

that there is currently no evidence either way and citations to 2 recent cross sectional surveys 

showing associations of e-cigarette use with intention to smoke.  

 

Discussion, Limitations: The idea of an underestimation due to children choosing never because they 

do not understand that a few times includes one seems strange to me. However, a limitation is that it 

is not clear what it actually means to have tried an e-cigarette (once) –a single “puff”, used it for half 

an hour etc?  

 

- In UK English (the first language of the children completing the survey) the term „a few‟ is generally 

considered to mean more than one, but a small number. This is now clarified. We also add discussion 

of the lack of current unified definition of what constitutes „use‟ of an e-cigarette  

 

Discussion: Instead of focusing so much on cessation I think the authors should include a discussion 

on: (a) the differences in harm levels between cigarettes and e-cigarettes, to give readers an idea of 

the implications of e-cigarette use by youth per se and (b) The difference in regulations, age limit on 

cigarettes and no age limit on e-cigarettes. This means of course better availability of e-cigarettes in 

this age group, and could explain some of your results.  

 

-The first sentence of the manuscript highlights harm reduction arguments surrounding e-cigarettes. 

As our data are focused on behavioural rather than biomedical issues surrounding these devices, we 

do not return to this in the discussion;  

- Since submission of this paper, the Welsh Government have launched a consultation on limiting the 

age of sale of e-cigarettes, which we now cite.  

 

Discussion: Balance the discussion by making it more visible that more than a few times/ regular use 

involves 2.1% (10/11 yr olds) + 1.4% (11-16 yr olds).  

 

- We mention twice in the discussion that regular use was low, and have now also added this to our 

„article summary‟.  

 

Reference 7 and 19 looks to be identical.  

- The references are distinct  

 

Reviewer 2  
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The study is interesting and needs to be published, however, I suggest major revisions. The authors 

should focus on the conclusions of their study, which should be more adhered to the study findings.  

 

-We thank reviewer 2 for their support and constructive feedback. We have addressed all their 

concerns via the revisions detailed below.  

 

Abstract. I think it is important for authors to mention in the abstract how regular e-cigarette use was 

defined. This is important because there are studies showing that when true regular use (instead of 

past 30-day use) is evaluated the results are different (e.g. Lois B et al., Nicotine Tob Res 2014; 

Giovenco D et al., Am J Prev Med 2014).  

 

- Our measure of regular e-cigarette use was not past 30 day use, but use at least once a month. This 

is now indicated in the abstract.  

 

Abstract Page 4, lines 3-4. “Many children and young people are using e-cigarettes, who would not 

have otherwise been exposed to nicotine, although prevalence of regular use is low.” I think this 

sentence needs to be revised. First of all, “using e-cigarettes” implies regular use, while the authors 

obviously refer to trial. Secondly, the phrase “would not have otherwise been exposed to nicotine” is 

not entirely accurate because we do not know how many of the these children would have tried 

tobacco cigarettes if e-cigarettes did not exist. My proposal for this sentence is: “Many children 

(including non-smokers) have tried e-cigarettes, however, regular use was low and tobacco cigarette 

use was strongly associated with e-cigarette use.”  

 

-This sentence has been amended as proposed.  

 

Other important information from the HBSC study should be mentioned, such as the very low 

prevalence of regular e-cigarette use in never-smokers (0.4%).  

 

- We now also cite this figure in the abstract  

 

There are some serious issues with the conclusions part of the abstract. Abstract Page 4, lines 5-12: 

