
 

Many teens think 'light smoking' is safe,
study finds
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Experts stress need to snuff out misconceptions about occasional cigarette use.

(HealthDay)—While the vast majority of American teens say heavy
daily smoking is a major health hazard, many others mistakenly believe
that "light"—or occasional—smoking isn't harmful.

"All smoking counts," said study lead author Stephen Amrock, a medical
student in pediatrics at New York University School of Medicine in New
York City. "Social smoking has a price and even the occasional cigarette
truly is bad for you. Light and intermittent smokers face tremendous
future health risks."

Amrock's research revealed "a surprising knowledge gap among teens,"
he said. "We found that almost all adolescents will tell you that smoking
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a lot of cigarettes is very bad for your health. [But] far fewer know that
smoking just a few cigarettes a day is also very harmful."

Amrock and co-author Dr. Michael Weitzman discussed their findings in
the Jan. 12 online issue of the journal Pediatrics. The research was based
on a survey done by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.

Roughly 20 percent of adult smokers adhere to an intermittent and/or
non-daily pattern of smoking. And prior estimates suggest that among
child smokers, that figure rises to as high as 80 percent, the study
authors said.

To better understand how teens view smoking, data was taken from the
2012 National Youth Tobacco Survey conducted by the CDC, which
included nearly 25,000 public and private school students in grades six
through 12.

Participants ranked the riskiness of various types of smoking behaviors
such as having "a few cigarettes every day," having "cigarettes some days
but not every day," and smoking "10 or more cigarettes every day."

The result: 88 percent of the teens said they believed that heavy daily
smoking (defined as more than five cigarettes a day) was very harmful.
Only about 5 percent said they viewed heavy smoking as risk-free.

However, about two-thirds of the teens—64 percent—said they thought
light smoking (defined as less than five cigarettes a day) was equally
hazardous, and about one in 10 said it posed no risk whatsoever.

Similarly, only one-third said they viewed "intermittent" smoking
(defined as smoking on a non-daily basis during the prior month) as very
harmful, while about one-quarter said intermittent smoking posed no
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harm at all.

"Our findings," said Amrock, "suggest that public health efforts have
been working, but that those efforts have likely been incomplete.
Decades of anti-tobacco work have succeeded in convincing adolescents
that heavy smoking patterns are dangerous, but the complete message
has not been as broadly received."

Dr. Norman Edelman, a senior medical consultant for the American
Lung Association, seconded that thought.

The lung association believes continued education and stricter regulation
is necessary to prevent nicotine addiction, Edelman said.

"We have to make it clear that even light smoking is dangerous. But the
[association] has also long been in favor of very steep taxes on cigarettes
and ... banning the selling of 'loosies'—like two or three
cigarettes—which some jurisdictions already don't allow."

These measures help to discourage and decrease light smoking, he said.
But the emergence of e-cigarettes has created new concerns, he said.

"We think people who smoke these types of cigarettes are just as likely
to go down the road towards nicotine addiction, so it's not a simple
issue," Edelman said. "It's something we have to continue to work at."

  More information: For more on smoking and teens, see the American
Lung Association.
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