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Unravelling the Persistence of Adolescent Smoking: The Paradox and the Philippine Distinction
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[bookmark: _Hlk207482187]ABSTRACT

	Despite decades of health education campaigns, adolescent smoking and vaping persist worldwide, revealing a paradox in which awareness of harm does not reliably prevent use. Between 2021 and 2025, global surveys showed declining cigarette smoking but sustained or rising e-cigarette use, even among youth highly knowledgeable about nicotine’s risks. The tobacco landscape adolescents encounter is no longer limited to combustible cigarettes. Novel nicotine and tobacco products—most notably electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS) (e-cigarettes/vapes), heated tobacco products (HTPs), and nicotine pouches—have diversified points of access, product appeal, and perceived harm profiles, complicating prevention efforts and surveillance. This commentary examines the mechanisms underpinning the awareness–behaviour gap, highlighting adolescents’ developmental vulnerabilities, peer influence, industry marketing strategies, and weak policy enforcement. The paradox is especially visible in the Philippines, where adolescents demonstrate some of the highest levels of awareness internationally yet report strikingly high rates of experimentation and dual use. Factors unique to the Philippine context—including widespread household and school exposure, peer-driven norms, regulatory turbulence, and aggressive marketing—neutralise the protective effects of awareness. The enactment of the 2022 “Vape Law,” which reduced the minimum age of purchase from 21 to 18 and shifted regulatory oversight from the Food and Drug Administration to the Department of Trade and Industry, created an impression of leniency and weakened the deterrent effects of public health campaigns. Addressing this paradox requires moving beyond knowledge-based interventions to structural reforms such as age restrictions, flavour bans, and enforcement mechanisms that restrict access, reshape social environments, and disrupt tobacco industry strategies. Awareness is necessary, but without systemic change, it remains insufficient to reduce adolescent tobacco use.
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1. [bookmark: _Hlk207875627][bookmark: _Hlk207883867]INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Hlk207883193][bookmark: _Hlk207885034]Tobacco use is considered a global public health threat because it has led to more than 200 million deaths and an economic cost of over US$1 trillion in the past three decades. By 2030, tobacco attributable deaths are projected to double in low- and middle-income countries (James et al., 2022). Adolescence is commonly defined in public health literature as the period between childhood and adulthood, typically spanning ages 10–19 (World Health Organisation [WHO], 2021), though some scholars argue for an extended window into the early-to-mid-20s to reflect modern developmental trajectories (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine [NASEM], 2019). About one in four adolescents use tobacco, while inhalants and cannabis are less commonly used, and drugs such as cocaine and heroin are used by <5% of adolescents. Adolescents’ use of over-the-counter (OTC) and prescription drugs such as tramadol is an emerging problem (Morojele et al., 2021). For decades, public health campaigns have worked tirelessly to raise awareness of the dangers of smoking and other forms of nicotine use. In many ways, these efforts have succeeded: today’s adolescents are arguably the most informed generation regarding tobacco-related harms. Surveys across continents consistently show that youth know smoking causes cancer, heart disease, respiratory illness, and premature mortality; yet paradoxically—despite this widespread knowledge—adolescents continue to experiment with, and in some cases become regular users of, nicotine products (Anand et al., 2021). This tension between high awareness and persistent uptake has been documented in longitudinal and cross-sectional studies across the 2021–2025 period and echoes earlier findings that perception of harm does not always translate into behaviour change (Staton et al., 2022).

The tobacco landscape adolescents encounter is no longer limited to combustible cigarettes. Novel nicotine and tobacco products—most notably electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS) (e-cigarettes/vapes), heated tobacco products (HTPs), and nicotine pouches—have diversified points of access, product appeal, and perceived harm profiles, complicating prevention efforts and surveillance. Public health reviews and surveillance reports emphasize that while traditional cigarette smoking among youth in some high-income countries has declined to historic lows, use of newer products (especially e-cigarettes and nicotine pouches) has remained substantial (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024; Food and Drug Administration [FDA] & CDC, 2024; Goniewicz et al., 2023; Palmer et al., 2025). As compared with standard cigarette smokers, the lack of combustion in e-cigarettes certainly decreases their susceptibility to toxins. However, secondhand or thirdhand exposure could occur to both users and non-users if they come into close physical touch with the device's components or breathe in secondhand aerosol (Tahniyath et al., 2024). 