“Strong upward trends in cigarette and cannabis smoking among e-cigarette-users from age 10 to 16 

suggest that young people are not using e-cigarettes as a cessation device, and are also consistent 

with a gateway effect.” This is a statement which is not related to the study findings. The upward trend 

from age 10 to 16 cannot be interpreted as a gateway effect because: 1. There is no longitudinal 

follow up of the same population from primary to secondary school. 2. It is rather common and 

obvious that use of tobacco cigarettes and cannabis are more common in older children. The same is 

expected for e-cigarettes. Most likely, age is a gateway to smoking and e-cigarette use. 3. In order to 

check if e-cigarettes are used as cessation devices, daily use of e-cigarettes should be evaluated and 

longitudinal follow-up is needed. In my opinion, this sentence should be removed from the conclusion 

because it is not associated with the study findings and interpretation. Abstract conclusions should be 

related to the study finding. E.g., e-cigarette use is observed at youth from the age of 10, with 

consistently higher prevalence among ever and current tobacco users. A suggestion for monitoring 

use in this population and the need for longitudinal follow-up studies is also justified. Also, it is 

important to focus on the proportion of never-smokers who have tried e-cigarettes, mentioning the 

limitation that past 30-day use is not necessarily regular (daily) use. Abtsract, lines 12-14. “E-

cigarettes appear to be becoming normalised within the youth population across socio-demographic 

groups.” Again, this is a conclusion unrelated to the study findings. The study was not designed to, 

and did not evaluate normalization. It is also inconsistent with the finding of minimal regular use in the 

population sample (1.4%). This should be removed. The same comments are applied to the strengths 

and limitations of the study. Instead of presenting the data, the authors make somewhat arbitrary 
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conclusions. The authors should clarify whether use means regular or ever use. Moreover, regular 

use is (again) defined as past 30-days use. The authors should mention the definition of regular use, 

because past 30-days use is not true regular use. The gateway effect should also be removed from 

that part.  

 

- The conclusions section of the abstract and the article summary have been entirely redrafted to be 

more fully in line with the findings of the study.  

 

I think the authors should present the study findings in the article summary. They should mention the 

prevalence of ever and regular use and mention the RR of smokers and cannabis users using e-

cigarettes compared to non-smokers. I agree that longitudinal studies are needed.  

 

- We have reviewed some examples of article summaries in previous issues of BMJ Open, and these 

do not usually include detailed statistics. We have included percentage prevalence figures.  

 

Page 6, lines 27-44. This paragraph presents concerns about the marketing of products. However, 

why colours and flavours are specifically designed to appeal to youth? Don‟t adults like flavours and 

colours? In every consumer industry, design is used to appeal customers. I suppose the authors 

agree that no adult prefers to eat, drink or inhale something that is unflavoured. The authors should 

distinguish between the possibility that colours and flavours may appeal to youth (which is a legitimate 

concern) and that colours and flavours are marketed specifically for that purpose. In fact, the only 

study evaluating patterns of flavours use in e-cigarette users (Farsalinos et al, Int J Environm Res 

Public Health 2013) showed that flavours are needed to satisfy adult e-cigarette users‟ demands, and 

this study should be cited by the authors.  

 

- We have reworded this paragraph to indicate that the likelihood of these flavours appealing to young 

people is a key concern, drawing on a comparison with the drinks industry‟s promotion of alcopops. 

We also add the suggested reference.  

 

Page 7, lines 27-36. The ASH Wales study (reference 25 found that 4.6% were using e-cigarettes 

weekly or more, but only 0.9% of never smokers had used an e-cigarette. Both should be mentioned 

in the paper, in order to have a balanced presentation.  

 

-This additional figure has been cited.  

 

Page 11. It is not clear how the frequency of smoking was assessed in the HBSC Wales survey. The 

authors mention that the frequency was assessed using “the same four standard items as above”. If 

they refer to the items of the CHETS Wales 2 survey, it should be clarified.  

 

-This section has been revised to clarify that the same measure of current smoking was used in both 

surveys.  

 

Page 16, lines 51 and 56-58. Could the authors please explain what is the reason for comparing 

absolute numbers? (“the absolute numbers of never/ever smokers who have used e-cigarettes on a 

few occasions (1-5) is almost identical.”)?  

 

- Discussion of absolute numbers is important because given that the percentage of smokers at this 

age is small, focusing purely on the percentage of smokers and non-smokers who use e-cigarettes 

may give a misleading impression that ever use of e-cigarettes primarily occurs only among smokers. 

