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Executive summary 

Introduction  

Electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes), also known as vapes, are battery-powered devices that heat 
a liquid, usually containing nicotine, creating a vapour for users to inhale. They do not contain 
tobacco. Disposable e-cigarettes - single use, pre-filled devices that are ready to use from the 
point of purchase and require no charging or refilling - are particularly popular among younger 
adults due to their low cost, ease of use, and range of flavours.  

Current evidence indicates that legal e-cigarettes are far less harmful than smoking and can be 
a useful tool to help people quit smoking. With smoking accounting for half the difference in life 
expectancy between the lowest and highest income groups in England it is crucial to ensure 
equitable access to smoking cessation tools for those looking to quit. However, as they are a 
relatively new product, their long-term impacts are unknown and so they are not risk-free. They 
also often contain nicotine, which is a very addictive substance, so an increase in the use of e-
cigarettes – particularly disposables - in people who have never smoked and young people 
under 18 is of concern.   

Further concerns have been expressed about the environmental harms of disposables. At the 
time of the research study, councils throughout the UK were calling for bans on disposable e-
cigarettes. In mid-January, shortly following the end of fieldwork for this study, the UK 
government announced its intention to legislate to ban the sale of disposable e-cigarettes. The 
England and Scottish Governments are currently reviewing consultation responses for a 
potential ban on disposables to curb youth uptake, with similar announcements expected in 
Wales and Northern Ireland.   

It is important to explore how a balance can be achieved between protecting young people and 
people who have never smoked from starting to use e-cigarettes, and supporting adults who 
may wish to use them as a smoking cessation aid. 

 

Aim 

To explore views on the use and appeal of disposable e-cigarettes in a demographically diverse 
sample of UK adults with different histories of smoking and disposable e-cigarettes use. 

 

Methodology  

In-depth interviews with 40 study participants with different histories of smoking and disposable 
e-cigarette use to explore their experiences and views of disposable e-cigarettes. The majority 
of respondents were of a ‘white’ background, with overall representation from a range of ethnic 
groups. The sample had a broadly equal gender split and included 18 participants from lower 
SES backgrounds and 22 from higher SES.  

Participants from four groups of interest were recruited for this study:  

• People who use/d disposables with the intention to quit or reduce smoking, including people 
who smoke and use disposable e-cigarettes (dual users) (n=11),  

• People who use/d disposable e-cigarettes and have quit smoking (n=9), 

• People who have never smoked and use disposable e-cigarettes (n=11), and  

• People who smoke and do not use/have never used disposable e-cigarettes (n=9).  
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Key findings 

The research has demonstrated that views on the use and appeal of disposable e-cigarettes in 
smoking cessation are diverse and nuanced, indicating a range of potential impacts on 
disposable users of a ban on disposables.  

  

Positive factors 

Quitting smoking 

There was agreement amongst participants who used disposable e-cigarettes as a smoking 
cessation support that they played a vital role in helping them to quit. Participants who had tried 
other smoking cessation methods generally compared these unfavourably with disposable e-
cigarettes, though this is not unexpected as participants were recruited on the basis of 
disposable e-cigarette use for this study. Nicotine replacement therapy products such as 
patches and gums were felt to be less effective because, unlike disposable e-cigarettes, they 
did not replace the habits or sensations of smoking cigarettes. However, for some participants 
who were currently dual using disposable e-cigarettes and cigarettes, using e-cigarettes did not 
always diminish the urge to smoke, as the experience was too different. It is also worth noting 
a number of participants in this study who used disposable e-cigarettes did not start using them 
to serve as a quit aid, for example - they did so when offered e-cigarettes in social situations. 
Participants also discussed switching between smoking, using disposable e-cigarettes and 
quitting – trajectories of use were not linear and could be quite complicated.  

Convenience and appeal 

The main reason for the use of disposable e-cigarettes over other vaping products was the 
convenience, cost (see below) and ease of use. Participants saw disposable e-cigarettes as 
requiring less effort since they can be used immediately without recharging or refilling. Ease of 
access both online and in-store also played an important role. E-cigarettes were thought to 
mirror the action and experience of smoking a cigarette, which may allow for a smoother 
transition away from tobacco products. In addition to the convenience of disposable e-
cigarettes, the range of flavours and attractive packaging and design were perceived to be 
appealing factors. 

Cost and affordability 

There were mixed views on the appeal of disposable e-cigarettes in terms of cost. Disposable 
e-cigarettes were viewed as a cheaper alternative to buying cigarettes and cheaper than buying 
or replacing a rechargeable e-cigarette. Some participants described a reluctance to commit to 
buying a rechargeable e-cigarette or were concerned that it would lead to an increase in their 
vaping. However, others had the view that rechargeable e-cigarettes would prove more 
affordable in the longer term.  

The extent to which using disposable e-cigarettes financially impacted participants varied, but 
this study did not find variations by SES. Participants who currently or previously smoked 
discussed saving money by using disposable e-cigarettes.  

Social acceptability 

Participants considered vaping as more socially acceptable than smoking. People discussed 
feeling more confident vaping in public due to the lack of lingering smell and second-hand 
smoke in comparison to smoking cigarettes. However, other participants reported that their 
choice to vape had very little influence on their relationships and social behaviour.  
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Areas of concern 

Social uptake among people who don’t use tobacco 

Whilst they may be helpful for people who smoke, the relative social acceptability of vaping 
meant people who never smoked were commonly introduced to disposable e-cigarettes through 
friends and co-workers and reported enjoying the flavours, the social aspect of vaping and the 
feeling of reduced stress that vaping gave them.  

Mixed views about health impact 

Although some participants were positive about the potential health benefits of using e-
cigarettes, others reported negative health impacts from e-cigarette use, including nausea, 
headaches, coughing, heartburn, as well as effects on their breathing and heart rate. Concerns 
regarding nicotine addiction were also raised by participants who used disposable e-cigarettes 
with the intention to quit smoking. Drawing parallels to the initially unknown health harms of 
smoking tobacco, participants had fears that similar long-term health harms of vaping would be 
discovered in the future. It was also clear that trajectories of use were not linear and 
straightforward, from tobacco use to e-cigarette use to quitting one or both products, with dual 
use, relapse and switching between both products mentioned. Participants described the 
difficulty they found in quitting disposable e-cigarettes. Concerns were expressed that switching 
to disposables from tobacco risked switching one addiction for another, with participants 
reporting that their frequency of use of disposables was high and expressing a desire to end 
the addiction to nicotine. 

Environmental concern 

The quantity of plastic used in disposable e-cigarettes and packaging, safety concerns about 
the batteries in them and the number of disposables that participants observed discarded as 
litter were frequently cited as problematic. There was low awareness of proper disposal and 
recycling of disposable e-cigarettes, with the majority of participants stating they disposed of 
their spent disposable e-cigarettes in their household recycling or general waste. Participants 
were either unaware of recycling facilities for disposable e-cigarettes, or were aware of them 
but found them difficult to access and were not motivated to seek them out.  

 

How future regulation may impact disposable users 

Overall, in December 2023 when interviews were conducted (shortly prior to the formal 
announcement in January 2024 of a potential ban) participants had very low awareness of the 
potential restrictions on the sale of disposable e-cigarettes and were unprepared for a ban or 
reduced accessibility. Participants welcomed further restrictions on e-cigarettes as a way to 
prevent young people from accessing disposable e-cigarettes. This included improving 
enforcement of the age restriction through heavy fines and bans for shops found to be selling 
disposable e-cigarettes to young people under the legal age for purchase.  

However, a ban on disposable e-cigarettes was also thought to indicate that they were more 
harmful than cigarettes, and more harmful than participants had originally considered them to 
be. Participants extended this belief regarding the relative harms of disposable e-cigarettes to 
encompass all e-cigarettes, despite the less stringent regulations proposed for refillable and 
reusable e-cigarettes than for tobacco. Some participants had concerns that the proposed 
regulations would lead to an increase in illicit (and unsafe) e-cigarettes being sold. 

Participants suggested that a ban or restrictions on disposable e-cigarettes would lead either to 
a) them switching to refillable e-cigarettes or b) going back to cigarettes and/ or smoking more. 
The latter view was particularly prevalent in the group of people who dual use – using disposable 
e-cigarettes whilst still smoking.  
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Conclusion 

This report presents findings from interviews with people across the United Kingdom who have 
different histories of smoking and disposable e-cigarettes use to understand the potential impact 
on adults of tighter regulations on disposable e-cigarettes. Disposable e-cigarettes seem to 
provide an effective and important alternative to smoking tobacco for some. The close 
similarities between smoking and vaping can make disposable e-cigarettes an effective 
cessation tool, though dual use and switching between tobacco and e-cigarettes is also 
reported. Their convenience and lower cost relative to cigarettes make them accessible – more 
so than refillable e-cigarettes that cost more initially and are less easy to use. The perceived 
attractive appearance and relative social acceptance also make disposable e-cigarettes 
appealing to use and try, which is viewed positively for adults trying to quit smoking; however, 
there is major concern about their uptake by young people. Similarly, potential negative health 
and environmental impacts of disposable e-cigarettes were notable concerns voiced by the 
participants and reasons for supporting measures to reduce uptake in young people and the 
resultant environmental waste.  

With tighter regulations, including the potential banning of disposable e-cigarettes, people may 
be more likely to view both disposable and other types of e-cigarettes as more harmful than 
they did previously – and for some, tighter regulations make e-cigarettes seem as harmful as, 
or more harmful than, tobacco. In the event of further restrictions on disposable e-cigarettes it 
is unclear whether people currently using disposable e-cigarettes are more likely than they 
would have been to quit both tobacco and e-cigarettes entirely, switch to using refillable e-
cigarettes or revert to smoking tobacco. The people at highest risk of reverting to sole state 
tobacco use appear to be those who currently both smoke and use e-cigarettes.  

 

Policy recommendations 

These recommendations were developed by Cancer Research UK’s policy experts based on 
the research findings from this study and other evidence and wider considerations.  

Nicotine is an addictive product. Disposable e-cigarettes are only one delivery system for 
nicotine, but many others are readily available, and – unlike e-cigarettes - often contain 
tobacco, which causes cancer. It is hard to predict exactly how people who use disposable e-
cigarettes would react to a new restrictions, up to and including a ban, including whether they 
will quit nicotine fully, move on to another product containing nicotine, or try to use illicit 
products. 

It’s important that any new restrictions on disposable vapes strike a balance between 
preventing youth uptake and usage and encouraging smoking cessation, to minimise against 
any unintended consequences, such as leading people to smoking instead.  

 

Cancer Research UK is calling on the UK and devolved Governments to:  
 

Ensure people who smoke still have access to a wide range of cessation 
options, including refillable/ reusable e-cigarettes. 

Governments across the UK should ensure that stop smoking support is sufficiently 
and sustainably funded and easily accessible and give people access to a range of 
cessation tools. Refillable/ re-usable e-cigarettes, which are the closest alternative to 
disposables, must remain easily available and accessible to people who smoke or 
used to smoke following any increased restriction on disposable products. 
Governments across the UK should work to rectify harm misperceptions between 
tobacco and vaping, so people who smoke are not discouraged from switching to e-
cigarettes. They should also consider commissioning or undertaking research into 
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optimum vaping cessation to avoid relapse and develop guidance on quitting vaping 
without relapsing to smoking. 

 
 

Reduce vaping in young people and those who have never smoked.   
The UK Government should introduce powers to make vaping less appealing to young 
people, including by regulating their packaging and display. Governments across the 
UK should ensure that young people and never-smokers who use disposable e-
cigarettes are given vaping cessation support and mitigate the risk of these groups 
taking up smoking or buying illicit e-cigarettes instead. UK Governments must monitor 
whether young people and those who have never smoked have accurate harm 
perceptions and they should clearly communicate that while vaping is far less harmful 
than smoking tobacco, it is not risk free and should only be used as a cessation tool. 

