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~ NCYSUR was established in 2008 

~ 1 of 5 national centres in addiction in Australia

~ Only centre dedicated to youth research

~ Aim: Reduce addiction and substance-related harm

Brisbane, 
Queensland
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What kinds of research do we 
do at NCYSUR?

NCYSUR’s 
homepage:



● NCYSUR is supported by the Department of 
Health and Aged Care.

● 2024-28: Australia National Health Medical 
Research Council Investigator Grant -
Breaking the Cycle: Leveraging Social Media 
to Address the Public Health Threat of Youth 
Vaping

● 2024-28: Australia Medical Research Future 
Funds- Unclouding the future: Igniting change 
with an AI-powered social media campaign 
against youth vaping

● 2027-28: Australia Research Council Discovery 
Grant – Monitoring Australia’s illicit tobacco 
and vaping product markets 

● No relationship with the tobacco/nicotine 
industry

Funding
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• What is the trend of e-cigarette use in Australia

• What is the current policy on e-cigarette use in 
Australia?

• Is vaping a gateway to smoking in Australia?

• What is the reaction towards the Australian e-
cigarette policy?

• How does e-cigarette vendors adapt in response 
to a restrictive policy environment?

• Would seeing vaping-related advertisements 
impact susceptibility and future use?

• What could be potential intervention to reduce 
youth vaping?

6

Topic for 
today’s 
seminar
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Emergence of E-cigarettes

• First patented in 1965 (Gilbert 1965)

• First device in recent innovation was 
developed in 2003. In the US market by 
mid 2000s (failed due to inefficiency)

• Juul Laboratories founded in 2015

James Monsees

Adam Bowen
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What is the trend of e-cigarette use in 
Australia?
Increasing over time
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What does the data tell us? 

• Current e-cigarette use among individuals 
aged 14+ years increased by >5-fold between 
2016 and 2022-23

2022-2023 
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National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2022-23 
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~3.5% of young people 
vaped daily

Source: AIHW (2024)

40%
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What is the current policy on e-cigarette 
in Australia?
Restrictive compared to other high-income countries
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2024 – Inquiry into vaping and tobacco control. 
Parliament of Victoria

2023 - Proposed reforms to the regulation of nicotine 
vaping. Therapeutic Goods Administration

2023 - Public Hearing into reducing rates of e-
cigarette use in Queensland. Queensland Parliament

2023 - E-cigarette regulation and compliance in New 
South Wales. Parliament of New South Wales

2022 - National Tobacco Strategy 2022-2030. 
Commonwealth Dept of Health.

2020 - Select Committee on Tobacco Harm Reduction. 
Parliament of Australia

2018 – Inquiry into the Use and Marketing of Electronic 
Cigarettes and Personal Vaporisers in Australia. 
Parliament of Australia

Parliamentary inquiries

Emeritus Professor Wayne Hall presented evidence at the 2023 public 
hearing into reducing the rates of e-cigarette use in Queensland
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Changes to e-cigarette legislation in Australia

Prescription required for all nicotine containing products

October 2021 

From 2024
JANUARY:   Ban all disposable vapes, regardless of nicotine content

MARCH:        Importation of non-therapeutic vapes banned, therapeutic vapes needs permit

JULY:              Chemist only that supplies all vape products, limit flavours to tobacco, mint,  
and menthol

OCTOBER:    Prescription requirement removed for 18+ years when obtain vaping  
products with nicotine concentrations below 20 mg/mL

MARCH:        Plain packaging requirements, restrictions on the names of vaping products,  
ingredients that can be included, maximum nicotine concentration of 50mg/ml 13

From 2025



• Widely available: combustible 
cigarette, the most harmful form of 
nicotine

• Available as Prescription-only or 
over-the-counter in pharmacy: 
vapes, a much less harmful form

Current status quo in Australia 
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Tobacco harm 
reduction 
availability for 
existing 
tobacco users

Protecting young 
and otherwise 
nicotine-naïve 

individuals from 
risks 

of nicotine use
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A sensible policy 
towards both vaping 
and smoking products 
is needed
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1. Is vaping a gateway to smoking