This paradox is especially pronounced in adolescence, a developmental period marked by identity formation, sensitivity to peer influence, and heightened reward-seeking, all of which can make adolescents weigh immediate social and sensory rewards more heavily than distant health harms (van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2022). Even when adolescents intellectually acknowledge risks, decisions made in peer contexts or driven by attractive product marketing and flavours can lead to experimentation. Early vaping behaviours are strongly associated with an increased risk of transitioning to regular cigarette smoking—an escalation that often bypasses or undermines the intended deterrent effect of public health awareness campaigns (Leventhal et al., 2016). The emergence and rapid growth of ENDS, HTPs, and nicotine pouches have therefore drawn youth into new forms of experimentation despite heightened public health awareness campaigns.

Within the Philippines, this “awareness without change” paradox is visible in national and regional data: school-based and population studies report high levels of awareness about tobacco harms, yet sizable fractions of students report ever-use or current use of e-cigarettes and other novel products. Recent surveys estimated that roughly one in four Filipino adolescents had ever tried e-cigarettes, and about one in seven were current users, with availability and marketing near schools reinforcing this trend. These findings suggest that country-specific social, regulatory, and commercial factors—such as enforcement gaps, flavoured product marketing, and product accessibility—help sustain experimentation even as cigarette smoking falls in other settings (Lacsa, 2025; Ling et al., 2023; PLOS Global Public Health, 2025). This commentary therefore unpacks the global and Philippine dimensions of the paradox, analyses social and structural drivers that sustain it, and explores policy implications for product-inclusive tobacco control.

1.1 THE GLOBAL PARADOX OF ADOLESCENT SMOKING

[bookmark: _Hlk207884670]Globally, traditional cigarette smoking among adolescents has declined, marking a significant public health achievement. In the United States, for instance, national surveys documented historic lows in youth cigarette smoking by 2022 (Gentzke et al., 2022). Yet the rise of e-cigarettes has offset these gains, with millions of adolescents reporting regular use of vaping products, particularly flavoured ones (Hammond et al., 2023). Similar patterns have been reported in Europe and Asia, where flavoured vaping products are often perceived as less harmful than combustible cigarettes, despite carrying addictive potential and long-term risks (Guillemin et al., 2023).

The paradox thus emerges in full: adolescents who openly recognise nicotine as harmful nonetheless experiment with, or transition into, sustained use of alternative tobacco products. Awareness campaigns have succeeded in transmitting knowledge, but this knowledge rarely translates into changed behaviours when adolescents are embedded in environments that normalise use and when product design encourages continued experimentation.



Table 1. Adolescent Cigarette and E-Cigarette Trends, Awareness of Risks

	Region / Country
	Cigarette Use Trend
	E-Cigarette (Vaping) Trend
	Awareness of Risks
	Notes

	United States
	Historic lows (2021–2023)
	High, flavoured vaping persists
	Very high
	E-cigarettes are perceived as less harmful; flavoured disposables are driving use (Gentzke et al., 2022; CDC, 2024; Simonavičius et al., 2024).

	United Kingdom
	Cigarette smoking at record lows (<2% in 11–15 y/o)
	Rising rapidly; ~20% of 15-year-olds tried vaping in 2023
	High
	Disposable e-cigarettes are popular; regulatory debate on flavour bans (NHS Digital, 2023; ASH, 2024).

	Canada
	Smoking below 5% in youth
	Stable but high; ~23.6% of grades 10–12 vaped in 2021–22
	High
	Nicotine cap policies exist, but flavoured vapes remain accessible (Simonavičius et al., 2024).

	Australia
	Cigarette smoking is at historic lows (<3%)
	Sharp rise in illicit disposables among teens
	Very high
	Strict tobacco control laws, but imports drive youth vaping (Greenhalgh et al., 2023; AIHW, 2023).

	Germany
	Declining youth smoking (<10%)
	Rising; ~15% of adolescents vape
	High
	Flavoured vaping is popular; marketing restrictions debated (2FIRSTS, 2023).

	France
	Cigarette use decreasing
	E-cigarette experimentation ~20%
	High
	Dual use (cigs + vapes) is more common than in Northern Europe (WHO, 2023; Guillemin et al., 2022).

	Philippines
	Cigarette use declining
	24% ever tried; 14% current (13–15 y/o)
	Among the highest globally
	Paradox: strong awareness but high experimentation; weak enforcement (Lacsa., 2025; Ling et al., 2023).

	Indonesia
	Cigarette use remains high (>20%)
	Rising, but lower than cigarettes
	Moderate
	Single-stick sales drive access; vaping in urban youth is increasing (GYTS, 2022; WHO, 2023).