 

Ensure regulation is fit for purpose and effectively enforced.  

Governments across the UK should ensure that e-cigarette disposal solutions are 
readily accessible to the public. UK Governments must ensure that enforcement 
agencies, including Trading Standards departments, are adequately and sustainably 
funded, so they can deal with any potential rise in illicit products following e-cigarette 
restrictions.  
The impact of vaping policies (including disposable e-cigarette bans) on smoking and 
e-cigarette usage must be monitored closely, alongside possible changes in industry 
behaviour, so that any further proportionate action can be taken swiftly.  

  
 

 
  



 
 

Disposable e-cigarettes: use and appeal for smoking cessation in adults  9 

Introduction 

Background and context 

Harms of smoking 

Cigarettes have been described as the most dangerous consumer product ever offered for sale, 
with tobacco use killing over 7 million people a year globally, a number that includes over 1 
million people who do not smoke2. In the UK, while smoking rates have declined significantly 
over the past decade, tobacco remains the biggest cause of death, contributing to an estimated 
nearly 409,000 hospital admissions, and around 60,800 deaths each year in England alone2,3. 
The continued harms from smoking mean that public support for stronger government action to 
reduce rates of smoking has increased significantly over time4. The proportion of people who 
perceive government efforts to tackle smoking to be insufficient has increased from 29% in 2009 
to 46% in 20224. The UK Government responded to the demand for action on smoking by 
consulting on and introducing to parliament the Tobacco and Vapes Bill that aimed to create a 
‘smokefree generation’ of people who will never legally be sold tobacco products5.  
 

E-cigarettes as smoking cessation tool 

There is evidence that switching from smoking to e-cigarettes may represent an opportunity for 
reducing uniquely damaging smoking-related harms by dramatically decreasing the risk of 
illnesses like cancer, heart disease, and stroke6,7. While stopping smoking without aids or 
support /the use of willpower alone is still the most common approach to quitting smoking in 
England8,9, e-cigarettes are currently one of the most common smoking cessation aids, with 
nearly one-third of people attempting to quit smoking using a vaping product compared with 
16% who used nicotine replacement products8. The most recent Scottish Health Survey showed 
60% of respondents who reported ever attempting to quit smoking used no quitting method, 
25% used nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) and 21% used e-cigarettes9.     
 
A recent study found that patterns of disposable e-cigarette use among people who have 
stopped smoking long-term suggest that people using them can successfully quit smoking6. The 
National Health Service (NHS) and the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 
now recommend vaping for adults who are trying to quit smoking10,11. To achieve the UK 
Government’s objective of a smokefree England by 2030, the 2022 Khan Review identified 
several ‘critical recommendations’ for action4. One of which was the promotion of vaping as a 
smoking cessation tool, which both highlighted that helping adults to quit smoking is of 
paramount importance and an ‘overriding public health priority, while acknowledging that e-
cigarettes are not a risk-free ‘silver bullet’ response to smoking. Helping adults to quit smoking 
is of paramount importance and an ‘overriding public health priority’, while acknowledging that 
e-cigarettes are not a risk-free ‘silver bullet’ response to smoking.  
 

Use and perceived harms of e-cigarettes 

While current evidence suggests legal e-cigarettes are far less harmful than smoking, their use 
is not risk free and the long-term health effects are as yet unknown. 
  

In the UK, although there has been a rise in recent years in the proportion of young people who 
have “tried them once or twice” from 5.6% in 2014 to 11.6% in 202312, the proportion of young 
people using e-cigarettes regularly (at least weekly) has remained relatively low – 1.6% in 2019 
and 3.7% in 202312. However, the recent HBSC 2022 study reported that 25% of 15-year-olds 
and 10% of 13-year-olds used e-cigarettes in the last 30 days in Scotland, and this increase 
has been observed internationally13.  
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Some research suggests that dual use in adults may represent a fluid state, with regular 
transition between dual use and either sole tobacco or sole e-cigarette use, as well as 
individuals reporting difficulties quitting e-cigarettes as well as tobacco14,15. Dual use still 
exposes people to harmful tobacco smoke, and is not recommended by public health 
organisations7,16,17. Alongside potential harms to health, concerns have also been expressed 
about the environmental harms of single-use plastic, battery powered devices18.  
 
The rapid increase in disposable vape use has generated calls for tighter regulations and bans 
on disposables to curb youth uptake, protect the health of people who have never smoked, and 
minimise damage to the environment. Indeed, the UK and devolved Governments are 
consulting on   bans on disposable e-cigarettes, with the UK and Scottish Governments currently 
consulting on the impact of a ban, and an agreed four nation approach to the forthcoming ban 
has been adopted19,20. As with smoking, there is a strong public appetite for increased action 
on e-cigarettes. Among respondents to a 2023 UK government consultation on smoking and e-
cigarette use, nearly 70% supported a ban on disposable e-cigarettes21. 
 
Finally, there is evidence that misperceptions of the relative harms of e-cigarettes and tobacco 
cigarettes are growing in the UK. A paper based on the Smoking Toolkit Study (STS) data, 
showed that in 2014, 10.8% thought e-cigarettes were more harmful than cigarettes;, by 2023 
this had increased to 23.3%. More recent data from STS shows that this trend has continued 
into 2024, after the Tobacco and Vapes Bill was announced. It is not known how implementing 
a ban on disposable vapes or increasing the age of sale of tobacco every year by one year will 
further affect this trend.     
 
 

Regulating disposable e-cigarettes 

Disposable e-cigarettes are single use, pre-filled devices that are ready to use from the point of 
purchase, and thus require no charging or refilling before use. The use of disposable e-
cigarettes has increased substantially over a short period of time. In just over two and a half 
years (between January 2021 and August 2023) disposable e-cigarette use among adults has 
increased from 0.1% to almost 5%6. The increase in disposable e-cigarette use has been 
particularly steep among young people: rates of use among people aged 18 increased from 
0.3% in January 2021 to nearly 16% by August 20236. Of the different types of e-cigarettes 
available, disposables are popular among younger adults due to their low cost, ease of use, 
and strong flavours23,24.  
 
The regulation of e-cigarettes is a rapidly evolving policy area. This research was conducted in 
a context in which councils throughout the UK were calling for bans on disposable e-
cigarettes25,26,. In mid-January, shortly following the end of fieldwork for this study, the UK 
Government announced its intention to legislate to ban the sale of disposable e-cigarettes21. In 
addition to an outright ban on the sale and supply of disposable e-cigarettes, the Government 
also announced plans to introduce measures restricting flavours ‘specifically marketed at 
children’, introduce plainer, less visually appealing packaging, change point-of-sale displays in 
shops, and increase fines for shops found to be illegally supplying e-cigarettes to those aged 
under 1821. As a four-nation approach has been agreed, the ban on disposables would apply 
across the four nations of the UK. Most recently, the 2024 Spring Budget announced a 
consultation on a new tax on vaping products to begin in October 202627.  
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Balancing benefits and risks 

Debates about the role of nicotine delivery products in public health are focused on the utility of 
e-cigarettes in smoking cessation and the risks of e-cigarettes driving nicotine addiction in 
another generation28. While seemingly polarized and conflicting, these perspectives both seek 
to reduce harms28.  
 
While a ban on disposable e-cigarettes and restrictions on flavours, packaging and point of sale 
displays of other types of e-cigarettes are likely to reduce uptake among people who have never 
smoked, a recent analysis of nationally representative survey data concluded that a ban on 
disposable e-cigarettes would have the largest effect on the UK’s 1.1 million current dual users 
(current people who smoke who also use disposable e-cigarettes)6. Also affected by a ban on 
disposable e-cigarettes would be the 242,000 people who had recently switched from smoking 
to using e-cigarettes and 500,000  people who have stopped smoking long-term and are using 
disposable e-cigarettes6. There are also concerns about whether changes to the accessibility 
of disposables may disproportionately affect adults from lower socioeconomic backgrounds due 
to the low up-front cost of disposables compared with refillable e-cigarettes. Previous research 
with participants who used disposables and aimed to change to refillable devices showed that 
high initial cost was one of the main barriers to switching, alongside the weaker flavour and 
unreliability of alternative devices23. With smoking accounting for half the difference in life 
expectancy between the lowest and highest income groups in England29, it is crucial to ensure 
there is equitable access to all smoking cessation tools for those looking to quit. It is unknown 
if disposable e-cigarettes provide an advantage or not compared with other methods to help 
people quit smoking, whether they make the dual use state (or transient switching between 
tobacco only, vape only and dual use) more or less likely, and therefore it is important to 
ascertain the views of adults in the UK towards the use and usefulness of disposable e-
cigarettes.  
 

Research aims and objectives 

This current study explores the appeal of disposable e-cigarettes and their usefulness in 
supporting attempts to quit smoking. The study also provides evidence regarding how future 
regulations or policies on disposable e-cigarettes may affect adults using them as a smoking 
cessation tool. 

Aim 

This study aimed to explore views on the use and appeal of disposable e-cigarettes in a 
demographically diverse sample of UK adults with different histories of smoking and disposable 
e-cigarette use.  

Key objectives and research questions 

The research primarily focused on exploring the following issues: 
 
1. What are the perceived advantages and disadvantages of disposable e-cigarettes for UK 

adults with different histories of smoking and disposable e-cigarette use?  
 
2. What role do disposable e-cigarettes play in attempts to quit or reduce smoking?  

 
3. How do UK adults perceive potential restrictions on the marketing, availability and use of 

disposable e-cigarettes?  
a. What is the perceived impact of a ban on disposables? 
b. Are those who use disposable e-cigarettes more or less likely to quit both tobacco 

and e-cigarettes entirely, dual use, or revert to e-cigarettes only or tobacco only? 
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Methods 
This qualitative study involved in-depth interviews with 40 participants who have different 
histories of smoking and disposable e-cigarettes use to explore their experiences and views of 
disposable e-cigarettes in detail. The interviews were conducted by the Scottish Centre for 
Social Research (ScotCen) and took place between November 2023 and January 2024. 

There were four groups of interest for this research: 

• Category 1. People who use/d disposables with the intention to quit or reduce 
smoking, including people who smoke and use disposable e-cigarettes (dual users),  

• Category 2: People who use/d disposable e-cigarettes and have quit smoking 

• Category 3: People who have never smoked and use disposable e-cigarettes 

• Category 4: People who smoke and do not use/have never used disposable e-
cigarettes. 

 

Interviews were conducted with participants in all four countries of the United Kingdom. The 
breakdown of participants by category and country is shown in Table 1 below: 

Table 1: Participant breakdown    

 Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Category 4 

England  3 2 3 3 

Scotland 3 2 2 2 

Wales 2 3 3 2 

Northern Ireland 3 2 3 2 

Total 11 9 11 9 

 

Patient and Public Involvement 

ScotCen recruited a research advisory group (RAG) to engage with aspects of the research 
design. All members of the advisory group had experience of using disposable e-cigarettes and 
were recruited via social media. Group members were invited to take part in two workshops. 
The first focused on reviewing and developing the research materials and topic guide and took 
place at the beginning of the study. The second involved giving feedback on, and context to, 
emerging findings from the research and took place towards the end of the study to enable 
feedback to be integrated into this report. All group members were offered a £50 high street 
voucher for each workshop to thank them for their participation. 

Feedback from the RAG led to changes to the wording and layout of recruitment materials, 
modifications to the wording of questions in the topic guide and the consideration of how 
interviewers should approach potentially sensitive questions and topic areas in the interviews. 
In the final RAG workshop, findings from the research were shared with members and particular 
focus was placed on reviewing the themes within the current policy landscape. Discussion 
included the potential impact of the future ban on disposable e-cigarettes, as well as the 
reasoning behind using disposable e-cigarettes over other vaping and nicotine products. 
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Sampling and recruitment 

A qualitative purposive sampling approach was adopted to recruit participants to the study. In 
addition to the categories of respondent previously mentioned, we aimed to recruit a percentage 
of participants from deprived backgrounds, and include those with a range of the following 
sampling characteristics (see Appendix A for full breakdown): 

• Age: Adults over 18  

• Socio-economic background: Around half of participants were from households with low 
socio-economic status1 

• Gender: Broadly equal gender split  

• Ethnicity: The majority of the respondents originated from a ‘white’ background, with 
representation from a range of ethnic groups. 

