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Introduction 

  Recent news reports on the increased popularity of electronic cigarettes (also 

known as e-cigarettes) and the lack of government regulations on these emerging 

products, raises concern for youth and their health.  Without government regulation of 

e-cigarettes, manufacturers can market and sell to minors.  Advertisements are already 

in magazines, on television and in stores.  According to Wells Fargo analysts, the “retail 

market for e-vapor products likely exceeds $2 billion in the U.S. today” (Herzog, 

Gerberi, & Scott, 2014, p. 2).  With the tremendous growth in e-cigarette sales we can 

expect the marketing campaigns to intensify.  Some believe the marketing will resemble 

tobacco ads from the past by glamorizing smoking with the use of celebrities and sex.  

Today, we also need to worry about Internet sales and online marketing through social 

media.  This will be a challenge to monitor, regulate, and research, but will surely affect 

the future health of youth.   

This capstone project examines the problem of electronic cigarette manufacturers 

promoting behaviors that pose harm to the health of youth.  I researched the types of 

visual advertisements that are targeting youth in retail stores and online.  By collecting 

images of e-cigarette advertisements, I assessed if the ads were influential to the 

adolescent health risk behavior of smoking.  I also observed and recorded product 

placement and advertising in retail stores, along with monitoring online social media 

and retail websites, which provided insight to societal manipulations.  Through analysis 

of the collected images I determined the age appropriateness of the marketing 

strategies.  A compilation of collected images, current data and statistics on increased  
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adolescent usage, and the dangers of nicotine to adolescent health, will be presented in a 

multimedia presentation.    

To narrow the scope of my creative project, I focused it on a small sample of 

youth in America.  My fundamental research question is how are electronic cigarette 

manufacturers targeting adolescents in Fauquier County, Virginia through visual 

advertising?  My goal is that adults will be able to explore the e-cigarette marketing 

campaign through the eyes of an adolescent, and question if the advertisements would 

influence their decision to use the products.  By examining the influences that promote 

smoking and nicotine use, I presented my evidence in a unique and thought-provoking 

display that grabs the attention of the audience.   

The purpose of my project is to educate and bring awareness to the techniques 

used by e-cigarette manufacturers to target youth.  In addition, since the images provide 

evidence for the need to make changes to e-cigarette regulations, the audience could be 

motivated to take action.  My multimedia presentation can be used to educate middle 

and high school parents, educators, and healthcare providers. The diverse audience of 

adolescent caregivers, with varying educational backgrounds, will be able to understand 

the real-life visuals and language of the presentation.  The rapid growth of the e-

cigarette industry, the ease of purchasing the products on retail websites, and the 

unknown health ramifications of e-cigarette use dictate the need for education.  By 

becoming informed on the e-cigarette trend that is growing in popularity among 

adolescents, and understanding the influences surrounding them, adults can engage 

youth in open conversations about the health risks (Camenga et al., 2014).  
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Interdisciplinary Rationale 

Behavioral health research is giving us a better understanding of the correlation 

between human behavior and the chronic health issues caused by them.  Through 

education and health promotion, adolescents can prevent risky health behaviors such as 

smoking.  Addiction and disease, which are potential consequences of smoking, are 

detrimental to their health and can affect them for life (US Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2014).  To help our youth develop biopsychosocial health and well-

being, we must promote positive health behaviors that will carry into adulthood.   

My creative project examines the health risk of youth vaping e- cigarettes, and 

observes the influences of visual advertisements that may affect behavior.  Both are core 

to my concentration in 

behavioral health, which 

is an interdisciplinary 

field combining biology, 

psychology, and 

sociology.  With this 

concentration I examine 

the biological, 

behavioral, and social 

ramifications and 

correlations of these sciences in relation to health and illness.  Additionally, social 

pressures, varying cultures and relationships all intertwine to form the biopsychosocial 

model that makes up the mind-body connection.  Some may claim that behavioral 

Figure 1: Interdisciplinary model for Behavioral Health 
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health is a psychological science, and most would agree that it is not studied purely as a 

biological science.  Behavioral theory models often include the importance of an 

individual’s social influences.  According to the World Health Organization (2013), 