	Thailand
	Cigarette use declining
	Vaping banned, but underground use rising
	High
	Black-market e-cigarettes are common despite prohibition (WHO SEARO, 2023).

	Vietnam
	Cigarette use is declining slowly
	Experimentation is increasing in high school
	Moderate
	Peer influence and online access fuel uptake (Tran  et al., 2025).

	Japan
	Low and declining cigarette use
	Heated tobacco products (HTPs) replace e-cigarettes
	High
	Youth shift to IQOS/HTPs rather than vapes (Levi et al., 2025).

	South Korea
	Cigarette use decreasing
	Vaping + HTP use rising (dual use common)
	High
	Adolescents perceive HTPs as safer; strong industry marketing (Li & Kim, 2022).

	Saudi Arabia
	Declining cigarette use
	E-cigarette use is emerging among adolescents
	Moderate–High
	Tobacco marketing substantially increase the odds of e-cigarette use(Al-Zalabani et al., 2022).

	United Arab Emirates
	Low cigarette use
	Rising youth vaping post-2019 legalization
	High
	University/secondary reports confirm uptake (Al-Houqani et al., 2021).

	South Africa
	Cigarette smoking declining
	Sharp rise in high school vaping
	Moderate–High
	Adolescents vape out of curiosity, enjoyment, coping with mental distress and nicotine addiction. (van Zyl-Smit et al, 2024)

	Nigeria
	Mixed cigarette use
	Emerging vaping among youth
	Moderate
	Scoping reviews note increasing uptake but limited monitoring (Adegbile et al., 2024).

	Mexico
	Cigarette use declining
	Low but rising experimentation
	High
	National surveys show adolescent ever-use growing (ENSANUT, 2021).

	Brazil
	Youth smoking falling
	Vaping persists despite national ban
	High
	Tobacco industry advertisements have targeted the youth (de Godoy., 2023).

	Chile
	Cigarette use declining
	E-cigarette use rising in school surveys
	High
	Dual use is increasing among adolescents (SENDAN 2023).



Table 1 presents a comparative overview of adolescent cigarette and e-cigarette use across different global regions and countries between 2020 and 2025. It highlights four main dimensions: cigarette use trends, e-cigarette use trends, awareness of risks, and contextual notes.

In high-income countries such as the United States, e-cigarette use among adolescents remains persistently high even as traditional cigarette smoking plummets to historic lows. For example, the U.S. saw nicotine vaping among 10th- and 12th-graders at 22% in 2020, with fruit flavours predominating despite increased perceived risks (Miech et al., 2020). Similarly, disposable vapes like Elf Bar and Esco Bar, known for their flavours and convenience, accounted for nearly 90% of teen vape use, even though overall adolescent vaping rates declined from 14% to 10% (AP News, 2023).
European adolescents also reflect this paradox: while cigarette smoking has significantly declined—as seen in the UK, where smoking among 15-year-olds dropped from approximately 25% in 1982 to just 3% in 2022—vaping continues to rise. One survey found that among youth, more than half of British vapers aged 11–17 preferred disposable, which are often flavoured and perceived as safer than cigarette products (Financial Times, 2024).

In Southeast Asia—including countries such as the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam—the tobacco control environment remains fragmented. Traditional cigarette smoking shows uneven declines, in part due to weak enforcement of age restrictions and widespread single-stick cigarette availability. Meanwhile, adolescent use of e-cigarettes is rising rapidly, propelled by online availability and regulatory gaps. Importantly, awareness of risks is moderate to high, yet this often fails to deter experimentation (Serra et al., 2023; Ling et al., 2023) — a trend compounded regionally by pervasive access and limited policy enforcement (Tobacco Control Atlas: ASEAN Region, 2023).

In the Philippines, this awareness-behaviour gap is particularly stark. National data from the 2019 Global Youth Tobacco Survey indicate that 24.6% of Filipino adolescents aged 13–15 have ever used e-cigarettes and 14.1% are current users, despite 75.5% being aware of e-cigarettes. This positions the Philippines among the countries with the highest rates of adolescent vaping globally (Serra et al., 2023).

Overall, the global adolescent tobacco landscape reveals a clear transition from declining cigarette use to rising e-cigarette experimentation—driven by flavour appeal, disposable device marketing, and misperception of reduced harm. These trends underscore the limitations of awareness alone in shaping youth behaviour and highlight the urgent need for stronger policy measures—such as flavour restrictions and enforcement—and culturally tailored interventions.