 

The majority of participants were recruited to the study by Criteria, a specialist recruitment 
agency for research with ‘hard-to-reach’ or ‘underserved’ groups. Criteria was provided with 
detailed sampling information and purposive quotas, as well as information to share with 
participants. Criteria recruits using a variety of online methods including blogs and community 
message boards. The company maintains a database of contacts, including those from more 
deprived groups, who agree to be contacted for potential research projects. A small number of 
participants were recruited directly by ScotCen using social media advertising.  

All potential participants were provided with an information sheet and privacy notice which 
outlined details of the research; including what participation would entail, that participation was 
entirely voluntary, and that any published findings would not include identifiable information 
about the participants. All participants received £40 to thank them for their participation. 

 

Data Collection 

All interviews took place over MS Teams or by telephone, based on participant preference. 
Interviews were audio-recorded using either encrypted recorders or Amolto recording software 
and transcribed verbatim. The average interview length was 40 minutes. Verbal consent to take 
part in the interview was recorded at the start of all interviews. 

The topic guide (see Appendix B) was developed by ScotCen and Cancer Research UK, with 
input from the RAG, and covered topics including: 

• Personal history of smoking and using e-cigarettes and other products 

• Personal use of disposable e-cigarettes including reasons for using or not using disposable 
e-cigarettes 

• Perceived impact of using disposable e-cigarettes 

• Personal history of using disposable e-cigarettes to quit or reduce smoking 

• Views on appeal and availability of disposable e-cigarettes 

• Views on proposed restrictions and regulations on the way disposable e-cigarettes are sold 
and marketed 

 
 
 

 
 

1 Participants in a household of low socio-economic status were those with a household income of less 
than £25,000 and living in an area with an IMD/SIMD/WIMD or 4 or less 
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Analysis 

Transcripts of all interviews were thematically analysed using NVivo 12. This software ensures 
that the analysis was fully documented, and conclusions were clearly linked back to the original 
source data. This approach allowed the identification and development of themes in 
participants’ experiences of using, and attitudes towards, disposable e-cigarettes. It also 
allowed comparison between responses, for example, between those in different socio-
economic groups.  

Key topics and issues which emerged from the research objectives were identified through 
familiarisation with the transcripts. Through reviewing the coded data and charts, the full range 
of views and attitudes described by participants were systematically mapped and the accounts 
of different participants, or group of participants, were compared and contrasted.  

The coders involved in the analysis held regular meetings to review the coding framework and 
any modifications were agreed on by all those involved prior to being implemented.   

Ethics 

An application was submitted to NatCen Research Ethics Committee. Approval for the study 
was granted in October 2023. 

 

Findings 
In the 40 interviews conducted, the research team explored participants’ personal experience 
of smoking and e-cigarette use and the impact this has had on them, their views and concerns 
regarding disposable e-cigarettes and their opinions on the proposed ban, and restrictions, on 
the sale of disposable e-cigarettes. 

Within the categories of cigarette and disposable e-cigarette use described above for sampling 
purposes, participants described various patterns of use at the time of their interviews. 

• Participants who use/d disposables with the intention to quit or reduce smoking, and 
dual users (Category 1): seven participants were dual users of cigarettes and disposable 
e-cigarettes, three had quit smoking and were only using disposable e-cigarettes; and 
one had quit smoking using refillable e-cigarettes as an aid. 

• Participants who use/d disposable e-cigarettes and had quit smoking (Category 2): six 
were still using disposable e-cigarettes and had not returned to smoking, and three were 
no longer smoking or using e-cigarettes. 

• Participants who had never smoked and use/d disposables (Category 3): nine were still 
using disposable e-cigarettes, and two had quit e-cigarette use entirely. 

• Participants who smoke and do not/have never used disposables (Category 4): eight 
were still smoking and not using e-cigarettes, and one had quit smoking. 

In this results chapter, firstly participants’ views on disposable e-cigarettes are presented. Next, 
the role that disposable e-cigarettes played in participants’ attempts to quit or reduce smoking 
are discussed and, finally, participants’ views on potential restrictions on the marketing, 
availability and use of disposable e-cigarettes are explored. 
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Appeal, uptake and views of disposable e-cigarettes 

Participants discussed the range of ways in which disposable e-cigarettes were appealing to 
themselves and others. This included: their convenience and ease of use; their packaging, 
design and flavours; their cost; and the impact and influence of social factors on their use. 
Participants also expressed concerns about disposable e-cigarettes, particularly regarding the 
health and environmental impacts of disposable e-cigarettes and their use by young people. 

Convenience and ease of use of disposable e-cigarettes 

Across all groups of participants, the convenience and ease of use of disposable e-cigarettes 
was highlighted as the primary reason for their use over other vaping products. In comparison 
to refillable and rechargeable e-cigarettes, participants perceived disposable e-cigarettes as 
requiring less effort. They highlighted how disposable e-cigarettes can be used immediately 
without the need to recharge or refill the liquid. Disposable e-cigarettes were also viewed by 
most participants as easily accessible both online and in-store. 

It's no hassle, is it? It's an easier option, which is quite similar to cigarettes. Once 
you've smoked [a cigarette], it's gone. It's like a disposable vape. Once it's gone, you 
throw it in the bin. 

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

Packaging, design and flavours 

In addition to the convenience of disposable e-cigarettes, the flavours, design and packaging 
were perceived to be appealing factors.  

Participants commented on their enjoyment of the flavours offered and the brightly coloured 
packaging. Smoking was viewed by people who have never smoked as unpleasant because of 
its smell and taste. Additionally, vaping was considered by people who currently and previously 
smoked, as well as people who never smoked, to be ‘cleaner’ and less harsh, as well as not 
resulting in an unpleasant smell. Two main considerations when buying types of disposable e-
cigarettes were flavour and battery life. Participants preferred to use brands that offered flavours 
they enjoyed, particularly fruit flavours. They also reported actively seeking out brands that 
lasted longer, referencing disposable e-cigarettes brands which provided more ‘puffs’.   

When discussing why they used disposable e-cigarettes over refillable and rechargeable e-
cigarettes, participants highlighted the design of the product. In comparison to rechargeable e-
cigarettes, the shape and size of disposable e-cigarettes were considered to be discreet and 
did not draw attention to their use in public. There were also perceptions and experiences 
among dual users and people who never smoke that refillable e-cigarettes leak oil. Another view 
among people who never smoked was that refillable and rechargeable e-cigarettes were mainly 
used by people who smoke ‘heavily’ as a way to quit smoking.  

The [disposable e-cigarettes] that I smoke are small, they fit in your pocket, they're very 
compact. Not only that, but because they're so small, they're not really noticeable. You 
see people and they're standing and they've got these big devices and they're smoking 
them. I just don't like the look of it, but I'm quite discreet in the way I use mine. Because 
it's so small, it just fits in the palm of my hand.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked) 

There were participants who initially started using refillable and rechargeable e-cigarettes but 
decided disposable e-cigarettes suited them better, particularly due to: a greater variety of 
flavours, greater availability, and because they required less effort to use. There were also 
participants who smoked who found the sensation of vaping disposables more pleasant in terms 
of taste and feeling less intense than re-chargeable e-cigarettes. 
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Cost of disposable e-cigarettes 

There were mixed views on the appeal of disposable e-cigarettes in terms of cost. Views 
regarding the cost and financial impact of vaping did not appear to vary by SES. Disposable e-
cigarettes were viewed as a cheaper alternative to buying cigarettes and as a cheaper option 
than purchasing or replacing a rechargeable e-cigarette. However, others had the view that 
refillable and rechargeable e-cigarettes would prove to be more affordable in the longer term. 

Buying a rechargeable e-cigarette was viewed as an investment. Participants described a 
reluctance to commit to its purchase or were concerned that it would lead to an increase in their 
vaping. There was also a perception that people who use disposable e-cigarettes infrequently 
may also not want to invest in a rechargeable e-cigarette. Despite this, participants who used 
disposable e-cigarettes on a regular basis highlighted its financial impact.  

Surely if you care about sustainability and being cost-effective, you'd get the refillable 
one but then as soon as you move over into that paradigm, you're probably an addict. 
You need it. You're investing in it.  

(Never smoked and quit disposable e-cigarettes) 

The extent to which using disposable e-cigarettes financially impacted participants varied. 
Participants who currently or previously smoked discussed saving money as a result of using 
disposable e-cigarettes. There were dual users who reported a positive financial impact due to 
spending less money on cigarettes. Those who quit smoking discussed spending less on 
disposable e-cigarettes than they had on cigarettes. Promotions and multibuy deals for 
disposable e-cigarettes in local shops also benefitted participants financially.  

I haven't smoked since starting to use them and that has been a fantastic positive in 
terms of my general health, my bank balance, compared to the cost of buying cigarettes, 
and I would buy 20, maybe 30 cigarettes a day, so we're talking, what, £13 to £20 a day 
on cigarettes. 

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

However, there were also dual users who acknowledged the additional cost of vaping and 
participants who frequently used e-cigarettes highlighted a negative impact on their finances 
from their regular spending. Although participants did recognise the additional cost of 
disposable e-cigarettes, there was a view that it remained cheaper than buying cigarettes. 
However, the higher cost had motivated some participants who quit smoking to switch to using 
a refillable e-cigarette because they had viewed them as being more cost effective.  

The financial impact of using disposable e-cigarettes was also discussed by people who 
currently and previously used e-cigarettes but never smoked. The extent to which buying 
disposable e-cigarettes impacted these participants’ finances varied. Participants who had not 
used e-cigarettes regularly perceived little impact on their finances but understood how it may 
be more problematic for others. Participants also highlighted that the money they spent on e-
cigarettes would likely have been better used for other things, such as socialising with friends. 
Affordability was also influenced by multibuy deals available in local shops. However, there were 
also non-smoking participants who found buying disposable e-cigarettes particularly expensive 
and not something they could afford.  

To be honest with you I probably can't really afford to be vaping, given that I have to be 
very careful with the amount I spend. If I put away the money I spend on vaping into a 
savings account, then sure, I could probably afford to go on that holiday that I really 
wanted to go on.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked) 
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Social factors 

Social factors, such as uptake, frequency of use and the impact of using disposable e-cigarettes 
on participants’ social lives, were important factors in driving use of disposable e-cigarettes. 
Participants recognised the popularity of disposable e-cigarettes among their peers and the 
general public. The growing popularity of disposable e-cigarettes made some participants feel 
as though smoking was outdated and that vaping was now more socially acceptable. There 
were no observed differences in reasons for uptake of disposable e-cigarettes by people who 
smoke and people who previously smoked based on SES. 

Participants who never smoked shared their own reasons for using disposable e-cigarettes. 
These participants were commonly introduced to disposable e-cigarettes through friends and 
co-workers and reported enjoying the flavours, the social aspect of vaping and the feeling of 
reduced stress which vaping gave them.  Reasons for people who never smoked but continued 
to use disposable e-cigarettes were that it offered stress relief, a pleasant sensation, enjoyable 
flavours and allowed for opportunities to socialise with peers. 

Participants spoke about trying disposable e-cigarettes for the first time due to their popularity 
with friends and colleagues. Although there were participants who described not feeling 
pressured by others to use disposable e-cigarettes, a desire to fit in with their peers was a factor 
in the decision to start using disposable e-cigarettes. Other participants who never smoked 
explicitly stated that encouragement from others to try disposable e-cigarettes resulted in 
regular use.  

