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AUTHORS Hilton, Shona; Weishaar, Heide; Sweeting, Helen; Trevisan, Filippo; 
Katikireddi, Srinivasa 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Joel L. Nitzkin, MD 
JLN, MD Associates, LLC  
USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 12-Jul-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS A very nicely done study, that could be significantly enhanced by 
inclusion of some important detail. The Methods section should offer 
more detail as to how the schools and participants were selected. 
Were they random, or otherwise selected? How many invited to 
participate, and how many declined, and how did they differ?  
It would also help to have some background in terms of whether, at 
the time of the focus groups -- were any anti e-cig programs in 
progress, where did the users get their e-cigs? Were vape-shops 
available, and, if so, were they commonly used by teens?  
 
To enhance consideration of the gateway hypothesis -- which is the 
most important issue in this paper -- if there is information from the 
session from dual users and others -- which came first -- use of e-
cigs or use of cigs? Also, with regard to the gateway hypothesis, did 
opinions differ between smokers and non-smokers and between e-
cig users and non-users?  

 

REVIEWER Dr. Muhammad Aziz Rahman 
Deakin University, Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 25-Jul-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have selected an important area of research, where we 
need to get more evidence to regulate use of electronic cigarettes  

 

REVIEWER Adam M. Lippert 
University of Colorado Denver, USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 22-Sep-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The current study examines qualitative data drawn from a small 
sample of teenagers living in the UK. The authors show that 
adolescents have deep questions regarding the health risks of e-
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cigarettes, and also paint a portrait of teenage motivations to use e-
cigarettes and their appeal. In general, I quite like the study and feel 
that its qualitative design fills some gaps in the current adolescent e-
cigarette use literature. I also have some concerns that I hope the 
authors can address before re-submitting their study:  
 
The authors should say more about how the smokers and ‘vapers’ 
were classified. Specifically, I’m curious about the ‘current’ category. 
It seems that selection of this category was up to the teenage 
respondent’s own definition of what ‘current’ means, although 
tobacco researchers have some standard definitions of this (e.g., 
100+ cigarettes smoked lifetime + 1 or more smoking occasions in 
the past month). Such definitions are less clear for e-cigarettes, 
which is a drawback of current scientific practices, but at any rate, I’d 
like the authors to say more about how these categories were 
defined (or self-identified) and what cautions this might warrant 
when interpreting the findings.  
 
I would like to see the authors contextualize their findings against 
other published research. For instance, the qualitative data here 
suggest that teenagers are unconcerned with second-hand ‘vapor,’ 
but the authors do not link that finding to published work examining 
whether second-hand vapor is indeed a health risk. In this case, it 
seems that teen perceptions get it right, as animal models have 
shown relatively few harms of secondhand vapor, findings which 
should be linked in the Discussion section to this particular finding of 
the authors (flagging discrepancies between teen beliefs and 
scientific findings would be especially valuable). Other aspects that 
could be linked more include contextualizing teen beliefs about e-
cigarettes within the school social environment (see for instance my 
paper with Daniel Corsi or maybe some of the neighborhood-based 
work on proximity of schools to vape shops) and the relatively 
permeable internet sales of e-cigarettes to minors (see for instance 
Williams et al 2015, or an alternative UK-based study if available):  
 
Corsi, D. and Lippert, AM. 2016. An examination of the shift in 
school-level clustering of US adolescent electronic cigarette use and 
its multilevel correlates, 2011–2013. Health & Place 38.  
 
Williams, R.S.,Derrick,J.,Ribisl,K.M.,2015.Electronic cigarette sales 
to minors via the internet. JAMA Pediatr. 169.  
 
A related point is that there’s almost no discussion of how the teens 
here perceived the addictive properties of e-cigarettes, and whether 
they perceived the addictivity of e-cigs to be lower than combustibles 
cigs. My own preliminary analyses of the 2015 NYTS data from the 
US suggest that teens believe that e-cigarettes are far less addictive 
than combustibles (especially if they attend schools where e-cig use 
is common), even though both contain highly-addictive nicotine. If 
the authors have any data that speak to teenage perceptions of e-
cig addictivity it would be worthwhile to present these data in the 
section on harm perceptions.  
 
