
 

Vaping increases risk of coronavirus, and
here's the science
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By now, we are all familiar with guidance on how to reduce your risk of
contracting coronavirus: Wash your hands, wear a mask, social distance.
But here's another important piece of advice: Don't vape.

Smoking has been shown to be a risk factor for more severe forms of
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https://academic.oup.com/ntr/article/22/9/1653/5835834


 

COVID-19, and now vaping is under fire for similar reasons. A recent
study, published by researchers from Stanford and the University of
California, San Francisco showed that vaping significantly increases the
likelihood of a COVID-19 diagnosis among young people aged 13 to 24
in the U.S.

The researchers conducted a survey in which they asked participants
whether they ever vaped, smoked or both (defined as "dual use"), and
whether they were current users. Participants were then asked if they
had experienced symptoms, been tested for COVID-19 or had a positive
diagnosis.

The results suggested a strong association between vaping or dual use,
and being diagnosed with COVID-19. In fact, having ever vaped or
having been a dual user makes you at least five times more likely to have
had a diagnosis of COVID-19. That risk rises by seven-fold for current
dual users. What was most striking about this study was that the authors
didn't find a similar increased risk of the disease among smokers. The
increased likelihood of a diagnosis appears to be driven primarily by
vaping.

There were some anomalies: The study also appears to suggest that
having ever vaped places you at higher risk of COVID-19 than if you
currently vape. No account was taken of the myriad flavorings and
devices available: Were there particular flavors, or devices which are
more strongly associated with risk of COVID? We don't yet know.

So why might vaping increase your risk of getting COVID-19? Here are
some possibilities.

Vaping helps the virus get into your cells

Viruses can't replicate outside of a host cell—in order to get in, they
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/host+cell/


 

need to attach onto a specific receptor. The more receptors present in
our bodies, the greater our susceptibility to infection. SARS-CoV-2, the
virus which causes COVID-19, attaches to a receptor called ACE-2.

Studies have shown people who smoke have increased expression of
ACE-2 on lung cells, a change largely driven by nicotine exposure. So it
seems likely that a similar mechanism may be at play when lung cells are
exposed to nicotine-containing vape.

Vaping damages your lungs

E-cigarettes can directly damage lung cells. This damage is likely to lead
to reduced lung function and leave you more susceptible to lung
infections, including COVID-19.

The lungs are constantly exposed to the viruses and bacteria that we
breathe in, and it's important that the immune system acts promptly to
remove these. But vaping damages key immune cells such as 
macrophages and monocytes, which recognize and respond to invading
pathogens. This makes it harder for the body to effectively respond to
infections.

Research in our group showed that exposing already harmful lung
pathogens to vape made them more virulent, and cause more
inflammation. For some bacteria, the observed effect was greater when
exposed to vape, compared to cigarette smoke. Increasingly we are
seeing evidence that e-cigarettes make it harder for the lungs to
effectively fight infection, while at the same time increasing
inflammation in a way which eventually causes damage to the lungs.

Should I stop vaping?
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32244852/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/lung+cells/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7144263/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29481290/
https://thorax.bmj.com/content/73/12/1161
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/lung/
https://respiratory-research.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12931-019-1206-8
https://respiratory-research.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12931-019-1206-8
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/cigarette+smoke/
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This study should come as a stark warning to vapers, and in particular 
young people, about the risk of vaping, particularly against the backdrop
of the coronavirus pandemic.

We need to move away from ambiguous public health messaging around
vaping, in which we suggest that it's "safer" than smoking. This, often 
government-led narrative, suggests that vaping is predominantly used to
help people quit smoking. But the numbers of people vaping who have
never smoked are increasing steadily.

It further fails to acknowledge the danger of vaping on its own and the
hazards associated with people who both smoke cigarettes and vape. The
coronavirus pandemic isn't going away any time soon: We need to
understand where the risks lie, and develop strategies to reduce our risk.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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