I wasn't expecting it to be as pleasant as it was. As time went on, if I was going out for 
a couple of drinks, friends were vaping and it was a case of, 'Give me a vape of that.' 
Then I started to buy them myself.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked) 

The frequency of disposable e-cigarette use varied by participants’ personal circumstances and 
environments. For some, vaping was associated with drinking alcohol and participants reported 
using disposable e-cigarettes more at social events and on nights out. For others, there were 
no particular times or settings when they would use disposable e-cigarettes; they would vape 
whenever it suited them. Those who dual use had either used disposable e-cigarettes 
recreationally or were actively reducing their smoking by vaping more and switched between 
vaping and smoking depending on their social settings. They discussed how they would smoke 
with other people who smoke and then substitute parts of their smoking routine by vaping during 
the day, such as after dinner or when relaxing at home.  Vaping was considered easier in public 
spaces than smoking because of the ban on smoking in enclosed public spaces. As a result, 
participants would use disposable e-cigarettes indoors, such as at work or at home. There was 
also discussion of pubs that would permit vaping indoors, which led to participants vaping more 
than if they had to go outside. 

It's definitely very much similar to the smoking routine, where it's the first thing I do in 
the morning with a coffee. It's after food, maybe in the car with the window down. If I'm 
feeling a little bit more stressed, and when I'm having a glass of wine I would tend to do 
it more. However, with vaping, vaping just seems a lot more easier to take out more 
regularly than a cigarette, because you're banned from smoking in certain areas.  

       (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

…for example, if people are saying, 'Do you want to head out and go for a smoke?' then 
I would say, 'Okay, I'll come out and join you.' Then maybe if I've got a vape with me and 
I'm indoors and I want to smoke, then I can smoke the vape indoors.  

(Used disposable e-cigarettes with the intention to quit smoking) 

The social impact of using disposable e-cigarettes varied across participants. Participants who 
use or used disposable e-cigarettes with the intention to quit smoking expressed divergent 
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views on the impact on their social life. Participants discussed positive aspects, such as 
perceived social acceptance towards vaping compared with smoking. Participants discussed 
feeling more confident vaping in public due to the lack of lingering smell and second-hand 
smoke in comparison to smoking cigarettes.  

It’s definitely a lot better in terms of socially not worrying too much about, you know, 
puffing it around people and the stigma because I feel like, with cigarettes, if you’re 
smoking you don’t want to blow smoke in people’s faces and things like that 
unintentionally because it just doesn’t smell nice.   

       (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

Other participants reported no perceived impact on their social life. They stated that they were 
able to use e-cigarettes among friends who smoked and felt that whether they continued to 
vape had negligible influence on their relationships or socialising. Participants who never 
smoked acknowledged the social appeal of vaping and noticed their tendency to use e-
cigarettes more around other people who vape.  

Judgement from family members regarding participants’ vaping behaviour was also discussed. 
People who used e-cigarettes frequently, particularly those who previously did not smoke 
regularly, commented on the criticism they received from family. There were also participants 
who expressed a preference to vape discreetly, including not using disposable e-cigarettes in 
front of their children.  

I think from a social point of view, the only negative is the children seeing it because you 
wouldn't want them to start at all. They're a lot more accessible now really with vaping 
rather than cigarettes.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Health impacts 

There were participants who reported negative health impacts from vaping, including nausea 
and headaches. Others reported coughing and heartburn, as well as effects on their breathing 
and heart rate. There were also participants who expressed concerns regarding the frequency 
of their e-cigarette use. What began as recreational and occasional use of disposable e-
cigarettes, particularly in social settings, had then led to regular daily use.  

We know that smoking is an absolute danger to our health, it can cause cancer, lung 
cancers, every type of cancer. In my head I'm thinking, could these products be the 
same? We don't know. Of course, inhaling anything, a toxin into our body, is not going 
to be healthy by any means.  

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

The potential long-term negative health impacts of e-cigarette use were of particular concern to 
participants. Participants described a lack of evidence, research and information about the 
health impacts of vaping and drew parallels with the initially unknown health harms of smoking 
tobacco. Participants expressed fears that similar long-term health harms of e-cigarettes would 
be discovered in the future, gave examples of negative health effects of vaping such as ‘popcorn 
lung’ and other respiratory problems, and cited anecdotal evidence of harms from word of 
mouth, social media and television.  

I feel like I’m probably naïve thinking that they’re not as bad as cigarettes because we’ve 
not been told they’re as bad yet and obviously cigarette[s] are all hidden and they’ve 
got…cigarettes have ‘don’t smoke this because you’ll die’ written on them.  Whereas 
these are all like pretty and colourful and on display, whereas well they could turn around 
in 10 years and be like ‘oops actually they’re really, really, really bad for you’.  

          (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and does not smoke) 
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Adults who smoke and have never used e-cigarettes commonly expressed the opinion that e-
cigarettes could be more harmful than smoking due to oils and artificial components. 
Participants who held these beliefs stated that this prevented them from taking up e-cigarettes. 

The long-term effects of them. At least with smoking, you know the risks. I guess you 
don't really know as many risks with the disposable vapes.  

          (Smokes and does not use disposable e-cigarettes)  

Concerns regarding nicotine addiction were raised by participants who used disposable e-
cigarettes with the intention to quit smoking. Participants were uncertain regarding nicotine 
levels in disposable e-cigarettes and questioned how these would compare to nicotine in 
combustible tobacco. Using disposable e-cigarettes had become a habit and, in some cases, 
was perceived to be more addictive than smoking. Participants expressed a desire to quit both 
smoking and vaping. Nicotine addiction was also a concern for participants who never smoked 
but used disposable e-cigarettes. 

Health-wise, I'm conscious that nicotine is addictive. I know that, and I'm conscious that 
I do crave a vape, and so although I think vaping is a lot more safer than smoking 
cigarettes, I'm aware that there must be some element of harm to myself through that 
nicotine addiction, and that's something that I want to beat.  

              (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Youth uptake 

The growing use of e-cigarettes among young people was also identified as a major cause of 
concern for participants, particularly related to the potential long-term health impact of vaping. 
Participants reported observing young people vaping outside school gates and in the streets 
and described the flavours, bright colouring and packaging used for disposable e-cigarettes as 
being attractive to young people. There was some difference of opinion expressed by 
participants as to their concern about young people vaping. Some drew parallels between young 
people starting vaping at a young age in response to peer pressure and trends and their own 
experience of starting smoking at a young age. They expressed concern about young people 
who would not have smoked developing an addiction and moving on to smoking tobacco or 
using other substances. However, other participants stated that they would rather see young 
people vaping than smoking as they saw this as less harmful for their health. 

They're really promoted and they're really easy to get, and that would be my concern, 
that children at such a young age are starting these unhealthy behaviours.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

I believe the hype, that it'll probably do their system less damage. I hope it'll do their 
system less damage.  

  (Quit smoking and does not use disposable e-cigarettes)  

Environmental impact 

Environmental concerns related to the manufacture, content and disposal of disposable e-
cigarettes were also frequently cited by participants. Concerns included the quantity of plastic 
used in e-cigarettes and packaging, safety concerns about the batteries in e-cigarettes and the 
number of e-cigarettes that participants observed discarded as litter.  

Awareness of proper disposal and recycling of disposable e-cigarettes was very low among 
participants, with most stating that they disposed of their spent e-cigarettes in their household 
recycling or general waste. Participants were either unaware of recycling facilities for disposable 
e-cigarettes or were aware of them but found them difficult to access and were not motivated to 
seek them out.  
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Like, you'd have to really research it and seek them out to go and find the place to dispose 
of it properly, except for just putting it in the bin. So, it's definitely a huge, huge, huge issue.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked)  

Only one participant spoke about actively recycling their e-cigarettes at a recycling point. There 
was a perception among participants that recycling points were not common or easily 
accessible. Participants suggested that the onus should be on manufacturers and retailers of 
disposable e-cigarettes to provide disposal solutions. Due to the environmental impact of 
disposable e-cigarettes, participants who only smoke also stated a preference for trying and 
using rechargeable e-cigarettes.  

I'm guilty of just putting them in the bin. I feel guilty about it, but I take the view it's not really 
down to me to provide the solution to it. I'm quite happy to say I'm not happy with what's 
available, and I'd like a better solution, but I think it's down to the retailers or the 
manufacturers to work that out.  

               (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking)  

 

Use of disposables in quitting/reducing smoking and dual 
use 

Participants were asked about their experiences of using disposable e-cigarettes to help them 
to reduce or to quit smoking, including the advantages and disadvantages of disposable e-
cigarettes as a quitting tool and how they compare with other cessation approaches. This 
section concludes by exploring motivations for, and experiences of, quitting both cigarettes and 
disposable e-cigarettes among participants who were current dual users or people who 
previously smoked.  

Health-related factors were reported as a strong motivation for quitting or attempting to quit 
smoking. Participants described wanting to be free of persistent coughs, sore throats, and 
breathlessness after activity. Some had attempted to quit after a health scare or the death of a 
loved one from a smoking-related disease. Pregnancy provided a strong motivation for quitting 
smoking. A desire to be free of an addiction was a motivator for others. 

Among participants from both low and higher SES households2, the ever-increasing financial 
costs of smoking were identified as a motivation for quitting. Changes in social attitudes towards 
smoking had also played a part in decisions to quit.  

Advantages and disadvantages of disposable e-cigarettes in reducing 
or quitting smoking 

Among some participants who had used them as a smoking cessation support, there was 
agreement that disposable e-cigarettes had played, or were playing, a vital role in helping them 
quit.  

Disposable e-cigarettes were described by one participant as being, “like a cheat code” for 
quitting smoking. The close similarities between smoking and vaping could make switching from 
cigarettes to disposable e-cigarettes feel like a “seamless” process. Indeed, some dual users 
had switched from cigarettes to only using disposable e-cigarettes without ever actively 
attempting to quit smoking.  

I went on to vaping and I found that I was - I started at first smoking less and then I found 

 
 

2 Participants in a household of low socio-economic status were those with a household income of less 
than £25,000 and living in an area with an IMD/SIMD/WIMD or 4 or less 
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that I wasn't smoking any cigarettes at all, and I was just vaping all the time. So, it's gone 
gradually from slowly starting, to stopping, to vaping.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Disposable e-cigarettes helped participants to quit smoking because they mirrored the habits, 
sensations and social aspects of smoking, making the process feel straightforward. Participants 
reported preferring the flavours and sensations of disposable e-cigarettes to both those of 
tobacco and to refillable e-cigarettes, which were available in a limited range of flavours. 
However, for some, disposable e-cigarettes were too different to the experience of smoking 
cigarettes to be useful as a quitting tool.  

For some participants, disposable e-cigarettes were their first experience of smoking cessation 
aids. One described how easy they had found quitting smoking with the support of disposable 
e-cigarettes: 

[It was] Really easy; surprisingly really easy. I didn't waver, I didn't think. I just got on 
with it. Yes. It was very easy… I've never been to the doctor's about trying to quit. I've 
never explored any other options, so this has been the only one for me, and it's worked. 
So yes, it's been a really good experience and an easy one.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

For others who had made many attempts to stop smoking, disposable e-cigarettes seemed to 
be the only cessation support that worked for them.  

I started using the older vapes but not [sic] of them really ever worked. I even tried the 
patches and it wasn’t until these new more disposable ones came about, about 2 years 
ago, I have to say it’s the only thing that’s actually stopped me from smoking a cigarette.  
Even the smell of cigarettes now don’t agree with me.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking)  

The most frequently reported benefit of disposable e-cigarettes as a quitting aid was the 
replication of the processes and sensations of smoking. The nicotine in disposable e-cigarettes 
provided the nicotine ‘hit’ of cigarettes, which some participants found lacking in refillable e-
cigarettes, and prevented cravings and the side-effects (e.g., headaches and mood swings) of 
quitting smoking. Participants described having something to hold in their hand, put in their 
mouth and inhale as replacing the habits of smoking. Because of the similarities between 
smoking and vaping, replacing cigarettes with disposable e-cigarettes helped to increase 
participant’s confidence in quitting smoking. 