2. What is the reaction towards vape 
prohibition?

3. Where are young people being exposed 
to vapes?

4. How are vapes portrayed on social 
media?

5. Would seeing vaping-related content 
impact susceptibility and future use?

6. Interventions to combat youth vaping

My current research
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Is vaping a ‘gateway’ to smoking in 
Australia ?
Unlikely.
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Vaping is diverting young people from smoking
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Source: The Australia National Drug Strategy Household Survey   
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Patterns of e-cigarette use in Australia

Lim C, Sun T, Lai G, Hall W, Connor J, Lee Y, Cho A (2025) Patterns, reasons, and characteristics of e-cigarette use in Australia: Findings 
from the 2022/23 National Drug Strategy Household Survey. Addiction. (in-press)

Class 1: 

Experimented with 

vapes to quit 

smoking (4.1%)

Class 2: 

Experimented with 

vapes for curiosity 

(9.2%)
Class 3: Exclusively 

vaping (4.2%)

Class 4: Do not 

vape and/or smoke 

(80.3%)

Class 5: Currently 

using vapes to quit 

smoking (2.2%)

Latent Class Analysis 
did not identify a 

group of individuals 
who engage in regular 
use of both cigarettes 

and e-cigarettes.
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Vaping as a “gateway” to tobacco cigarette smoking?

Our review (k=11) demonstrated that:

• Young people who vaped were 3x more 

likely to subsequently smoke

• HOWEVER, most studies did not 

comprehensively adjust for confounders and 

there is a high dropout rates in many studies

• AND the association between vaping -> 

smoking can be accounted for by common 

liability such as genetic liability and other 

social factors

Chan G, Stjepanovic D, Lim C, Sun T, Anandan A, Connor J, Gartner C, Hall W, Leung J (2021) Gateway or common liability? A systematic 
review and meta‐analysis of studies of adolescent e‐cigarette use and future smoking initiation. Addiction
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What is the reaction towards the 
Australian e-cigarette policy?

Lack of support in general.
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Lack of support 
from the 
pharmacists.

Selling vapes ~ selling cigarettes, 
therefore choosing not to stock 
vapes

Practicality – lack of staff, private 
space to provide counselling

Gartner C (2024) Pharmacists are now allowed to 
supply nicotine vapes over the counter. But they 
might not be so easy to access. The Conversation 

22

Lack of support 
from the 
medical 
practitioners.

Most GPs are poorly 
informed about vaping 
and lack the knowledge or 
confidence even to 
discuss the issue with 
smokers. 



Support for measures to reduce the problems associated with e-cigarettes, 
among current e-cigarette users

Prohibit the sale of e-cigarette, 
including those without nicotine, 
to under 18y

Strengthening restrictions on the 
advertising and promotion of e-
cigarettes

Restricting the use of e-
cigarettes in public places

Banning all additives in e-
cigarettes, to make them less 
attractive to young people

Todd M, Cho A, Lim C (202x) Support towards measures to reduce the problems associated with e-cigarettes and their correlates. In 
progress
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Lack of support 
from current e-cig 
users.



Vaping-related discussions on an Australian Subreddit

Posts from subreddit (r/aussievapers) between January to December 2024 were mostly 
related to:

• Concerns about vape ban and regulations

• Stocking up and sourcing vaping supplies

• Political and policy discussion on future of 
vaping in Australia

• Health and safety debates

• Personal experience and advice

• Advocacy

24Lim C, Sun T, Lai G, Puljevic C, Lee Y, Connor J, Takahashi M, Hall W, Bettinson M (202x) Leveraging GenAI to conduct theory-informed 
analyses of social media discourse. In progress



Lack of support.

87%
purchase vapes illegally

25
Source: AIHW (2024)



How does e-cigarette vendors adapt in 
response to a restrictive policy 
environment?
Selling their products on social media platforms
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Lim C, Sun T, Vu G, Chan G, Leung J (2024). The Underbelly of E-Cigarette 
Advertising: Regulating online markets on social media platforms. Harm 
Reduction Journal

Vendors exploit loopholes to covertly market 
vapes online via online marketplaces to get 
around current ban on vapes.