The large pool of never-smokers for example includes almost as many ever users of e-cigarettes as 

does the small pool of ever-smokers. This is now clarified at the start of the discussion.  
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Page 19, lines 32-33. Again, I disagree that there is evidence showing that many children who use e-

cigarettes would not have otherwise been using tobacco. First of all, e-cigarettes do not contain 

tobacco. Secondly, there is an alternative theory, that e-cigarettes might prevent potential tobacco 

use initiation. I think that this study cannot determine which of the two is true, thus, I would suggest 

rephrasing this sentence and just mention what the study found: that e-cigarettes are also used by 

never smokers.  

 

- This sentence has been removed.  

 

Page 20, lines 7-14. “However, if young people were effectively using e-cigarettes to support 

cessation one would expect to see a stronger association between ever smoking and e-cigarette use 

than exists between current smoking and e-cigarette” I think that the study is not able to evaluate the 

effectiveness of e-cigarette use in cessation. Most likely, the authors have found experimentation 

rather than regular use. One would expect true regular (i.e. daily) use to be associated with an effort 

to quit smoking. Unfortunately, the surveys do not provide data on regular use in order to assess the 

effectiveness of e-cigarette use. The past 30-days use is meaningless in that perspective. Thus, I 

suggest authors to mention that experimentation with e-cigarettes, although not expected to cause 

any problems in terms of nicotine addiction, is also not expected to be effective in smoking cessation.  

 

- We have now added the following sentence: “However, it is important to note that the survey did not 

measure daily use; experimental use of e-cigarettes is likely to contribute little either to nicotine 

addiction or to smoking cessation efforts.”  

 

Page 20, lines 45-55. “Although, as discussed, only a small number of young people report regular 

use of e-cigarettes, it is possible that many young people only use e-cigarettes a small number of 

times before moving onto tobacco. While longitudinal data are required to fully understand the 

temporal sequence of e-cigarette and tobacco use, the sharp age-related increase in percentages of 

ecigarette users who also smoke tobacco is consistent with the gateway hypothesis.” In my opinion 

this is pure speculation and should be removed. There is no data indicating or implying such an 

association. The authors already mention that they have no data on the temporal sequence of e-

cigarette and tobacco use. At the same time, it is well-known that smoking prevalence increases with 

age at these age groups. The gateway hypothesis can only be examined by longitudinal studies and 

should take into consideration other factors (e.g. whether those people are just prone to use tobacco 

products whatever they try first). Thus, this part of the manuscript should be removed, and the authors 

should mention that there is no data to support whether there is any gateway to or from smoking. 

Other types of studies are needed to explore this hypothesis.  

 

- While we have retained the text preceding the sentences highlighted by the reviewer, which highlight 

gateway effects as one of several competing explanations for our data, we remove the specific 

sentences. We mention that the WHO acknowledge that there is currently no evidence for or against 

the gateway effect. We also cite two recent cross-sectional surveys which have shown associations 

between e-cigarette use and intention to smoke tobacco.  

 

Page 21, lines 18-28. I cannot see how the data suggest a normalization theory, especially when you 

consider the very low prevalence of past-30days use and the lack of any data on regular (daily) use. I 

think the study does not support this, and it should be removed.  

 

-We have amended this sentence but maintain that this “potential” is worthy of discussion in light of 

these date. Hence we have not removed this sentence entirely.  

 

Page 21, Limitations paragraph. The authors should specifically mention that improved survey 

measures should capture truly regular (i.e. daily) use. Daily use is the most important determinant for 
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nicotine dependence and any potential health risk associated with the use of e-cigarettes.  

 

-This is now mentioned.  

 

Conclusions. All the above mentioned comments I mentioned should be considered in a major 

revision of the Conclusions section of the manuscript. In brief, the authors should make a brief 

overview of their findings and avoid arbitrary conclusions about gateway effects and normalization, 

which are not supported by the data and the type of study they performed.  