Minor:  
The tables have some formatting issues that occasionally make it 
difficult to read  
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VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1: We thank the reviewer for their positive comments and have taken on board their 

recommendations. We have added in more methods detail for how the participants were selected. 

Please note that no recruitment was through schools, but we have made changes to the text to make 

our approach to recruitment more transparent. The participants in this study who had vaped, by-and-

large got their e-cigs from other teenagers or from the internet - we have added this detail in now, and 

thank the reviewer for pointing this omission out. All of the participants were aware of vape shops, but 

none of the participants spoke of going into vape shops to buy e-cigarettes. Please note that we 

asked a general question about where they got their e-cigs from rather than a specific focus on vape 

shops, and again we have added text into the paper to clarify this point. During the time of conducting 

the focus groups there were no public health campaigns but there was debate about what regulation 

should be implemented and on whether a gateway effect might exist, further details of which have 

been added into background information. In consideration of the gateway hypothesis we are keen to 

stress that our sample is not representative of British youth and the sample size did not allow detailed 

analyses of differences in opinions with regard to smoking status, e-cigarette use and socio-economic 

variables and the key aim was to explore teenagers’ opinions more generally of what they see going 

on around them. We have changed the text and highlighted this more explicitly as a limitation.  

 

Reviewer 2: We thank this reviewer for his remarks and for recognising that this is an important area 

of research, where we need to get more evidence to regulate use of electronic cigarettes.  

 

Reviewer 3: Again, we would like to thank this reviewer for the time taken and positive remarks on our 

study and for highlighting concerns that I hope we have now addressed satisfactorily. In respect of the 

classification of smokers and vapers, we have now included more detail in our methods, and also a 

reference for the routine Scottish Schools Adolescent Lifestyle and Substance Use Survey (SALSUS) 

from which the items were derived. Specifically, participants were asked ‘Do you smoke cigarettes at 

all nowadays?’ (SALSUS item), with the equivalent ‘Do you use an e-cigarette at all nowadays?’. 

Given low rates of smoking at this age (76% of Scottish 13 and 15 year olds had never smoked in the 

2013 SALSUS), the more detailed follow-up question was collapsed to three categories (never tried, 

not even a puff or two; had a puff or two but never smoke now; sometimes smoke) with the equivalent 

for e-cigarettes (never used, not even once; once or twice tried, but never use now; sometimes use). 

As we also now note, there was complete agreement between the two items in respect of 

currently/sometimes smoking and only one discrepancy in respect of current/sometimes e-cigarettes 

use. We have also amended our description (in the tables and results) of the ‘once had a puff or 

two/once or twice tried, but never smoke/use now’ category from ‘tried/ex’ to ‘tried’.  

 

We would like to particularly thank this reviewer for sending us the references for two important 

studies that have been recently published. Having read both papers, we agree that this is work that is 

highly relevant and we have included them as useful comparative findings in our discussion. On the 

related point of there being almost no discussion of how the teens perceived the addictive properties 

of e-cigarettes we have gone back to the data and analyzed it further to pull out this data and highlight 

the fact that the teenagers in this study perceived the e-cigarettes to be less addictive than traditional 

cigarettes - this finding sounds like it resonates with some early preliminary analyses which the 

reviewer is working on and we hope the reviewer may wish to cross-reference our work once it is 

published. We also thank the reviewer for pointing out the formatting issue with our table which is now 

fixed.  

 

We very much look forward to hearing from the reviewers and again thank you for considering our 

manuscript for publication in BMJ Open. 
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VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Adam M. Lippert 
University of Colorado Denver, USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 25-Oct-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is a revised version of a previously-reviewed qualitative study of 
adolescents' views of e-cigarettes, including reasons for use and 
safety perceptions. The authors responded to all my earlier 
concerns/suggestions and the paper now boasts additional insights 
that few previous studies have identified. Additionally, the results 
corroborate findings from other reports (e.g., the increasing visibility 
of vaping tricks on Youtube, identified by Grace Kong and 
colleagues). This is a great study and I look forward to citing it in my 
own work.   
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