• Simple search for iGet vapes on Facebook 
marketplace = listings of vapes disguised as 
fruit

• No age restrictions

• Sellers provide contact to buyers

27

Black market vapes are 
common on social media

Fig. Examples of e-cigarette listings on Facebook 
Marketplace (October 2023)
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It is hard to quantify how 
many people were exposed to 

such ads
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Sun T, Connor J, Hall W, Lim C (202x). Targeted and widespread: Reach 
Estimation of Australian disposable Vape Ads on Facebook and Instagram 
using Monte Carlo Simulation. In progress

Type of advertisement

Daily impressions

Estimated
95% credible 

interval

Modest (short duration, low $) 16,822 11,072 28,314

Aggressive (long duration, high $) 56,118 37,050 93,354

Burst (short duration, high $) 84,191 55,348 141,473

Monte Carlo simulation was used to 
estimate the number of individuals 
exposed to illicit vape ads in 
Australia

Parameters:

- Budget ($), duration of 
advertisement

On average, 84,000 people were 
exposed to one illicit vape ad!
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Would seeing vaping-related 
advertisements impact susceptibility and 
future use?
Very likely, particularly content posted by celebrities and influencers.
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Lim C, Sun T, Hall W, Gartner C, Connor J (2024) Swipe to Inhale: Tobacco-Related Content on Social Media and Susceptibility to Tobacco Use. 
American Journal of Public Health

Type of content and susceptibility to 
e-cigarette use. 
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How about among individuals who are already vaping? 
→ Do they get exposed to more content online?
→ Yes and by 2-fold!

Teo Y, Gartner C, Sun T, Cho A, Lim C (202x) From Content to Clouds: The Bidirectional Associations between Tobacco-related content on Social 
Media and Youth Tobacco Use (Under review)  

Wave 5 exposure to e-cigarette related 
content (30d) → 2-fold increase in the 
odds of Wave 6 e-cigs use 

(aOR=2.0, 99.17% CI=1.1, 3.6) 

Wave 5 lifetime e-cigarette use → 2.0-fold 
increase in the odds of encountering e-cig 
related content on a weekly basis in Wave 6 

(aOR=2.0, 99.17% CI=1.1, 3.4). 
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What other measures have been taken to 
reduce youth vaping in Australia?
Mass media campaigns

33



Figure. Timeline of state and federal vaping awareness mass media campaigns launched in Australia 

between 2021 to 2024. 

34
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Wakefield (2023). Current vaping and current smoking in the Australian population aged 14+ year: February 
2018-March 2023. Cancer Council Victoria.

Figure. Monthly current vaping prevalence estimates aggregated over each six-month 
period by age group from 2018 - 2023.

Data: National “Single Source” monthly survey 
by Roy Morgan Research company. 

Have they been effective?

35
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Figure. Timeline of state and federal vaping awareness mass media campaigns 
launched in Australia between 2021 to 2024. 

● Most campaigns in Australia adopt a ‘one-
size-fits-all’ approach:

○ Exclusive focus on health themes. 
○ Do not tailor for individual differences and 

underrepresented backgrounds (e.g., CALD 
youth).

● Developing campaigns with different 
themes and tailoring these messages to 
different people is time-consuming and
costly.

Why is this happening?

Li J, Lim C, Y Lee, Stjepanovic D, Sun T (202x) A content analysis 
of vaping awareness mass media campaigns in Australia. 
Tobacco control (Under review)  

36
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What could be a potential intervention to 
reduce youth vaping?

37

AI-Generated Vaping Awareness Materials



6. Feedback

• Generating 
initial set of AI-
seeding 
material.

2. Feedback1. Seeding 
material

Youth 
co-design 

process

Message 
generation

Image 
generation

• Focus groups 
with local 
Youth Action 
Groups.

• Evaluating 
message 
effectiveness of 
materials (youth 
& experts).