It's the habit. It's the same repeated behaviour, taking the draw, putting the hand to 
mouth. I think it's mimicking the smoking and the feeling of inhaling the smoke.  

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

For you to smoke, you need to light a cigarette and you need to keep holding the 
cigarette in your hand and taking it to your mouth and taking it out and just filling yourself 
and having the nicotine to your system, but vaping also gives you that same feeling. You 
have your vape in your hand, and you take it to your mouth and take it out, so you can 
actually see the old workings of smoking and vaping. 

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

However, not all participants found disposable e-cigarettes useful in helping them to quit 
smoking. For participants who were currently dual users of disposable e-cigarettes and 
cigarettes, vaping did not always diminish the urge to smoke as the experience was too different. 
For some, disposable e-cigarettes did not provide the same relief during times of stress that 
cigarettes did.  

It didn't really replace the urge to actually smoke cigarettes. It's just like smoking 
something different but it's not - it just doesn't give you the same feeling as smoking 
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cigarettes.  

  (Used disposable e-cigarettes with the intention to quit smoking) 

I only really smoke the occasional cigarette mainly during like a stressful moment 
because I don’t really feel like the disposables do much for you in those kinds of 
moments.  

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

Disposable e-cigarettes were viewed as a healthier alternative to smoking. Participants viewed 
disposable e-cigarettes as allowing them to continue to enjoy the experience of smoking, 
without the negative health effects.  

We're in a situation where we know the damaging aspects of smoking cigarettes, and I 
consider myself quite an intelligent guy. Whilst the full review - vapes haven't been here 
long enough to have that sort of data that we have on cigarettes, but instantly knowing 
that it's not full of those harmful chemicals is obviously an immediate benefit.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Participants who were using disposable e-cigarettes to help them quit smoking reported positive 
impacts on their health now they had cut down or were no longer smoking. People who smoke 
described the sensation of vaping as feeling cleaner than smoking cigarettes, due to the lack of 
tobacco smell and staining of teeth and fingers.  

I think that feeling that my hands don't smell; that my skin and my breath doesn't smell. 
None of those horrible after-effects of smoking. Waking up coughing first thing in the 
morning. All of those things. Having started vaping, those things have gone, and that's 
such a huge benefit personally. I think that makes me a fan of vaping because I know 
what change that's brought about for me… having quit smoking through starting to vape.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

As described above, participants reported valuing the social aspects of using disposable e-
cigarettes. Smoking had been a sociable activity for participants, who reflected on their 
enjoyment of cigarette breaks with colleagues and gathering outside to smoke with friends 
during nights out. In addition to the addictive and habitual qualities of smoking, attempts to quit 
were made more difficult by the perceived social benefits. Using disposable e-cigarettes 
enabled the same association with socialising.  

While the similarities with cigarettes made disposable e-cigarettes a useful smoking cessation 
tool for some, participants also enjoyed the ways in which vaping was different to smoking. For 
dual users, the contrast between the pleasant flavours of disposable e-cigarettes and the taste 
of tobacco could result in reduced cigarette use. Two participants who had previously smoked 
menthol cigarettes appeared to be particularly positive about the pleasant taste of disposable 
e-cigarettes.  

I think that was maybe one of the key things, because I've gone from watermelon to then 
tobacco. It's obviously not going to be as nice. So, I think that's when I realised, because 
my body wasn't used to it for a couple of months, that actually, I don't really like the taste 
of this as much anymore.  

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 
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Comparison between disposable e-cigarettes and other smoking 
cessation approaches 

Participants tended to state that disposable e-cigarettes were more helpful than other cessation 
methods because they mirrored the habits and sensations of smoking. While refillable e-
cigarettes offered similar benefits, participants tended to prefer disposable e-cigarettes because 
they offered a strong nicotine ‘hit’, were available in a wider range of flavours, and were more 
convenient to use. 

Participants who had tried other smoking cessation methods generally compared these 
unfavourably with disposable e-cigarettes. Smoking cessation services offered through the NHS 
had tended to prove ineffective for these participants. Criticisms of these services included 
difficulties in getting GP appointments to discuss smoking cessation, a ‘tick-box’ service that 
offered a limited range of options for quitting that did not include disposable e-cigarettes. 

Like cessation services, nicotine replacement products had also generally proved ineffective for 
these participants. Nicotine replacement products such as patches and gums were felt to be 
ineffective because, unlike disposable e-cigarettes, they did not replace the habits or sensations 
of smoking cigarettes.  

Regards to replacements for other nicotine products, I think it's just different. It's the 
habit of hand to mouth, it's a really, really hard habit to break when you're used to 
soothing yourself that way. So obviously if you've got a patch, or gum, or whatever else, 
you're not getting that, so I think that people think that the disposables are a good 
replacement for that.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Negative experiences of nicotine patches included side-effects such as nightmares, nausea, 
and allergic reactions. Nicotine inhalers were described as having an unpleasant taste and 
causing sore throats, and nicotine chewing gum was dismissed as simply ineffective. Rather 
than feeling like a close replacement for smoking, participants reported that many nicotine 
replacement products felt like medication, particularly as these products tended to be sold in 
pharmacies. 

While one participant had successfully quit smoking with the support of a refillable e-cigarette, 
others described struggling with the relative inconvenience of refillable e-cigarettes compared 
with cigarettes. As discussed above, in contrast to refillable e-cigarettes that required an 
investment of money and time, disposables felt temporary and part of a journey towards quitting 
all nicotine-containing products. 

...a friend of mine said, 'You should try the E-Pen fill it, charge it,' all this business, and 
it was too much of a faff for me. Before you knew it, I just thought this is taking away 
from the convenience. When you have a cigarette, you take it out of the packet, you light 
it up. So then I went back on to cigarettes because it was just too much of a faff.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Attempts to quit disposable e-cigarettes 

An objective of this study was to explore the role of disposable e-cigarettes in participants’ 
smoking journeys and future intentions. For those participants who smoked and vaped, their 
smoking histories were varied and, in many cases, their smoking and vaping status were 
transient. Participants had moved multiple times between smoking, using disposable e-
cigarettes and quitting. There was little evidence as to whether participants were likely to 
transition from smoking to disposable e-cigarettes to quitting both products entirely. While some 
participants who were current dual users expressed no interest in quitting or cutting down on 
vaping, others were keen to stop using both cigarettes and disposable e-cigarettes.  
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Participants reported several reasons for wanting to quit all nicotine-containing products 
including concerns over the frequency with which they were using disposable e-cigarettes and 
a desire to reduce their use.  

I feel like initially, because it's always been an attempt to stop smoking, I've tried to do 
it less at the beginning because I didn't want to create a habit of using it a lot and relying 
on it. Whereas now, I definitely feel that I'm using it more regularly than I want to, or had 
set out to.  

       (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

Participants who had successfully quit smoking with the support of disposable e-cigarettes 
reflected that switching from cigarettes to disposable e-cigarettes risked “trading one addiction 
for another”. A desire to not be reliant on an addictive habit was a further motivation for quitting 
disposable e-cigarettes.  

Health-wise, I'm conscious that nicotine is addictive. I know that, and I'm conscious that 
I do crave a vape, and so although I think vaping is a lot … safer than smoking cigarettes, 
I'm aware that there must be some element of harm to myself through that nicotine 
addiction, and that's something that I want to beat. That may mean just going to zero 
per cent nicotine vapes. That might be the way that I do it because I think I still have that 
element of routine and wanting to have something in my hand and that sort of thing. I 
think it will take me a while, but I don't think vaping is having a negative health effect on 
me, so I'm quite happy with that.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Experiencing negative health effects from their use of disposable e-cigarettes was motivating 
other participants to quit. 

I think for somebody that didn’t really smoke much either…like I’d really like to get off 
them, I’ve started running again so I think I would really like to try and get off them and 
get my health better.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

 

However, the similarities with smoking that made disposable e-cigarettes an effective smoking 
cessation tool could also make quitting e-cigarettes challenging. While some found it easy to 
reduce or quit vaping, others struggled to stop using disposable e-cigarettes. Like smoking, 
disposable e-cigarette use was described as highly addictive. 

It felt like I couldn't live without it. You know when you feel like you can't breathe? You're 
like, Oh my God. What's going on? You know those withdrawal symptoms? You can't 
cope. You just feel like you're so reliant on it. It's like some mental thing. You're in this 
mental loop or mental cycle where you have to keep doing it and you can't survive 
without it.  

        (Used disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Participants who had never smoked spoke of quitting disposable e-cigarettes using similar 
language to those who had attempted to quit smoking.  

…it's like a subconscious routine, kind of thing. It's something that I, in my body and 
stuff, is used to doing, so I can imagine I would be craving that feeling and sensation 
and the movements and stuff.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked) 

Quitting e-cigarettes was made more challenging by their accessibility. Disposable e-cigarettes 
were seemingly everywhere, increasing the effort needed to resist the temptation to access and 
use them. The prevalence of disposable e-cigarettes in social situations also made quitting more 
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difficult. The ease and acceptability of using disposable e-cigarettes indoors created additional 
challenges around quitting.  

People say that environment is so important and it really influences how - but when you 
see it all the time, it's so hard, genuinely. I live in [name of city] and there's vape stores 
specially - the whole store is packed with colourful vapes, big signs about the prices and 
all these kind of marketing strategies to get people coming to the shop. There's actually 
stores just full of vapes. So those things are - even your local convenience store. Why 
does that have that?  

     (No longer uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

The financial cost of buying disposable e-cigarettes was driving attempts to quit among both 
dual users and people who previously smoked. While noting that disposable e-cigarettes were 
cheaper than cigarettes, some participants who had switched from smoking to vaping were still 
unhappy with the cost of a product considered a luxury and not a necessity. This view did not 
seem to vary by SES.  
Regulation of disposable e-cigarettes 

Participants generally had very low awareness of the (at the time of research, potential) 
restrictions on the sale of disposable e-cigarettes which had been proposed by the UK and 
devolved Governments and were included in the Creating a smokefree generation and tackling 
youth vaping consultation, which was live at the time of fieldwork30. The only restriction that 
participants identified was the current age restriction on the sale of disposable e-cigarettes to 
those aged 18 and over, which they described as ineffective in preventing disposable e-
cigarettes being sold to those under the age of 18 years. Participants suggested increasing the 
age restriction to 21 and improving enforcement of the age restriction through bans and heavy 
fines for shops found to be selling disposable e-cigarettes to young people under the legal age 
for purchase to prevent young people accessing disposable e-cigarettes. 

During the interviews, participants were asked about their views on an outright ban of 
disposable e-cigarettes, and other action short of an outright ban including restrictions on 
flavours, introduction of plain packaging, banning shop displays and marketing, increasing the 
price of disposable e-cigarettes and restricting their availability to prescription only. 

A number of key themes were common across participants’ responses to both a proposed ban 
and the proposed restrictions on the sale of disposable e-cigarettes. 

Comparison with restrictions on the sale of tobacco 

Participants drew comparisons between the restrictions that had been introduced on the sale of 
cigarettes in recent years and the proposed restrictions on disposable e-cigarettes, particularly 
the ban on menthol cigarettes, introduction of plain packaging and price increases. Participants 
expressed mixed opinions as to whether similar restrictions on disposable e-cigarettes would 
be effective.  

Among those participants who perceived restrictions on cigarettes to have been ineffective in 
reducing smoking, there was a perception that similar restrictions on disposable e-cigarettes 
would be similarly unsuccessful. This opinion was particularly prevalent among those 
participants who smoked, and these participants tended to cite their personal experience of 
continuing to smoke or seeing others continuing to smoke despite the introduction of plain 
packaging, the ban on displaying tobacco products in shops and incremental price increases. 

