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Evidence: Young People and Smoking 

 
Reasons associated with young people starting smoking 

 
Most adult smokers started as teenagers. Two-thirds of them take up smoking, and 40% 
are regularly smoking, before the age of 181.  Young people are four times more likely to 
start smoking if they are exposed to smoking within the home through living with carers, 
parents or siblings who smoke2,3.  
 
Peers are also influential in smoking initiation.  Data from 2021 indicated that 99% of 
regular smokers report friends who smoked compared to 33% of non-smokers, and 
75% of regular smokers had family and friends who smoked compared to 55% of non-
smokers.4   
 
There are a wide range of other additional risk factors for starting smoking including 
ease of obtaining cigarettes5, socioeconomic status6, adverse childhood experiences7, 
exposure to tobacco marketing8,9 and depictions of smoking in films, television and 
other media9,10.  
 
Smoking in young people is also associated with several other factors, the strongest 
was using a vape (e-cigarette), followed by drug use (multiple drug use is more common 
than smoking alone), and then having friends who smoke11.   
 
 
 
  



© National Centre for Smoking Cessation and Training (NCSCT) 2025  2 

References 
1. Public Health England. Health matters: smoking and quitting in England. 15 Sept 2015 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-smoking-and-quitting-in-england/smoking-
and-quitting-in-england  [Accessed 12.03.2025] 
2. Action on Smoking and Health (ASH).  Youth smoking. https://ash.org.uk/health-
inequalities/youth-smoking  [Accessed 12.03.2025] 
3. Laverty AA, Filippidis FT, Taylor-Robinson D, Millett C, Bush A, Hopkinson NS. Smoking uptake in 
UK children: analysis of the UK Millennium Cohort Study. Thorax. 2019 Jun;74(6):607-610. doi: 
10.1136/thoraxjnl-2018-212254. Epub 2018 Nov 15. PMID: 30442657. 
4. NHS Digital.  Smoking, Drinking and Drug Use among Young People in England, 2021. 6 Sep 2022. 
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-
among-young-people-in-england/2021  [Accessed 12.03.2025] 
5.  Leonardi-Bee J, Jere M, Britton J. Exposure to parental and sibling smoking and the risk of 
smoking uptake in childhood and adolescence: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Thorax. 
66(10):847-855, 2011 
6.  Taylor-Robinson DC, Wickham S, Campbell M, Robinson J, Pearce A, Barr B Are social 
inequalities in early childhood smoking initiation explained by exposure to adult smoking? Findings from 
the UK Millennium Cohort Study. PLoS ONE 2017 
7.  Camille Joannès, Raphaële Castagné, Michelle Kelly-Irving. Associations of adverse childhood 
experiences with smoking initiation in adolescence and persistence in adulthood, and the role of the 
childhood environment: Findings from the 1958 British birth cohort, Preventive Medicine, Volume 156, 
2022 
8.  Lovato C, Watts A, Stead LF. Impact of tobacco advertising and promotion on increasing 
adolescent smoking behaviours. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2011 Oct 5;2011(10):CD003439. doi: 
10.1002/14651858.CD003439.pub2. PMID: 21975739; PMCID: PMC7173757. 
9. Harris F, MacKintosh AM, Anderson S, et al Ejects of the 2003 advertising /promotion ban in the 
United Kingdom on awareness of tobacco marketing: findings from the International Tobacco Control 
(ITC) Four Country Survey Tobacco Control 2006;15:iii26-iii33 
10.  Waylen AE, Leary SD, Ness AR, Tanski SE, Sargent JD. Cross-sectional association between 
smoking depictions in films and adolescent tobacco use nested in a British cohort study. Thorax. 2011 
Oct;66(10):856-61. doi: 10.1136/thoraxjnl-2011-200053. PMID: 21933947; PMCID: PMC3345506. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-smoking-and-quitting-in-england/smoking-and-quitting-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-smoking-and-quitting-in-england/smoking-and-quitting-in-england
https://ash.org.uk/health-inequalities/youth-smoking
https://ash.org.uk/health-inequalities/youth-smoking
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england/2021
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england/2021