“health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the 

absence of disease or infirmity” (p. 1).  The disciplines of biology, psychology, and 

sociology play an equally important role in understanding adolescents, their behaviors, 

and social influences, and how these affect their health.  (See Fig. 1) 

The biology aspects of behavioral health important to my research include: 

genetics, disease, age and gender.  The adolescent physical stage of development, 

gender, and genetic predispositions, such as addiction, affect disease risk.  My project 

supports disease prevention and health promotion.  Therefore, it is important to 

understand how vaping e-cigarettes affect adolescent physical health.  This alone is not 

enough to encourage change in government regulation to protect the health of youth.  

Social influences in adolescent’s environment also contribute to their behaviors (Agaku 

& Ayo-Yusuf, 2014;  Mercken, Candel, Willems, & de Vries, 2009).  Examining visual 

advertisements accessible by youth in their environment will provide insight to social 

influences on health and disease, but we must also include psychology to understand 

human behaviors.  Adolescence is a complex stage of development that includes 

cognitive changes affecting their judgment, decisions, coping skills, and emotions.   

As a society, if we can encourage healthy behaviors and decrease health risk 

behaviors such as smoking, we can improve the future health of our youth.  My research 

and creative project is a very small perspective on the health risks of smoking e-

cigarettes and addiction.  Years of cigarette and tobacco research and its effects on 
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adolescent health have been conducted. But the research is not keeping up with the 

current growth of e-cigarettes and the potential dangers of the emerging liquid 

solutions.  To protect the health of youth, I believe in the importance of intensified 

research and education on this topic and the need to expedite the regulation of e-

cigarettes to prevent the manufacturers from targeting youth.   

Background Literature Review 

Electronic Cigarettes 

The design and use of an e-cigarette is critical to understanding the concerns of 

public health authorities and the general public.  E-cigarettes are also called vaporizers 

or vape pens and despite the different names they all work the same way.  According to 

the United States Food and Drug Administration (FDA):  

Electronic cigarettes are products designed to deliver nicotine or other 

substances to a user in the form of a vapor.  Typically, they are composed of a 

rechargeable, battery-operated heating element, a replaceable cartridge that may 

contain nicotine or other chemicals, and an atomizer that, when heated, converts 

the contents of the cartridge into a vapor.  This vapor can then be inhaled by the 

user.  These products are often made to look like such products as cigarettes, 

cigars, and pipes.  They are also sometimes made to look like everyday items such 

as pens and USB memory sticks, for people who wish to use the product without 

others noticing (FDA, 2010, para. 1). 

E-cigarettes are available in a variety of different shapes and sizes which are 

either disposable, or rechargeable and refillable models.  A recent study found 466 

brands and 7764 different flavors available for purchase online (Zhu et al., 2014).  
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According to Richtel (2014a) many manufacturers offer different nicotine strength 

solutions (para. 23).  The nicotine liquid solutions are ready made or can be created by 

the consumer.  The flavors often target youth by using names and images of their 

favorite sweets (Richtel, 2014c).  More research needs to be done not only on the many 

different liquid solutions, but the vapor they emit.  Authorities are having difficulties 

keeping up with the tremendous growth in the industry and the long-term effects on 

health are also unknown (Richtel, 2014b).  This is a concern considering the increase 

interest and usage of e-cigarettes among adolescents  (Dutra LM & Glantz SA, 2014; 

Ayers, Ribisl, & Brownstein, 2011).  According to the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (2013), from 2011–2012, the use of e-cigarettes increased nearly twofold 

among middle and high school students (para. 3).   

Health Effects 

Without government regulation, there are no standards for e-cigarette products.  

Most research studies agree that there is a concern for the health and safety of youth, 

due to the lack of knowledge on the effects to their growth and development.  In fact, 

when FDA conducted testing on a narrow sampling of e-cigarettes, FDA found 

significant quality issues that indicate that quality control processes used to 

manufacture these products are substandard or non-existent.  FDA found that 

cartridges labeled as containing no nicotine contained nicotine and that three 

different electronic cigarette cartridges with the same label emitted a markedly 

different amount of nicotine with each puff.  Experts have also raised concerns 

that the marketing of products such as e-cigarettes can increase nicotine 
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addiction among young people and may lead kids to try other tobacco products 

(FDA, 2010, para. 2). 