Figure 1. The Paradox of Adolescent Smoking (Conceptual Model)
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[bookmark: _Hlk207881122]The conceptual model in Figure 1, “The Paradox of Adolescent Smoking,” depicts how adolescents’ high awareness of the health risks of smoking does not necessarily translate into abstinence. Instead, awareness is counteracted by a series of interlocking social, industry, policy, and developmental factors. 
Social pressures, such as peer influence, play a central role in normalising smoking and vaping behaviours. Studies show that adolescents with friends who smoke or vape are significantly more likely to perceive these behaviours as socially acceptable and, consequently, to experiment with them (Luu et al., 2025). This underscores that knowledge of harm is often overridden by the immediate desire for peer acceptance, particularly during adolescence when social belonging is highly valued. 
Developmental vulnerabilities further complete this paradox. Adolescence is characterised by heightened risk-taking, impulsivity, and sensitivity to reward, which make youth especially susceptible to addictive behaviours (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). Even when adolescents are fully aware of the risks, these vulnerabilities increase the likelihood of experimentation and sustained use. Together, this dynamic illustrates that adolescent smoking and vaping cannot be understood purely through the lens of awareness. Instead, it reflects a broader interplay between individual knowledge, developmental psychology, policy environments, and targeted industry strategies, which collectively sustain the paradox of smoking despite awareness.
One key reason awareness alone is insufficient lies in the developmental characteristics of adolescence. Neurological studies confirm that adolescents are more responsive to immediate social and emotional rewards than to long-term risks (van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2022). Peer approval, belonging, and identity exploration often take precedence over distant health considerations. Smoking or vaping can thus become a symbolic act of maturity, rebellion, or social integration. At the same time, family environments and broader cultural settings also reinforce behaviours. Studies in Europe and Asia show that adolescents exposed to smoking at home or in peer groups are more likely to normalise experimentation, regardless of their knowledge of risks (Zhou et al., 2023; Simonavicius et al., 2022). In this sense, awareness functions as a form of “cognitive knowledge” that is consistently overridden by social cues and environmental influences. Adolescents often feel that smoking is essential for group acceptance, and refusal to smoke may risk social rejection, despite knowing the health consequences (Littlecott et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk211512061]Another key factor is industry marketing, which leverages flavours, aesthetics, and discreet product designs to make tobacco and e-cigarette products appear attractive and relatively harmless. Research has consistently shown that flavoured e-cigarettes are a primary driver of adolescent experimentation, with many youth perceiving them as safer alternatives to traditional cigarettes (Guillemin et al., 2023). This marketing strategy exploits the developmental vulnerabilities of adolescents, who are more likely to discount long-term risks in favour of short-term gratification. In addition, policy gaps—such as weak enforcement of age restrictions, the availability of single-stick cigarettes, and inconsistent regulation of disposable vapes—further exacerbate the problem. Hammond et al. (2023) found that despite regulatory efforts in countries like Canada, the U.S., and the U.K., adolescent vaping remained persistent due to the easy accessibility of these products.
A further explanation for the paradox lies in the resilience and adaptability of the tobacco industry. Research from Canada, the United Kingdom, and Southeast Asia demonstrates that flavoured products and sleek device designs disproportionately appeal to adolescents (Simonavičius et al., 2024; Yong et al., 2023). The marketing of these products positions them as fashionable, technologically advanced, and less harmful than traditional cigarettes. Adolescents—who already discount long-term risks—are particularly vulnerable to such cues. The tobacco industry’s marketing power effectively neutralises decades of awareness campaigns by aligning products with adolescent preferences—including flavours, aesthetics, and discreet usage—thus creating an environment where awareness of harm coexists with high usage levels (Leventhal et al., 2019).
In addition to developmental and industry factors, weak enforcement contributes to the persistence of adolescent smoking. Although many countries maintain legal restrictions on underage tobacco sales, online retail platforms, informal markets, and limited compliance checks undermine these safeguards (Fischer et al., 2025). Adolescents frequently report ease of access to both cigarettes and vaping products, regardless of awareness of their risks. Moreover, cultural contexts further complicate enforcement. In some societies, smoking remains a socially tolerated behaviour, even among youth. Adolescents who see tobacco use modelled by family members, community leaders, or peers are more likely to experiment, despite their knowledge of potential harms (Zhou et al., 2023). In this way, awareness campaigns become outmatched by the normalisation of smoking in everyday life.











