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Summary of findings

An estimated 2.1 million adults in Great Britain currently use electronic cigarettes.•	
About one third of users are ex-smokers and two-thirds are current smokers.•	
The main reason given by current smokers for using the products is to reduce the •	
amount they smoke while ex-smokers report using electronic cigarettes to help them 
stop smoking.    
Regular use of electronic cigarettes amongst children and young people is rare and is •	
confined almost entirely to those who currently or have previously smoked.

Background

This fact sheet examines the use of electronic cigarettes among adults and young people in 
Great Britain. ASH has commissioned a series of surveys on electronic cigarette use starting 
in 20101 with a survey of adult smokers.  Questions about electronic cigarettes were extended 
to include all adults in surveys conducted in February 2012,2 20133 and March 2014.4 In March 
20135 an additional survey of children aged 11 to 18 was conducted. Using the findings of the 
YouGov surveys and applying these to the most recent population data ASH has estimated the 
prevalence of electronic cigarette usage in Great Britain.

Electronic cigarette use among adults

ASH estimates that there are currently 2.1 million adults in Great Britain using electronic 
cigarettes, Of these, approximately 700,000 are ex-smokers while 1.3 million continue to 
use tobacco alongside their electronic cigarette use. Electronic cigarette use amongst never 
smokers remains negligible.6  

There has been a substantial rise in the number of current smokers who have tried •	
electronic cigarettes since 2010.  In 2010, only 8.2 per cent of current smokers had ever 
tried electronic cigarettes.  By 2014, this figure had risen to 51.7 per cent.
There has been a gradual but consistent rise in the number of current smokers who •	
also use electronic cigarettes on a regular basis, from 2.7 per cent in 2010 to 17.7 per 
cent in 2014.

Awareness of electronic cigarettes is widespread among adults. The 2014 survey found that 
95% of smokers and 90% of non-smokers had heard of electronic cigarettes. Regular use of the 
devices is confined to current and ex-smokers. 

Just over a third (35%) of British adults believe that electronic cigarettes are good for public 
health while around a quarter (22%) disagree. 
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The survey conducted in 2014 found that electronic cigarette use amongst never smokers 
remains negligible. Only 1.1 per cent of never smokers have ever tried electronic cigarettes and 
virtually none continue to use them. Among former smokers, 11.8 per cent have tried electronic 
cigarettes but only 4.7 per cent use them on a regular basis.
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Smokers and ex-smokers give a number of reasons for using, or having tried electronic 
cigarettes.  Among current users of electronic cigarettes, the principle reasons given by ex-
smokers are to help a quit attempt (71%) and “to help me keep off tobacco” (48%).  The 
principle reason given by current smokers is to “help me reduce the amount of tobacco I smoke, 
but not stop completely” (48%) followed by “to save money compared with smoking tobacco” 
(37%).

Most electronic cigarette users (or “vapers”) use a rechargeable product with either replaceable, 
pre-filled cartridges or a reservoir/tank.  Only 8 per cent of electronic cigarette users use 
disposable products although 20 per cent report that the first electronic cigarette they tried was 
a disposable brand.

There is some variation of product choice between current and ex-smoker electronic cigarette 
users.  

More current smokers use a rechargeable kit with replaceable cartridges than ex-•	
smokers (49% compared to 42%). 
Current smokers are also more likely to use a disposable brand than ex-smokers (11% •	
compared to only 3%).
Ex-smokers favour a rechargeable product with a reservoir or tank (53% compared to •	
only 35% of current smokers). 
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Electronic cigarette use among children 
In 2013, two thirds of 11-18 year olds and 83% of 16-18 year olds had heard of electronic 
cigarettes.

Understanding of electronic cigarettes among children is generally good.•	  Children 
who have heard of electronic cigarettes believe correctly that they are less harmful than 
cigarettes to the user (74%) and those around them (79%). Most (51%) 16-18 year olds 
who have heard of electronic cigarettes believe that they contain nicotine.
Among children who have heard of electronic cigarettes, sustained use is rare •	
and confined to children who currently or have previously smoked. Of those 
who had heard of electronic cigarettes, 7% (10% among 16-18 year olds) had tried 
electronic cigarettes at least once. Two percent reported using them monthly or weekly. 
Among the 7% of children who reported some use of electronic cigarettes, only 28% 
had used them in the last month. Of those who had never smoked a cigarette, 99% 
reported never having tried electronic cigarettes and 1% reported having tried them 
“once or twice”. There is no evidence of regular electronic cigarette use among children 
who have never smoked or who have only tried smoking once. 
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Few children expect to use an electronic cigarette soon, except those who •	
already smoke. Only 1% of those who had never smoked think that they would try an 
electronic cigarette soon.
Frequent (more than weekly) use of electronic cigarettes by children was •	
confined almost entirely to ex-smokers and daily smokers. Among those who 
smoke more than 6 cigarettes a week and had heard of electronic cigarettes, 48% had 
tried electronic cigarettes once or twice, 7% use them more than once a month and 5% 
use them once a week. 

For further information about electronic cgarettes, please see the ASH Website or download the 
ASH	Briefing	on	Electronic	Cigarettes.
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