A USA Today news report described liquid nicotine used in e-cigarettes and 

vaporizers as dangerous and can cause injury.  Exposure through skin absorption or 

ingestion can cause nausea, vomiting, increased heart rate and seizures (Koch, 2014).  

Causing further concern, the American Association of Poison Control Centers has 

reported an increase in calls related to e-cigarettes and liquid nicotine (AAPCC, 2014).   

There is currently little research available regarding the harmful effects of e-

cigarettes to health.  Without long-term studies and unbiased research, e-cigarettes 

cannot be considered safe (Pisinger & Døssing, 2014; R. Grana, Benowitz, & Glantz, 

2014).  The vapor from an e-cigarette is not without contaminants and may pose harm 

to the lungs (Schober et al., 2014).  A recent study concluded that youth may experience 

inflammation of cells in the respiratory tract and an increased risk of respiratory viruses 

(Wu, Jiang, Minor, & Chu, 2014).  The nicotine from the vapor can produce harmful 

effects on the developing brain of adolescents (Dwyer, McQuown, & Leslie, 2009).  The 

uncertainty of future health issues and the rise in e-cigarette use among youth is a public 

health concern (McBride, 2014). 

There is a strong opposition to the reported health risks of electronic cigarettes 

(Tobacco Vapor Electronic Cigarette Association, n.d.;  Smoke Free Alternatives Trade 

Association, n.d.;  Consumer Adovcates for Smoke-free Alternatives Association, n.d.).    

Many smokers believe their health improved after switching from traditional tobacco 

cigarettes to e-cigarettes (Polosa et al., 2011).  They are also considered an effective 

smoking harm reduction tool (Fagerström & Bridgman, 2014).  Fewer toxins are 
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reported in e- cigarettes, which may make them a better alternative to traditional 

tobacco products, but more health impact studies need to be done (Callahan-Lyon, 

2014). 

Psychosocial Influences on Behavior 

Smoking e-cigarettes is a health risk behavior that once started can be difficult to 

stop.  According to the Surgeon General (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2012), “nearly 9 out of 10 smokers started smoking by age 18, and 99% started 

by age 26. The younger youth are when they start using tobacco, the more likely they’ll 

be addicted” (para. 8).  There is also concern that vaping e-cigarettes could be a gateway 

to addiction and further experimentation (R. A. Grana, 2013).  News reports of youth 

using  e-cigarettes to smoke marijuana is not uncommon (Givens & Cheng, 2013; Cruz, 

2014). Vaping is a discreet and undetectable way to use drugs, making it popular among 

adolescents, and difficult for parents and officials to monitor (Harkinson, 2014). 

Currently, e-cigarettes are not regulated by the government and therefore, can be 

sold to minors.  Many states are taking matters in to their own hands by taking action to 

limit sales to minors (Gourdet, Chriqui, & Chaloupka, 2014). State level tobacco control 

has been effective in decreasing youth smoking (Farrelly et al., 2014).  Government 

regulation of e-cigarettes is an ongoing controversy.   

Without regulations, e-cigarette companies are able to market their products on 

television, radio, in magazines, and on the Internet (Waters, Mittermaier & Swartz, 

2014).  Many of their advertising techniques are designed for young audiences.  Elliot 

(2013) points out that the marketing campaigns seem reminiscent to the old days, 

before regulations, when big tobacco companies normalized and idealized traditional 
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cigarette usage (para. 1).  Celebrities, masculinity, sex appeal, style, and rebellion are 

themes being used to attract youth (Elliott, 2013).  “These advertising strategies,” wrote 

Andrews (2013), “attempt to persuade us to feel, believe, act, buy, and to change 

ourselves.  Some of these carefully constructed visual messages succeed in affecting our 

attitudes and behaviors….” (p. 8).  Several studies find evidence that advertisements do 

influence adolescent smoking behavior (Hanewinkel, Isensee, Sargent, & Morgenstern, 

2011; Pierce JP, Gilpin E, Burns DM, & et al, 1991; Agaku & Ayo-Yusuf, 2014).  Two 

recent reports indicate that e-cigarette companies are using marketing techniques that 

target youth (Senate and House Report, 2014; American Legacy Foundation, 2014).  