Table 2. Influences on Adolescent Smoking and Their Relationship to Awareness Across Countries (2020–2025)

	Influence Factor
	Effect on Awareness
	Effect on Smoking Behaviour
	Study Evidence (2020–2025)
	Country/Region

	Peer Influence
	Adolescents with smoking friends perceive smoking as normal, lowering risk perception.
	Odds of initiation increase 2–3× when peers smoke.
	Huang et al., 2021 (Int J Nurs Pract); Rachmani et al., 2024 
	China, Taiwan, Europe

	Family Influence
	Family discussions improve awareness; parental smoking reduces perceived harm.
	Parental smoking normalises the habit; weak supervision is linked to higher uptake.
	Guterres et al., 2024 (Int J Adolesc Med Health); Silmi et al., 2025 (Frontiers in Psychiatry)
	Indonesia, Timor-Leste, Latin America

	School-Based Education
	Anti-tobacco curricula raise awareness substantially, especially about long-term risks.
	Behaviour change is limited—knowledge rarely prevents experimentation.
	Guterres et al., 2024; Thomas et al., 2022 (Cochrane Review)
	Southeast Asia, Europe, United States

	Media & Advertising
	Pro-tobacco marketing glamorises smoking; anti-tobacco ads temporarily improve risk perception.
	Tobacco ads linked with initiation (aOR ≈ 1.3–1.6); flavoured vape ads were strongly associated with uptake.
	Wang et al., 2022; Villanueva-Basco et al., 2025
	U.S., U.K., Global (social media)

	Sociodemographic Factors
	Lower SES and rural residence correlate with lower awareness; higher SES youth are more exposed to prevention campaigns.
	Low-SES adolescents have higher initiation and lower quit attempts.
	Guterres et al., 2024; U.S. CDC, 2022 (Youth Tobacco Survey)
	Southeast Asia, U.S., Africa

	Psychosocial Confidence & Identity
	Awareness is often overridden by the belief that smoking enhances maturity, independence, or confidence.
	Predicts experimentation and uptake, especially in contexts of peer pressure.
	Huang et al., 2021; Casey et al., 2022 (Dev Cogn Neurosci)
	China, Europe, North America

	Cultural Norms & Regulation
	Strong tobacco control policies reinforce awareness; weak enforcement reduces impact.
	Countries with bans on ads and single-stick sales see lower initiation.
	WHO, 2021 (Global Youth Tobacco Survey); Lacsa, 2025 (Journal of Public Health)
	Philippines, Thailand, Africa (Kenya, South Africa)

	Novel Tobacco Products (E-cigarettes, Heated Tobacco)
	Adolescents perceive e-cigarettes as less harmful despite awareness campaigns.
	Flavoured vapes drive experimentation; dual use with cigarettes is emerging.
	Dai et al., 2023 (Addiction); Guillemin et al., 2023
	United States, Europe, Philippines, Middle East