3. Refine 4. Feedback

• Structured 
interviews for 
revised AI 
material.

• Revision of 
revised AI 
material based 
on interview 
feedback.

5. Refine

Message 
generation Youth 

co-design 
process

Message 
generation Youth 

co-design 
processImage 

generation
Image 

generation

• Revision of 
seeding 
material based 
on focus group 
feedback.

Codesigning Al-Generated Vaping Awareness Materials 
with young people.

Sun T, Chan G, Stjepanovic D,, Yimer T, Vu G, Lim C, McClure-Thomas C, Russell C, Connor J, Hammond D, Dietrich T, Erku D, Johnson B, Leung J 
(2025) Co-designing AI-generated vaping awareness materials with adolescents and young adults: A qualitative study. Drug and Alcohol 
Review
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1. Literature review to identify key themes:
• Nicotine addiction.
• Harmful chemicals.
• Negative health symptoms.
• Unknown long-term health effects.
• Industry manipulation.
• Environmental impacts.

2. Themes used to guide the development of 
generating seeding material:

• Text generated using ChatGPT-4 
• Images generated using Midjourney

Phase 1: 
Generating initial set of AI-
seeding material.
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Phase 2: 
Focus groups with local youth 
groups.

Participants:
● 2 focus groups (N=10).
● Aged 13 to 25 years old.

Methods:
● Asked to choose ads that they thought could prevent 

young people from vaping.
● Participants sorted 120 ads (20 ads per theme) into 

"Endorse" or "Reject" piles.
● Discussed their reasoning and ideas for improvement.

40



41

Characteristics of effective ads:
• Bright colours, bold text.
• Clear alignment between image and text.
• Use of immediate > long-term consequences. 

Characteristics of ineffective ads:
• Stock-like images.
• Unrealistic representations of vapes.
• Outdated references (e.g., use of a wallet).
• Use of unknown chemical names (e.g., 

formaldehyde) created confusion.

Preliminary results.



Based on feedback from focus groups:
Themes were refined to: 

○ Nicotine addiction
○ Social norms
○ Industry manipulation
○ Financial impacts
○ Health impacts

AI-generated material were refined using:
• Claude-Opus 3 for text generation.
• Midjourney v5.2 for image creation.

Phase 3: 
Refining seeding material.
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• “it’s too wordy and small to 
read”

• “anti-vaping message is not 
eye catching.”

• “instead say that 25 vapes 
equals one concert ticket or 
whatever. That would provide a 
better value in someone’s 
head.”

5. Refine4. Feedback3. Refine

Figure. AI-generated ad created in 
Phase 3 refinement.

Figure. Feedback from structured 
interviews in Phase 4.

Figure. AI-generated ad during Phase 5 
refinement.

Sun et al. (202x) Co-designing AI-generated vaping awareness materials with adolescents and young adults: A qualitative study (Under 
review – Addiction)  
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• ”the message is a good 
warning about addiction.”

• “image doesn’t connect with 
the text.”

• “the green makes me think its 
positive and pro-vaping.”

• “it just looks like a poster that 
no one would look at a lot.”

5. Refine4. Feedback3. Refine

Figure. AI-generated ad during Phase 5 
refinement. Final set of AI-co-designed 
ads (n = 25).

Figure. AI-generated ad created in 
Phase 3 refinement. 

Figure. Feedback from structured 
interviews in Phase 4.
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What is the trend of e-cigarette use in Australia

• Increasing over time

What is the current policy on e-cigarette use in Australia?

• Restrictive compared to other high income countries

Is vaping a gateway to smoking in Australia?

• Unlikely

What is the reaction towards the Australian e-cigarette policy?

• Lack of support in general

How does e-cigarette vendors adapt in response to a restrictive policy environment?

• They sell their products on social media

Would seeing vaping-related advertisements impact susceptibility and future use?

• Very likely, particularly content posted by celebrities and influencers

What could be a potential intervention to reduce youth vaping?

• AI-generated vaping awareness material

45

Summary
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