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Editorial

Advancing Our Understanding of Tobacco Use in Vulnerable Populations

While the prevalence of tobacco use in the general population has 
decreased significantly over the past four decades, there has been 
considerably less decline among people with socioeconomic dis-
advantages, mental health conditions, and other vulnerable popu-
lations.1 This issue of Nicotine and Tobacco Research includes 
innovative studies of biological, social, and environmental factors 
influencing tobacco use in vulnerable populations.

One approach that may help reduce smoking among vulner-
able populations is to mandate a reduction in the nicotine content 
of cigarettes to a minimally addictive level, as has been proposed 
by the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA). However, women 
might be less likely to benefit from this policy than men, given 
that females have been found to be less sensitive to changes in 
nicotine dose than males.2 Two studies in the current issue exam-
ined the potential effects of a reduced-nicotine standard in males 
versus females. Streck et  al.3 conducted a secondary analysis of 
an experimental study that examined responses to research cig-
arettes varying in nicotine content in 169 smokers from several 
vulnerable populations, to investigate whether gender moderated 
responses to the reduced-nicotine cigarettes. The team found that 
reductions in nicotine content decreased measures of cigarette 
addictiveness to a similar extent in men and women. Chellian 
and colleagues4 compared elasticity of demand for nicotine in 
male and female rats. There was no effect of sex on nicotine self-
administration when the response requirement for nicotine was 
very low. At the standard nicotine dose, when the price of nico-
tine was increased by increasing the response requirement per 
infusion, males were more persistent in responding for nicotine 
than females. However, at a reduced nicotine dose, as price in-
creased, females were more persistent than males. The persistent 
responding of females for the lower dose may suggest that if a 
reduced-nicotine standard for cigarettes were adopted, females 
may be more resistant than males to the effects of a price increase 
on cigarette purchasing.

Youth are a vulnerable population, given that the vast majority 
of smoking uptake occurs in adolescence and young adulthood. 
Kowitt et al.5 used Geographic Ecological Momentary Assessment 
to investigate, among youth ages 16–20, associations between ex-
posure to tobacco outlets and use of tobacco or e-cigarettes. While 
the investigators did not find a direct association between outlet 
exposure and use, they found that having more tobacco outlets 
in one’s environment was associated with increased likelihood of 
seeing peers use tobacco or e-cigarettes, which was positively as-
sociated with own use that day. These findings provide support for 
the idea of regulating retailer density as a way to curb use of these 
products among youth.

Use of tobacco products with characterizing flavors is a risk factor 
for continued use.6 Odani and colleagues7 used a cross-sectional 
household-based survey of US adults to examine associations be-
tween flavored product use and dependence. They found a higher 
proportion of daily use among users of menthol cigarettes, flavored 
cigars, and flavored e-cigarettes than among users of non-flavored 
products, and a higher proportion of use within 30 minutes of 
awakening among menthol cigarette and flavored cigar users than 
among non-flavored tobacco users. These findings add to the evi-
dence that preference for flavored products is associated with de-
pendence, and suggest that restricting access to flavored products 
may help reduce dependence.

Roll-your-own (RYO) cigarette use is associated with nu-
merous measures of socioeconomic disadvantage.8 Jackson et  al.9 
examined recent trends in the use of factory-made (FM) and RYO 
cigarette use in England, and compared sociodemographic charac-
teristics of RYO and FM cigarette users. Over 2008–2017, use of 
FM cigarettes declined, whereas use of RYO cigarettes increased. The 
sociodemographic profile of predominant RYO users has been fairly 
stable over time, characterized by younger, male, socio-economically 
disadvantaged, more addicted, and less motivated to quit than FM 
users. These findings indicate the necessity for consistent applica-
tion of tax to reduce the likelihood that socioeconomically disadvan-
taged smokers will switch to cheaper combustible products rather 
than quit.

Finally, two commentaries assert that the human right to access 
accurate information about the relative risks of tobacco products 
should not be ignored in the attempt to reduce product uptake.10,11 
The increase in perceived risks of e-cigarettes relative to cigarettes12 
is concerning, and misperceptions may dissuade tobacco users from 
switching to less risky products. While reducing e-cigarette uptake 
among non-tobacco users is vital, consumers and policy makers 
should be provided with accurate information about the relative 
risks of various tobacco and nicotine products.

Reducing tobacco use among vulnerable populations is extremely 
challenging and requires an in-depth understanding of biological, so-
cial, and environmental factors contributing to its use. This issue of 
Nicotine and Tobacco Research demonstrates the impressive breadth 
of research underway in this area, but we still have a long way to go.
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