[bookmark: _Hlk207883313][bookmark: _GoBack]Table 2 shows the global evidence from 2020 to 2025, highlighting that adolescent smoking behaviour cannot be explained by awareness alone, but rather by a complex interaction of social, cultural, and structural influences. From 2020–2025, global evidence shows that adolescent smoking and vaping persist not because youth lack knowledge, but because awareness is continually overridden by social, cultural, and structural forces. Peer influence is among the strongest predictors: across China, Taiwan, and several European countries, having friends who smoke normalises the behaviour and increases odds of initiation by roughly two to three times, blunting the value of health knowledge (Huang et al., 2021; Rachmani et al., 2024). Family context compounds this: parental engagement can raise awareness, yet parental smoking models and legitimises use, raising experimentation risk in Southeast Asia and Latin America (Guterres et al., 2024; Silmi et al., 2025). School programs reliably increase knowledge and risk perception, but behaviour change is inconsistent where tobacco remains accessible or socially endorsed (Guterres et al., 2024; Thomas et al., 2022). Media and marketing further erode risk perceptions: tobacco/e-cigarette promotions glamorise products and are linked to higher initiation (adjusted odds ratio ≈ 1.3–1.6), while anti-tobacco campaigns often have only short-term effects (Wang et al., 2022; Apollonio & Glantz, 2021). Structural inequities—lower SES, rural residence, and being male—are associated with lower awareness and higher initiation across Southeast Asia, the U.S., and Africa (Guterres et al., 2024; CDC, 2022). Psychosocial beliefs that smoking signals confidence, maturity, or social acceptance continue to motivate experimentation despite known harms (van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2022). Policy and culture matter: stricter bans, comprehensive controls, and enforced age limits correlate with lower initiation, whereas weak enforcement (e.g., the Philippines, parts of Africa and Southeast Asia) undermines translation of awareness into behaviour (WHO, 2021; Lacsa, 2025). Finally, novel products—flavoured e-cigs and heated tobacco—are widely misperceived as less harmful, with design and flavours driving uptake and dual use (Ling et al., 2023). 
Overall, the global picture demonstrates that while adolescent awareness of smoking risks has generally increased across regions, awareness is consistently undermined by peer influence, family dynamics, cultural norms, marketing strategies, and the appeal of novel tobacco products. This paradox reveals that knowledge alone is insufficient to reduce adolescent smoking and vaping—stronger regulatory measures, targeted cultural interventions, and psychosocially grounded prevention strategies are necessary to bridge the gap between awareness and behaviour.
[bookmark: _Hlk207883968]1.2 THE PHILIPPINES CASE
The Philippines presents a distinctive paradox in adolescent smoking and vaping, marked by simultaneously high awareness of risks and high levels of experimentation. Data from the 2019 and 2023 Global Youth Tobacco Surveys (GYTS) revealed that nearly one in four Filipino adolescents aged 13–15 had tried e-cigarettes, with approximately 14% reporting current use (Serra et al., 2023). These findings are striking given that Filipino adolescents rank among the most knowledgeable globally about the harms of smoking and vaping (Ling et al., 2023). Unlike in contexts where low awareness explains high prevalence, the Philippine case illustrates how knowledge and risk perception coexist with widespread use: 75.5% of youth are aware of e-cigarettes, yet 24.6% have experimented and 14.1% are active users (Serra et al., 2023). Social and environmental factors contribute significantly to this disjunction. Household and public exposure to tobacco smoke remains pervasive, normalising use despite risk awareness (Serra et al., 2023). Peer influence exerts a particularly strong effect, with subjective norms, peer approval, and perceived social benefits predicting vaping intentions more powerfully than factual knowledge of harms (Belmonte et al., 2025). This suggests that the need for belonging outweighs rational health considerations. Policy turbulence further compounds the problem. The enactment of the 2022 “Vape Law,” which reduced the minimum age of purchase from 21 to 18 and shifted regulatory oversight from the Food and Drug Administration to the Department of Trade and Industry, created an impression of leniency and weakened the deterrent effects of public health campaigns (Sese & Guillermo, 2023). Regional comparisons confirm that Filipino adolescents face particularly permissive environments, with higher exposure to household and school vaping as well as greater access to flavoured products than their Southeast Asian counterparts (Tran et al., 2022). On a psychological level, this paradox reflects a broader adolescent tendency toward risk-taking driven by affective and social mechanisms, such as reward sensitivity, identity formation, and conformity, which can override rational acknowledgement of long-term harms (van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2022). In the Philippine context, the visibility, accessibility, and social reinforcement of vaping and smoking amplify these mechanisms, rendering awareness insufficient as a protective factor. Longitudinal data further suggest a pipeline effect, with young adults in the Philippines reporting significant increases in vaping prevalence between 2015 and 2021, pointing to the persistence of adolescent experimentation into adulthood (Lacsa, 2025).
2. CONCLUSION
The global paradox of adolescent smoking and vaping demonstrates that high awareness of tobacco harms has not prevented widespread experimentation with e-cigarettes, heated tobacco, and nicotine pouches. While traditional cigarette smoking has declined, evidence shows that flavoured products, peer influence, and aggressive marketing sustain high uptake despite strong awareness campaigns (Huang et al., 2021; Hammond et al., 2023; Guillemin et al., 2023). In the Philippines, this contradiction is particularly pronounced: Filipino adolescents rank among the most informed worldwide, yet they also report some of the region’s highest rates of experimentation and current use (Serra et al., 2023). Household exposure, peer normalisation, and policy leniency—especially the 2022 Vape Law—further weaken prevention efforts (Sese & Guillermo, 2023; Tran et al., 2022). These findings highlight the limits of information-based strategies and call for integrated approaches that include strict regulatory enforcement, restrictions on flavoured products, and culturally tailored interventions that address adolescent identity and social belonging (van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2022; WHO, 2021). Without such measures, the Philippines and other Southeast Asian nations risk sustaining cycles of adolescent experimentation that transition into adult dependence, perpetuating the long-term public health burden of tobacco and nicotine use (Lacsa, 2025).
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