Television is a strong advertising outlet for e-cigarette companies to reach young 

audiences numbering in the millions (Duke et al., 2014).  Difficult to monitor and study, 

social media and the Internet, are emerging as the most influential marketing  platforms 

(Huang, Kornfield, Szczypka, & Emery, 2014; Luo, Zheng, Zeng, & Leischow, 2014). 

Youth are exposed to inappropriate advertisements and are likely to be solicited by 

marketers after searching the Internet for e-cigarette information (Cavazos-Rehg, 

Krauss, Spitznagel, Grucza, & Bierut, 2014).  According to Grana and Ling (2014), “e-

cigarette websites frequently contain unfounded health claims, smoking cessation 

claims, and marketing claims that could undermine smoke-free policies and appeal to 

youth” (p.401).  Most research indicates and professionals agree, e-cigarettes should not 

be used, marketed or sold to adolescents.   

Methodology 

This creative project is an exhibit of examples depicting different marketing 

techniques used by e-cigarette manufacturers to target youth.  My research focuses on 
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an area within a five mile radius of each of the three high schools in Fauquier County, 

Virginia.  Two of which are considered rural high schools and one is in the town of 

Warrenton, Virginia.  I observed and recorded businesses that sell e-cigarettes and 

where they place these products within the store.  Photography was used to capture 

images of visual advertisements such as posters and signage.  I also took pictures within 

an establishment, when the placement of the product is near the candy, chips, or soda 

because these are the items most commonly bought by youth.     

The Internet is also a common source of marketing; therefore, I set up accounts 

on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, and YouTube.  This allows me to “follow” 

and “like” e-cigarette companies to see how they market through social media.  Retail 

websites selling vaporizing pens and nicotine liquid solutions are also researched to 

show ease of purchase by adolescents.  I utilized my computer to access and save videos, 

along with screenshots of the online advertisements.  I gave most attention to the 

images blatantly targeting adolescents using marketing tactics focused on their stage of 

development in an effort to influence their behavior.  Through the interdisciplinary 

perspective of behavioral health illustrated in figure 1, I examined and documented 

these images exploring social influences and how they affect behavior and health. 

Technical Description 

The final creative project is a presentation on my findings utilizing PowerPoint.    

Photographs and images retrieved from the Internet through my research are arranged 

in an artistic and educational display.  The project required the use of a computer with 

Internet service and software used for photography and multimedia presentations.  The 

ability to screenshot or capture images from multiple websites onto my computer 
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proved to be a valuable tool.  The images provided insight to what today’s youth are 

exposed to online.   

A camera was also necessary as I observed retail establishments that sold              

e-cigarettes.  I used my Canon digital SLR camera, and as a backup, an Apple iPhone 

camera.  Often the iPhone camera was less intrusive and discreet, which quickly made it 

the camera of choice for inside pictures.  The large camera was a better choice for 

outside snapshots of e-cigarette signage placement.  

 Keeping a journal was essential for documenting the locations and data for my 

research.  Random thoughts, questions to ask, and memorable comments from retail 

visits, were also included.  I also used the journal to assemble the final presentation.   

 To gather ideas and learn new techniques, I attended a webinar on digital 

storytelling utilizing a personal computer.  The class introduced a method of combining 

photographs, video clips, and audio narration to make exhibits.  This helped me with the 

vision and evolution of my multimedia presentation.   

My creative project also includes an exhibit of  e-cigarettes and liquid solutions 

samples.  It is important to me that parents, educators, and healthcare providers are 

aware of what e-cigarettes look like due to the fact that so many varieties exist.  

Specifically because they can look like writing pens and youth are able to hide them in 

plain sight.   