Well, they've done that [increased prices] all the way along on cigarettes, haven't they, 
so I don't think it'd make a lot of difference. If they're addicted to it, they'll pay it.  

(Smokes and never used disposable e-cigarettes) 

However, there was general support for the proposed restrictions among participants who did 
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perceive restrictions on the sale of tobacco products to have been effective in reducing smoking. 
Participants pointed out the disparity between the restrictions on the sale of tobacco products 
and the freedom that retailers had to display and advertise disposable e-cigarettes. It was 
suggested that there should be consistency between regulations on the sale of tobacco 
products and disposable e-cigarettes. 

I think that limiting the availability - not so much as you stop selling them; you can't do 
that - but you limit them in a certain way that you can't have every flavour under the sun. 
They're not in bright packaging for everyone, you know? Those sorts of things. Very 
much like they did with cigarettes when they moved them behind the counter and the 
packaging and the health warnings. I think that would help, really.  

   (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and quit smoking) 

 

If they do it with cigarettes, they should do it with vapes as well because a lot of - 
especially for youngsters, they see them and they think ‘oh, I'll try that’. But if they 
couldnae see it, then they might not say, 'Oh, I'll try that.'  

(No longer uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking)  

When discussing the proposed ban, participants tended to speak about this on the basis of 
health harms and preventing young people from accessing e-cigarettes, and questioned the 
proposal for a ban on disposable e-cigarettes when cigarettes and tobacco products were not 
subject to a similar ban. Participants also raised concerns as to whether there was sufficient 
research and evidence of health harms to warrant a ban on disposable e-cigarettes. It was 
suggested that a ban on disposable e-cigarettes may indicate that e-cigarettes were more 
harmful than cigarettes, and more harmful than participants had originally considered them to 
be.  

We know exactly what cigarettes do, but vaping was always marketed as a healthier 
alternative to smoking. If you're going to ban vapes, then why are you not banning 
cigarettes as well?  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked) 

If there are no mortalities or no evidence-based facts to actually suggest the complete 
ban, I think that's really going to be very, very outrageous.  

        (Uses disposable e-cigarettes with intention to quit smoking) 

Perceived impact of restrictions on the use of disposable e-cigarettes 
and tobacco products 

When participants spoke about the potential impact that a ban or restrictions on the sale of 
disposable e-cigarettes might have, they discussed the effect on themselves, on others, 
particularly those who use disposable e-cigarettes to quit smoking or who have developed an 
addiction to nicotine through the use of disposable e-cigarettes, and on children and young 
people.  

Personal impact 

Across participants, concern was expressed that a ban or restrictions on disposable e-cigarettes 
would lead to increased use of cigarettes and tobacco products among those who use e-
cigarettes. Where participants spoke about how they thought the proposed restrictions would 
impact their own use of e-cigarettes and tobacco products, this broadly reflected the way in 
which they used disposable e-cigarettes. Those who were currently using tobacco products in 
some capacity, either using both disposable e-cigarettes and tobacco, or using disposable e-
cigarettes to help them reduce their use of tobacco, tended to state that a ban on disposable e-
cigarettes would lead to them increasing their use of tobacco products. However, those who 
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had fully transitioned from smoking to disposable e-cigarettes were more likely to state that they 
would use refillable e-cigarettes or stop vaping entirely. 

A ban on shop displays and the introduction of plain packaging were considered to be the least 
personally impactful of the proposed restrictions on those who currently use disposable e-
cigarettes, with participants stating that they would still purchase disposable e-cigarettes in the 
same way as they do currently. Participants expressed mixed opinions as to the personal impact 
of restrictions on flavours, particularly if flavours were restricted to plain flavours such as tobacco 
or tobacco and mint. For some, these plain flavours were not appealing as they enjoyed sweet 
and fruity flavours, and these participants claimed that they would stop using e-cigarettes 
completely if the flavours they enjoyed were not available, either returning to smoking or using 
neither cigarettes or e-cigarettes. However, others felt that the flavours were not important to 
them and that they would continue to use disposable e-cigarettes. 

I do like, like I said, the sweet flavours and things like that so the fact that there are 
different flavours is what attracts me to them. So, I think if they took that away, I wouldn’t 
buy them, to be honest.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked) 

Honestly, I don’t think it’s about the flavours. If you’re addicted to something, it doesn’t 
matter the flavour. As long as you get that feeling, that’s all that matters.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

The proposed increase to the price of disposable e-cigarettes also elicited mixed responses. 
Some participants stated that they would consider quitting disposable e-cigarettes or using a 
refillable in response to any increase in price. For others, it was suggested that a small or 
incremental increase in price would not prevent them from buying disposable e-cigarettes but a 
sizeable increase, such as increasing the price to £20 per e-cigarette, would be effective. Others 
stated that they would continue to buy disposable e-cigarettes despite any price increase. There 
was no discernible pattern in participants’ responses to proposed price increases by SES. 

So if they were to go up, I don't know, one day they'll go up to £20, that would drive a lot 
of people out of the market, but then that's also unfair for the people who are addicted 
to it, who can't afford that extra thing.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked) 

The proposed restriction which garnered the most negative reaction was that of restricting 
availability of disposable e-cigarettes to prescription only. In general, participants said that they 
would not try to access disposable e-cigarettes on prescription and gave a range of reasons 
including believing that vaping was a choice, feeling that vaping was unrelated to their health, 
difficulty in getting an appointment with their GP and the cost of prescriptions (England only). 
Participants also raised concerns around the implementation of this restriction, including the 
additional strain on NHS services, how eligibility for disposable e-cigarettes would be assessed 
and whether they would be available for young people. Participants also related this restriction 
back to their concerns about the long-term health impacts of disposable e-cigarettes and there 
was a perception that the NHS should not be prescribing something which may be harmful or 
unsafe.   

Impact on young people 

The greatest and most beneficial potential impact identified by participants of both the proposed 
ban and restrictions was in preventing young people from accessing disposable e-cigarettes. 
Participants were generally supportive of a ban and restrictions for this reason, although some 
expressed the internal conflict that they encountered at opposing restrictions as these would 
affect their personal ability to use disposable e-cigarettes even if they prevented young people 
from using disposable e-cigarettes. 

I would prefer selfishly if they didn’t put a lot of the restrictions on for me, but I do want 
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a lot of restrictions for my kids growing up so conflicted.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and never smoked)  

Among the proposed restrictions outside of the outright ban, the introduction of plain packaging, 
banning shop displays, increased price and restrictions of flavours were seen as the most 
impactful for young people as participants claimed that the low cost, flavour, appearance and 
marketing of e-cigarettes were most appealing to young people. Participants claimed that these 
restrictions would not affect their own use of disposable e-cigarettes, despite identifying all of 
these as elements of disposable e-cigarettes which made them appealing. 

Impact on those who use disposable e-cigarettes to stop or reduce smoking 

Participants also spoke about the potential impact of a ban or restrictions on those who use 
disposable e-cigarettes to help them quit smoking. Disposable e-cigarettes were seen as a 
helpful tool for quitting or reducing smoking by some participants who expressed concerns that 
restrictions would make disposable e-cigarettes less accessible. Therefore, a ban on disposable 
e-cigarettes, increased price or restriction to prescription only, would prevent people from 
quitting smoking. The range of flavours available, and that these flavours were distinct from and 
unlike the flavour of cigarettes, were seen as important factors which supported the transition 
from cigarettes to vaping among those who had used disposable e-cigarettes as a quit aid. 

…I think it's still one of the reasons why I do vape because there is variety out there and 
you can try something new. Yes, if you just presented me with… In the same way that 
your chewing gum is just mint, if you just presented me with a mint vape, I might go, 'I 
don't think so. I don't think that's for me.'  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Impact on people who never smoked who use e-cigarettes 

Finally, participants identified the potential for the proposed restrictions to impact people who 
never smoked who use disposable e-cigarettes. It was thought that these individuals may be 
unaware of the level of addiction to nicotine that they have developed and therefore unprepared 
for the challenges of quitting e-cigarettes which, as discussed above, are similar to quitting 
cigarettes in a number of ways. This included young people who might be using e-cigarettes 
illegally and who were thought to be at risk of taking up cigarette smoking if they are unable to 
access disposable e-cigarettes. 

A lot of people are in denial when it comes to addiction. I feel like people that are non-
smokers, they're going to be in denial about being addicted because they've never had to 
experience addiction for themselves.  

   (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

Participants suggested that there was a need for specialised services to help people stop vaping 
which were targeted towards e-cigarette users and delivered by trained staff who were 
knowledgeable about vaping. 

There needs to be someone who also understands the psychological thing of picking 
the vape as opposed to a cigarette. A cigarette, you can just go - it doesn't look ‘wow’ to 
your eyes… When we're looking at vapes, it's multiple colours, multiple flavours. It's 
exciting. You get this kind of adrenaline when you do the actual vape. So it's a complete 
different psychology and it needs different people.  

     (No longer uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 
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Illicit e-cigarettes 

Participants spoke about their concerns that the proposed ban on disposable e-cigarettes or 
restrictions on sale would lead to an increase in illicit e-cigarettes being sold through illegal 
routes, particularly with regards to an outright ban, restricted flavours, increased pricing and 
limiting availability to prescription only. Participants drew parallels with illegal sale of cigarettes, 
which they reported being sold under the counter in shops and suggested that restrictions on 
disposable e-cigarettes would create a similar market for illicit e-cigarettes. Participants also 
described specific concerns about the safety and content of illicit e-cigarettes, which they saw 
as less regulated than those sold legally. Despite this, some participants stated that they 
themselves would seek out illicit e-cigarettes if disposable e-cigarettes were banned.  

I think the more stuff like that they ban, the more it heads underground and somebody 
takes, usually the criminal element takes over that sort of space.  

         (Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking)  

So that's a really big worry, that you're buying a counterfeit product, and you have no 
idea what's in there, or what the outcomes could be from using it.  

(Uses disposable e-cigarettes and has quit smoking) 

 

Discussion 
This study, which aimed to explore the use and appeal of disposable e-cigarettes among adults, 
including those who are attempting to or have quit smoking, and people from low and higher 
socioeconomic status (SES) households, was conducted in the context of rapid developments 
to policy regarding restrictions to the sale of disposable e-cigarettes. Indeed, shortly following 
the end of fieldwork, the UK Government announced its intention to legislate to ban the sale of 
disposable e-cigarettes alongside additional measures to restrict flavours, packaging, and point-
of-sale displays to reduce the appeal of e-cigarettes to those aged under 18. It is important to 
note that participants in this study were recruited on the basis of previous or current disposable 
e-cigarette use and were asked predominantly about their disposable vaping experience. The 
discussion therefore relates to disposable e-cigarettes in the main. In cases where participants 
reported use of other types of e-cigarettes, this is mentioned explicitly below.  

Views regarding disposable e-cigarettes were predominantly mixed with often no consensus 
reached, as has been the case in other research projects exploring the marketing and use of e-
cigarettes conducted by ScotCen14,31. The convenience and ease of use of disposable e-
cigarettes, their packaging, design and flavours, their cost, and the impact and influence of 
social factors appealed to participants. However, the perceived long-term health and 
environmental impacts of disposable e-cigarettes and their use by young people were notable 
concerns voiced by the participants.  

For smoking cessation, participants reported that disposable e-cigarettes had both advantages 
and disadvantages over other cessation products. Disposables were often deemed easier to 
use and cheaper initially than refillable e-cigarettes. It was also stated that disposable e-
cigarettes were effective at mirroring the action and some aspects of the experience of smoking 
a cigarette, which supported some to transition away from tobacco products. However, others 
found e-cigarettes to be too dissimilar to cigarettes and the experience of smoking tobacco to 
be an effective tool for cessation. Perceived barriers to the use of refillable e-cigarettes, such 
as initial outlay cost and difficulty of use, should be addressed to ensure a suitable alternative 
to smoking is still available for this group. 

