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'We need to tell everyone': Teens, young
adults who vape more at risk for COVID-
19, study says
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A new study has found that vaping is linked to an elevated risk of COVID-19 among teenagers
and young adults, providing more evidence of the harmful effects of electronic cigarettes.

According to the study, led by researchers at the Stanford University School of Medicine and
published Tuesday in the peer-reviewed Journal of Adolescent Health, teens and young
adults who vape are five times more likely to become infected with the coronavirus compared
with those who did not use e-cigarettes. Those who both vaped and traditionally smoked
were nearly seven times more likely to become infected.

“Young people may believe their age protects them from contracting the virus or that they
will not experience symptoms of COVID-19, but the data show this isn’t true among those
who vape,” said the study’s lead author, Shivani Mathur Gaiha.

Stanford researchers looked at surveys completed by more than 4,300 participants between
the ages of 13 to 24 who lived throughout the country, including the District of Columbia and
three U.S. territories.

Results adjusted for a host of confounding factors including age, sex, race, ethnicity, LGBTQ
status, education, body mass index, compliance with shelter-in-place orders and state
positivity rates for COVID-19.  

The survey asked participants whether they had ever used vaping devices or combustible
cigarettes, as well as whether they had vaped or smoked in the past 30 days. They were then
asked whether they had experienced COVID-19 symptoms,  were tested or had received a
positive diagnosis after being tested.
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Young people who had used both cigarettes and e-cigarettes in the previous month were
almost five times as likely to experience COVID-19 symptoms such as coughing, fever,
tiredness and difficulty breathing, which the study concedes may explain why they were also
more likely to receive testing.

Dr. Sunil Sharma, chief of pulmonary, critical care, and sleep medicine at West Virginia
University Medicine, said that while more testing in this population could contribute to an
increase in positive diagnoses, the study's results are consistent with previously published
literature on vaping and decreased immunity. 

“At least hypothetically, it goes along with what we have learned about e-cigarettes,” he said.
“These do harm the lungs and, in some way, (harming) the lungs translates to reduced
immunity to infection and that could certainly mean more propensity for COVID-19.”

Dr. Bonnie Halpern-Felsher, the study's senior author and a professor of pediatrics at
Stanford University School of Medicine, speculates that it’s not just a compromised immune
system that makes this population susceptible to the disease. She said teens and young adults
tend to share their e-cigarettes, which can spread the virus.

“Most of the participants were sheltering in place, but they may be in the backyard with a few
friends sharing their vaping device,” she said.

Vaping also violates one of the cardinal rules of the pandemic: Don’t touch your face. Vapers
could be transferring the virus from their hands to their face every time they bring the device
to their mouth. And inhaling offers a direct pathway for the virus to enter the respiratory
tract.

E-cigarettes also produce an aerosol, which may contain virus microdroplets that get carried
further than 6 feet. 

Dr. Sharon McGrath-Morrow, pediatric pulmonologist at the Children’s Hospital of
Philadelphia, said doctors are on high alert as the vaping epidemic and coronavirus pandemic
converges into a diagnosis nightmare.

Smoking, vaping in casinos: Why are Arizona casinos still open despite experts saying
they're high-risk during COVID-19 spike?

Fact check: Are smokers at less risk for contracting the coronavirus?

Some of her patients have arrived to her office with respiratory symptoms thinking they have
the coronavirus when they really had EVALI, the newly identified lung disease linked to
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vaping. EVALI was first recognized in August 2019 by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention and stands for e-cigarette or vaping product use-associated lung injury.

“It makes it difficult to know right away what you’re dealing with,” she said. “Are you dealing
with COVID-19 or are you dealing with EVALI?”

As of Feb. 18, vaping-related lung injuries have been associated with more than 2,800
hospitalizations and 68 deaths in the U.S., according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. 

“(The vaping epidemic) is not something we really have a handle on and now we have
another new disease which we have lesser idea and both of them have connections to
respiratory injury,” Sharma said.

In addition to warning about the dangers of vaping, study researchers hope their findings will
prompt the Food and Drug Administration to further tighten regulations governing how
vaping products are sold to young people. 

“We need to tell everyone: If you are a vaper, you are putting yourself at risk for COVID-19
and other lung disease," Halpern-Felsher said.

In response to the study, Rep. Raja Krishnamoorthi, D-Ill., chairman of the House’s
Subcommittee on Economic and Consumer Policy, sent a letter to FDA commissioner Dr.
Stephen Hahn that calls on the agency to clear the market of all e-cigarettes for the duration
of the coronavirus crisis.

“It is the only responsible path forward,” Krishnamoorthi said in the letter.

Follow Adrianna Rodriguez on Twitter: @AdriannaUSAT. 

Health and patient safety coverage at USA TODAY is made possible in part by a grant from
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