Following the completion of my project, I will be presenting my research to 

Fauquier County middle and high school parents at Parent Teacher Organization 

meetings.  I believe school employees will also be interested in the research collected in 

their community and how it directly affects their youth.   
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Reflection 

In researching throughout Fauquier County, Virginia, I found marketing of         

e-cigarettes to teens both in stores and online.  The retail marketing tactics were less 

evident at targeting youth than the Internet.  I felt that local businesses were not trying 

to market to youth, but e-cigarette companies were. This may be due to the fact that it is 

illegal to sell e-cigarettes to minors in Virginia (General Assembly of Virginia, 2014).   

Manufacturers of e-cigarettes are providing the local retail businesses with displays, 

posters, and promotions, but their online prevalence and tactics, are what I consider to 

be the their most influential avenue to lure youth to vape. 

As I started to visit the list of forty businesses surrounding the high schools, a 

trend in the displays of e-cigarettes exposed itself.  All of the e-cigarettes were behind 

the counters.  Some places had display cases containing e-cigarettes on the counters 

near the cashiers.  This made it difficult to examine and compare the products unlike 

online where youth have access to all brands.  Often times candy or treats were nearby 

the e-cigarettes, along with other tobacco products.  Convenience stores seemed to have 

posters on windows, while large chains such as Food Lion did not.  I am not sure if the 

product placements were on purpose to entice youth, or if a store randomly placed 

advertisements and products.  Also, an employee was needed to retrieve the product for 

the consumer before purchase, which may deter youth from buying in person.  

Alternatively, anyone with a fake birthdate and a credit card can purchase e-cigarettes 

on retail websites.    

The most significant evidence of e-cigarette marketing to youth was on the 

Internet.  I was overwhelmed with the amount of information available.  By setting up 



VAPING YOUTH: TARGETS OF MARKETING TACTICS?   

 

 

14 

accounts on social media sites and buying products through retail websites, I received 

advertisements, coupons and promotions. There was widespread marketing of fun 

flavors, defiance, romance, coolness and health claims.  I believe Twitter and Instagram 

were the two most popular social media outlets used to target youth, but e-cigarette 

manufacturers were prevalent on all the sites.  I realize the complexities in monitoring 

the Internet but its power to influence youth is something to be concerned about with 

future implications to their behavior. 

It was difficult to take all the data gathered on the issues of advertising to youth, 

and the safety of liquid nicotine solutions, and produce a short informative presentation, 

due to the extensiveness of each issue.  It was a challenge to revise my original vision for 

my creative project due to the time constraints and the lack of compelling evidence in 

pictures from the local retail stores.  Another limitation was the potential that I may not 

have located every retail store selling e-cigarettes within the five-mile radius of each 

high school.  Additionally, I did not research other forms of advertising such as local 

television or print ads. 

 Initially I questioned how the use of e-cigarettes could benefit anyone, but from 

the prospectus of smokers, I learned there may be a need for them.  Smokers believe 

that their health has improved after switching to e-cigarettes because they lack the tar 

and toxins.  In contrast, health professionals worry about the long-term effects of the 

unregulated nicotine liquid solutions.  Others argue that the nicotine solutions are more 

potent and a gateway drug for youth.  I strongly agree with these opinions as well.  

Hopefully, regulation of e-cigarettes will protect our adolescents by applying the same 

purchasing and marketing restrictions that are already in place for tobacco products.   
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The knowledge I gained from the professional literature and my research, has 

given me an understanding of how psychosocial influences can affect behavioral health 

risks in youth, which was important to my project to educate those interested in the 

well-being of adolescents. 

Conclusion 

The potential adverse effects of e-cigarettes on the health of youth, is a hot button 

topic reported almost daily in the news.  Professionals are grappling with the health 

contradictions of e-cigarettes and whether they are safer than regular cigarettes, or will 

they lure a new generation to nicotine addiction.  Present findings indicate the difficulty 

in studying the power of the Internet and its ability to influence the attitudes of young 

people about the safety and use of e-cigarettes.  More research is needed to better 

understand how marketing affects adolescent attitudes and behaviors along with e-

cigarette safety and health effects.  Consequently, new research studies and reports are 

being fast tracked as the e-cigarette smoking trend in youth increases, and pressure for 

regulations build. Government regulation is needed to stop the practices of e-cigarette 

manufacturers trying to attract young users to their product to gain a new generation of 

smokers.   
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