In the event of a ban on disposables, the perceived impact on participants’ personal smoking 
and vaping behaviour reflected their current use of tobacco products and disposable e-
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cigarettes. Broadly, those who were continuing to smoke in some capacity (dual users, those 
who use e-cigarettes to reduce smoking) thought they would be more likely to revert to smoking; 
whereas those who have quit smoking and only use e-cigarettes perceived that they would be 
less likely to go back to smoking.  

The overall picture tends to be more complex with individuals moving between different states 
of tobacco, e-cigarette and dual use, and not necessarily in a linear fashion with the outcome 
of the quitting of both products. Current smoking cessation services do not commonly include 
dedicated support for quitting vaping, and current users of disposable e-cigarettes may need 
support in reducing or quitting vaping in the future. Longitudinal research conducted over the 
time preceding and following the introduction of restrictions and the ban on disposable e-
cigarettes would be required to fully understand the impact of these interventions on future use 
of tobacco products and e-cigarettes. 

The ban on disposable e-cigarettes was justified by some participants in terms of health harms 

and preventing young people from accessing them. It was also highlighted that cigarettes are 

not subject to a similar ban. However, it should be noted that due to the timing of the fieldwork, 

participants could not be asked their views on the Bill proposing that those who were born on 

or after 2009 would not be able to be sold tobacco legally. In this study, participants reported 

that a ban on disposables may lead to the interpretation that e-cigarettes are more harmful than 

tobacco. It is therefore important that the relative harms of smoking, dual use and sole e-

cigarette use are communicated effectively, albeit with the caveat that longer-term impacts of 

e-cigarettes are still being assessed. 

Furthermore, participants thought that there is a risk a ban and restrictions on disposable e-
cigarettes could result in an increased market for the illicit sale of these products, some of which 
will have a nicotine strength above 20 mg/ml. The enforcement of this ban should be considered, 
and more resources provided to trading standards departments and other officials, to ensure 
that illegal e-cigarettes do not enter the market. 

There were no observed differences between the views expressed by participants from low vs 
higher SES households in the use or appeal of e-cigarettes, or views regarding the proposed 
regulations regarding disposable e-cigarettes within this study. Where views did vary, these 
tended to reflect the way in which participants used disposable e-cigarettes: for example, people 
who smoke who did not use e-cigarettes expressed more negative perceptions of the health 
impacts of disposable e-cigarettes. Even views regarding the cost and financial impact of 
vaping, which could be related to income, did not appear to vary by SES. Of course, this was a 
qualitative study with a sample of 40 participants, which makes it difficult to identify any 
differences in use or views by SES. If views on disposable e-cigarettes and refillable devices, 
including their access, marketing use and potential restrictions are to be sought, a larger scale 
survey may have to be conducted to identify any differences by SES. 

The range of views expressed regarding disposable e-cigarettes and their use in quitting or 
reducing smoking is limited by the nature of the sample and design of this study. As participants 
were recruited specifically for their experience of using disposable e-cigarettes to help them quit 
or reduce smoking, it is likely that they will hold more positive views of using disposable e-
cigarettes to quit or reduce smoking than those who are unwilling to use them at all. In addition, 
they are likely to hold more negative views regarding other smoking cessation aids and services 
than those who have been successful in quitting or reducing smoking using other methods, or 
indeed have accessed these other smoking cessation aids first. It is important to note that this 
all occurs in the context in which the majority of those who attempt to quit tobacco do so by 
using no cessation aids whatsoever. Nevertheless, with the current focus on use of disposable 
e-cigarettes among young people, it was a strength of this study to explore perceptions of 
disposable e-cigarettes among adults in the UK in such detail. 
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Policy recommendations 
These recommendations were developed by Cancer Research UK’s policy experts based on 
the research findings from this study, alongside other evidence and wider considerations. 
 

Smoking remains the leading cause of death and disease in the UK and a key driver of health 
inequalities.  

The evidence so far suggests legal e-cigarettes are far less harmful than smoking and can help 
people quit. However, vaping is not risk free as the long-term health effects are still unknown, 
which is why the uptake of vaping by young people and those who do not smoke must be 
prevented.  

 
The aims of the proposed ban on disposable e-cigarettes are to reduce environmental waste 
and to prevent uptake in young people. A ban on disposables may help make vaping less 
appealing to youth; though by itself, is unlikely to be sufficient to do so. It may also help to 
prevent adults without a smoking history from taking up vaping in the future. 

People’s habits regarding disposable e-cigarettes are complex and variable – which is why it is 
hard to predict exactly how individual behaviours will react to new restrictions, including a ban. 
However, it is important to minimise any unintended consequences, such as the effect on 
people who use disposables as a cessation tool, or the potential for leading people to smoking 
instead.  

Isolating what made disposable e-cigarettes an effective tool for those using them to quit 
smoking is important to ensure people continue to have access to cessation tools that work for 
them. Participants in this study who used disposables as a smoking cessation tool echoed 
similar sentiments of other studies: for some, disposable e-cigarettes had played, or were 
playing, a vital role in helping them quit smoking. What seemed to be of particular value of 
disposable e-cigarettes, compared with refillable e-cigarettes, was their convenience, cost, ease 
of use, range of flavours and attractive packaging and design.  

On the other hand, perceived barriers to the use of refillable e-cigarettes found in this study 
included the initial outlay cost and difficulty of use. These barriers may need to be addressed 
to ensure an alternative to smoking is still available for this group if they want to keep using e-
cigarettes to help them quit. Further advice may also be needed to help support people who 
smoke make an informed choice on the type of e-cigarettes they should choose to help them 
quit. 
 
Nicotine is an addictive product. Disposable e-cigarettes are only one delivery system for 
nicotine, but many others are readily available, and - unlike e-cigarettes - often contain tobacco, 
which causes cancer. People who use disposable e-cigarettes may react to a disposable ban 
in different ways, including through quitting nicotine fully, moving on to another product 
containing nicotine, or trying to use illicit products.  

Those at greatest risk of increased tobacco use if disposables were banned entirely may be 
those who dual use both disposable e-cigarettes and tobacco. It will be essential to ensure that 
people who currently use these products are not inadvertently nudged towards smoking instead.  

This is also true of people using disposable e-cigarettes underage, who survey participants 
considered to be at risk of taking up cigarette smoking if disposables were banned. Participants 
also discussed that those vaping may be unaware of the level of their nicotine addiction and 
unprepared for the challenge of quitting e-cigarettes. 

There are growing misperceptions around the relative harms of vaping and smoking. 
Participants in this study expressed a belief that a ban on disposables may indicate that 
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disposables, and other e-cigarettes, are more harmful than cigarettes (and other tobacco 
products), which are not subject to a similar ban. In general, participants said that they would 
not try to access disposable e-cigarettes on prescription; and some participants also believed 
that the NHS should not be prescribing something which they themselves viewed as being 
harmful or unsafe. There appears to be a real risk that as a result of a ban on disposable e-
cigarettes, all e-cigarettes could be viewed negatively even for adults who might otherwise have 
chosen or considered using them for smoking cessation. 

It would be beneficial for governments across the UK, as they introduce measures to tackle the 
rise in youth vaping, to draw on insights from those using e-cigarettes as a smoking cessation 
tool to help inform the specific design of e-cigarette policies. Insights from those in this study 
using e-cigarettes as a smoking cessation tool would point to support for a ban on shop displays 
and the introduction of plain packaging as ways to reduce youth appeal, whilst having the least 
impact on their own purchase of e-cigarettes. As well as ease of accessibility, saving money 
was discussed as a driver for having switched to disposable e-cigarettes by participants who 
currently or formerly smoked. 
 
The cumulative effect of policies introduced – including any proposed duty on e-liquids – would 
also need to be carefully considered to achieve the right balance of both protecting youth and 
those who have never smoked on the one hand, and helping people who smoke to quit on the 
other. 
 
Furthermore, following the introduction of disposables regulation it will be important to monitor 
and adapt to potential industry changes, which may undermine the desired impact. This could 
include new products being brought to market that are not meaningfully more environmentally 
sustainable, or incorporate features that appeal to young people and people who have never 
smoked – rather than being promoted as an effective cessation tool. Participants suggested 
that the onus should be on manufacturers and retailers of these products to provide disposal 
solutions.  
 
Participants spoke about their concerns that a ban on and restricted sale of disposable e-
cigarettes would lead to an increase in illicit e-cigarettes being sold, especially if refillable e-
cigarettes flavours were also restricted, pricing increased and/or there was a limit on product 
availability. In case such fears of the illicit market materialise, enforcement agencies should be 
adequately and sustainably funded, so that they can respond as needed. 
 

I. Ensuring people who smoke still have the right tools to quit 

 
 

Cancer Research UK is calling on the UK and devolved Governments to:  
 

Help people quit through a range of cessation tools by ensuring that: 

• People who smoke have access to a range of cessation tools: Disposable e-
cigarettes are currently a convenient and readily accessible cessation tool. Alongside 
e-cigarettes, people who smoke who are looking to quit often need access to 
additional support, including behavioural support, pharmacotherapy and nicotine 
replacement therapy. Governments across the UK should ensure this support is 
sufficiently and sustainably funded and easily accessible, particularly when taking 
policy decisions to limit the availability and accessibility of disposable e-cigarettes. 
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Keep e-cigarettes as an affordable, accessible and effective tool to quit smoking 
by ensuring that: 

• Refillable/ re-usable e-cigarettes continue to be readily accessible: Refillable/ re-
usable e-cigarettes are the closest alternative to disposables, and share many of the 
same appealing characteristics for users. To ensure people who smoke still have 
access to the most effective tool for their smoking cessation, refillable e-cigarettes 
must remain easily available and accessible to people who smoke or used to smoke 
following any new restrictions on disposable products. This should include ensuring 
access to affordable, refillable, reusable and rechargeable e-cigarettes, and advice on 
how to use them, such as through the ‘Swap to Stop’ scheme in England.   
 

• There is a price differential between tobacco and e-cigarette products: The UK 

Government should ensure there remains a consistent price differential between 

tobacco and e-cigarettes, so that people who smoke are still encouraged, through 

saving money, to switch to vaping instead. 

 

• Vaping remains an appealing smoking cessation tool: Future policies to reduce 
the appeal of e-cigarettes to young people should consider the impact on people who 
smoke. Flavour, for example, was highlighted by participants as one of the main 
appeals of disposable e-cigarettes. The potential impact of flavour restrictions on those 
using e-cigarettes to quit smoking must be considered in future government policy 
decisions aimed at reducing youth appeal. 

 

Reduce harm misperceptions by ensuring that:  

• Public communications to people who smoke should make clear that e-
cigarettes are lower risk than tobacco, so they are not discouraged from 
switching. Governments across the UK should consider how to mitigate the potential 
impact of a ban on disposable vapes and other vaping policies on harm 
misperceptions. Communications to the public should clearly and accurately state the 
relative risk of e-cigarettes compared to tobacco so people who smoke are not 
discouraged from switching to e-cigarettes.  

 

Help people, when ready, to transition out of vaping by: 

• Commissioning or undertaking research on the optimal usage and duration of 

vaping to avoid relapse back into smoking: Governments across the UK should 

gather evidence on nicotine addiction to develop guidance on optimal vaping usage 

and duration for smoking cessation. Based on this, they should then provide guidance 

and support for people to quit vaping without relapsing to tobacco. 
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II. Reducing vaping amongst young people and people who 
have never smoked  

 
 
.  