 

-The conclusions section has been completely revised as proposed. 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Ingeborg Lund 
Norwegian institute for alcohol and drug research, Norway 

REVIEW RETURNED 09-Feb-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is a much improved version of the paper, and i have only one 
comment: I still find the inclusion of the "absolute proportions" of e-
cigarette users among non-smokers a little problematic. The authors 
should insert some information (on page 17, second last sentence) 
about the larger size of the group of non-smokers. Also, largely due 
to the inclusion of these absolute proportions, the first page of the 
discussion is difficult to understand, and needs clarification - I realize 
that there is nothing wrong with what is written, but nevertheless, as 
a reader one is left wondering whether e-cig use is more common 
among non-smokers, or whether there is a strong dose response 
between smoking and e-cig-use.  
 
Otherwise i thought the paper was well written, and much more 
balanced than before. Much better discussion of the potential 
gateway-effect.  

 

REVIEWER Konstantinos Farsalinos 
Onassis Carciac Surgery Center, Greece  
University of Patras, Greece 
 
I have 23 publications on e-cigarettes  
2 (unpublished yet) studies using funds provided to the institution by 
e-cigarette companies.  
In 2 studies, institutions unrelated to me were funded by e-cigarette 
companies  
1 study funded by a non-profit association  
1 study funded by crowdfunding campaign  
19 publications with no funding or other support  
No funding from tobacco industry  
No funding from pharmaceutical industry 

REVIEW RETURNED 09-Feb-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The manuscript is significantly improved, and I suggest only minor 
revisions. The authors could address the revisions without the need 
for me to review the manuscript again.  
 
Page 7. “For example, the 2011 and 2012 United States Youth 
Tobacco Surveys revealed that e-cigarette use among 11-18 year-
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olds more than doubled in one year, from 3.3% in 2011, to 6.8% in 
2012.[7]”  
Please rephrase as “ever use” or “trial”.  
 
Page 7. “Further analyses found that e-cigarette use among this 
population did not appear to support cessation and was more likely 
to have adverse health effects via subsequent use of conventional 
cigarettes. [12]”  
Neither reference 12 nor any other study has found that e-cigarette 
use has resulted in subsequent use of conventional cigarettes. This 
should be rephrased as: “Further analyses found that e-cigarette use 
among this population did not appear to support cessation and 
raised concerns about potential adverse health effects if it would 
lead to subsequent use of conventional cigarettes. [12]” (or 
something similar). 

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1  

This is a much improved version of the paper, and i have only one comment: I still find the inclusion of 

the "absolute proportions" of e-cigarette users among non-smokers a little problematic. The authors 

should insert some information (on page 17, second last sentence) about the larger size of the group 

of non-smokers. Also, largely due to the inclusion of these absolute proportions, the first page of the 

discussion is difficult to understand, and needs clarification - I realize that there is nothing wrong with 

what is written, but nevertheless, as a reader one is left wondering whether e-cig use is more 

common among non-smokers, or whether there is a strong dose response between smoking and e-

cig-use.  

 

- we have highlight on page 17 of the larger size of the group of current smokers, and clarified the 

sentence on absolute numbers in the discussion.  

 

 

Reviewer 2  

 

The manuscript is significantly improved, and I suggest only minor revisions. The authors could 

address the revisions without the need for me to review the manuscript again.  

 

Page 7. “For example, the 2011 and 2012 United States Youth Tobacco Surveys revealed that e-

cigarette use among 11-18 year-olds more than doubled in one year, from 3.3% in 2011, to 6.8% in 

2012.[7]” Please rephrase as “ever use” or “trial”.  

 

- this change has been made  

 

Page 7. “Further analyses found that e-cigarette use among this population did not appear to support 

cessation and was more likely to have adverse health effects via subsequent use of conventional 

cigarettes. [12]” Neither reference 12 nor any other study has found that e-cigarette use has resulted 

in subsequent use of conventional cigarettes. This should be rephrased as: “Further analyses found 

that e-cigarette use among this population did not appear to support cessation and raised concerns 

about potential adverse health effects if it would lead to subsequent use of conventional cigarettes. 

[12]” (or something similar).  

 

- we have edited both sentences as recommended 
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