Cancer Research UK is calling on the UK and devolved Governments to:  
 

• Minimise the appeal of e-cigarette packaging to young people. The UK 
Government should introduce powers to make vaping less appealing to young people. 
This should include measures to reduce the youth appeal of e-cigarette products 
through their packaging and appearance in shop displays. Regulation should ensure 
products are visible to people who wish to use them to quit smoking, while reducing 
their appeal to young people. Cancer Research UK is also calling for restrictions on 
how e-cigarette flavours are described. 
 

• Support young people and those who have never smoked to quit vaping. Quitting 
disposable e-cigarettes may present similar challenges to quitting smoking, including 
addiction to nicotine, the habit of hand-to-mouth action, the perceived effect of 
relieving stress and the social aspects of vaping. Governments across the UK should 
ensure that users of disposable e-cigarettes have the support they need to quit and 
mitigate the risk of young people and people who have never smoked taking up 
smoking or buying illicit e-cigarettes instead.  
 

• Communicate clear and accurate messaging on the risks of vaping: Young 
people and those who have never smoked should have accurate harm perceptions 
and understand that while vaping is far less harmful than tobacco, it is not risk-free and 
should only be used as a smoking cessation tool. If young people consider legal e-
cigarettes to be comparably harmful to tobacco, they will not appreciate the real health 
risks associated with switching from an e-cigarette to a cigarette or other tobacco 
product. Any education or messaging from UK Governments to prevent youth vaping 
needs to be clear, accurate and in line with current evidence.  

 

III. Ensuring regulation is fit for purpose and effectively 
enforced. 

 
 
 

Cancer Research UK is calling on the UK and devolved Governments to:  
 

• Monitor e-cigarette and tobacco use: Further research will also be needed to 
monitor how the introduction of future vaping policies will affect the use of tobacco 
products, e-cigarettes and other consumer nicotine products. An increase in young 
people using e-cigarettes - as well as any decline in the number of quit attempts or 
overall increases in smoking rates - must be monitored closely by governments across 
the UK so that proportionate action can be taken quickly. 
 

• Monitor industry behaviour and swiftly address loopholes: Governments across 
the UK should ensure they are adequately monitoring changes to industry behaviour 
and swiftly adapting regulatory measures if appropriate. The regulatory landscape 
should ensure further innovations are directed towards making e-cigarette products 
more environmentally sustainable, and more focused on use as a smoking cessation 
tool. 
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• Ensure recycling options are readily accessible: To help meet the stated aim of 
reducing environmental harm through banning disposable e-cigarettes, Governments 
across the UK should ensure that disposal solutions are accessible to the public to 
safely and responsibly recycle the devices they have. 

 

• Better enforce age of sale regulations: Enforcement of age of sale regulations for 
vaping (and smoking) must be improved to reduce young people’s access to vaping 
products and cigarettes. Challenge 25 should be made a legal requirement for e-
cigarettes (and tobacco products) across all UK nations, as it already is in Scotland.  

 

• Sustainably fund enforcement agencies: To be effective, further vaping measures, 
including a ban on disposables, would require adequate enforcement. Governments 
across the UK must ensure that enforcement agencies, including Trading Standards 
departments, are adequately and sustainably funded, including to deal with any 
potential rise in illicit products following further restrictions on e-cigarettes. 
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Appendix A: Interview participant 
demographics 
 

Table: Interview participant demographics 

Age 

Under 25 25-34 35 and over 

5 13 22 

Gender 

Male Female 

20 20 

Socio-economic status 

Lower Higher 

18 22 

Ethnicity 

White All other ethnic groups 

35 5 
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Appendix B: Topic Guide 
 

A. About you (5-10 mins) 

Thank you for agreeing to talk to me today. 

1. I would like to start by finding out a bit about you. Please could you tell me about: 

• where you live 

• who you live with 

• how you spend your day (e.g., paid/voluntary work, looking for work, in 

education, caring for someone) 

Confirm or establish participant’s category:  

Category 1. People who use/d disposables with the intention to quit smoking (includes dual 
users and reducing smoking) 
Category 2: People who use/d disposables and have quit smoking 
Category 3: People who have never smoked and use disposables 
Category 4: People who smoke and do not use/have never used disposables. 
  

2. I’d now like to talk about your history of smoking or vaping.  

• are you currently smoking/using vapes? 

• how often are you smoking/vaping? 

• have you ever smoked/used vapes? 

• reasons for switching between cigarettes and vapes 

• what types of tobacco products or e-cigarettes have you used? 

• when did you start smoking/using vapes? 

• have you ever tried to stop smoking/using vapes? 

• do any of your family/friends/co-workers smoke/vape? 

Interviewer note: be aware of sensitivities around amount smoked/vaped, reasons for quitting 
or uptake, and under-age smoking/vaping. If required, reassure about anonymity and no right 
or wrong answers.  

B. Personal use of disposable vapes (10-15 mins) 

This research is about the use and appeal of disposable vapes. 

In our discussion today, we’ll be talking about disposable vapes. When we talk about 
disposable vapes, we mean vapes which come ready to use, prefilled with e-liquid, with a 
battery and can be used straight away. Once the e-liquid or the battery runs out they cannot 
be refilled or recharged.   

Interviewer note: Brands include: Elf Bars, Lost Mary, Elux, Crystal, Gold Bar, Geek. Some 
disposable vapes come with a bigger reservoir of e-liquid and can be recharged to allow all 
the liquid to be used but cannot be refilled. 

Ask if the participant uses disposable vapes: 

3. In what situations do you use disposable vapes? 

• how often do you use them? 

• when do you use them? (Times of day, locations, socially etc.) 

• why do you use them? 
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• Where do you buy them and how do you decide what to buy? (price, brand 

loyalty etc.) 

• what brands and flavours do you use? 

• why do you use disposable vapes? 

 
4. Has the way you use disposable vapes changed over time? (e.g., when, where and 

how often you use them? Are there times you have used them more/less often?) 

Ask if participant used to use disposable vapes: 

5. You told me that you no longer use disposable vapes. Please can you tell me a bit 

more about why this is? 

• when did you use them? 

• how often you used them? 

• what brands did you use? 

• why did you use disposable vapes? 

• did the way you used disposable vapes change over time? (e.g., when, where and 

how often you use them? Are there times you have used them more/less often?) 

• Why did you stop using disposable vapes? 

• do you use/have you ever tried other types of vapes/e-cigarettes, including non-

disposable? 

• do your family/friends/co-workers use disposable vapes? 

• how would you feel about trying them/going back to using them? 

 

Ask if the participant uses or has used disposable vapes: 

6. Please can you tell me about the first time you used disposable vapes? 

• when did you first try them/at what age? 

• why did you try a disposable vape? 

• where did you get it from? 

• what brand was it? 

• what were you doing at the time/who were you with? 

• were you smoking or using a different kind of e-cigarette at the time? 

 

7. I’d now like to talk about how you feel about how you use disposable vapes. Have you 

experienced any impacts – positive or negative – on your lifestyle from using 

disposable vapes? (e.g., on your health, finances, social life including relationships 

with family or friends?) 

• What impact, if any, would it have on your life if you didn’t use disposable vapes? 

 

Ask if participant has never used disposable vapes: 

8. You told me that you have never used disposable vapes. Please can you tell me a bit 

more about why this is? 

• What are the main reasons for not trying them? 



 
 

Disposable e-cigarettes: use and appeal for smoking cessation in adults  42 

• do you use/have you ever tried other types of vapes/e-cigarettes? 

• do your family/friends/co-workers use disposable vapes? 

• how would you feel about trying them? 

 

C. Using disposable vapes to quit or reduce smoking (10-15 mins) 

All (need to tailor to category) 

Interviewer note: failing to quit may trigger emotions e.g., feelings of guilt or failure 

Ask if participant used to smoke/smokes and has said they are/have tried quitting or 

reducing the amount they smoke:  

9. Earlier in our interview, you told me that you used to smoke/are trying to quit 

smoking/reducing the amount you smoke. Please can you tell me some more about 

this? 

• Why did you quit/try to quit/reduce the amount you smoke? 

• How did you find the process? (e.g., ease of quitting, number of attempts 

made, level of confidence around quitting, positive/negative impacts?) 

• Which, if any, approaches or types of support did you use to help you 

quit/reduce the amount you smoke? (e.g., e-cigarettes, apps, smoking 

cessation groups, nicotine replacement products, medication, 

hypnotherapy/acupuncture, etc?) 

• What approaches did you find most/least useful? 

 

Ask if participant used/is using disposable vapes to help them quit smoking or reduce 

the amount they smoke: 

10. You mentioned that you used/are using disposable vapes to help you quit 

smoking/reduce the amount you smoke. Please can you tell me more about this? 

• Why did you choose disposable vapes to help you quit smoking/reduce the 

amount you smoke? 

• What impact (positive or negative) did disposable vapes have on your attempt 

to quit smoking/reduce the amount you smoke? 

• Did you use any other approaches to help you quit smoking/reduce the amount 

you smoke? e.g., e-cigarettes, apps, smoking cessation groups, nicotine 

replacement products, medication, hypnotherapy/acupuncture, etc?) 

• If you used other approaches to help you quit/reduce the amount you smoke, 

how did these compare with using disposable vapes? 

 

Ask if participant is using/used to use disposable vapes: 

11.  Have you/did you ever attempt to stop using disposable vapes or reduce the amount 

you used them? 

• Why did you decide to stop/reduce your use? 
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• Is there anything that made stopping/reducing easier or harder? (social influences) 

• If currently using disposable vapes: do you think you will reduce/quit in the future? 

(why/why not?) 

 

D. Views on appeal & availability of disposable vapes (10-15 mins) 

Ask if participant is using/used to use disposable vapes: 

12. I’d now like to talk about how you buy disposable vapes. Please can you tell me about 

where you get your disposable vapes? 

• How you decide which to buy/use? 

• How easy or difficult do you find it to access disposable vapes? 

• How do you find out about different types of vapes (e.g., social media, 

friends/family/co-workers, adverts?) 

Ask all: 

13. Why do you think people want to use disposable vapes compared with other types of 

e-cigarettes, nicotine replacement products? (e.g., accessibility, price, flavours, 

marketing) 

 

E. Views on restrictions & regulations (10-15 mins) 

Ask all: 

14. Do you have any concerns about disposable vapes? 

15. What do you think of non-smokers using disposable vapes? What do you think might 

stop non-smokers starting to use disposable vapes? 

The UK, Scottish and Welsh governments are looking at banning the sale of disposable 

vapes. 

• How do you think banning the sale of disposable vapes would impact whether and 

how you/other people use disposable vapes? 

• Stop/reduce/increase your use? 

• Stop you using disposables and switch to other e-cigarette/NRT/tobacco 

smoking?  

i. Interviewer note: follow up on what participants would do in the 

situations where they would use/buy a disposable vape 

• Change where you buy/get disposable vapes? 

• For those who don’t use vapes: would banning the sale of vapes change their 

views on vapes/e-cigs more generally? 
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Governments are also looking putting restrictions on the way that disposable vapes are 

marketed and sold. For example, restricting flavours, introducing plain packaging, and 

banning shop displays and marketing, increasing the price, making them prescription only.  

16. How do you think these restrictions on disposable vapes would impact whether and 

how you/other people use disposable vapes? 

• Stop/reduce/increase your use? 

• Stop you using disposables and switch to other e-cigarette/NRT/tobacco 

smoking? 

i. Interviewer note: follow up on what participants would do in the 

situations where they would use/buy a disposable vape 

• Change where you buy/get disposable vapes? 

• For those who don’t use vapes: would restrictions on vapes change their views 

on vapes/e-cigs more generally? 

 

• What are your thoughts on how people dispose of disposable vapes? 

• Access to recycling 

• Knowledge of how to properly dispose of vape 

• Environmental impact 

(If time permits) what is your own view of any of these proposals?  

We are coming to end of our interview, but before we finish is there anything we have not 

talked about that you think is important when thinking about disposable vapes? 

 

 


