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Background

Results

• A 2019 survey reported that 27.5% of high school
students and 10.5% of middle school students
reported current e-cigarette usage.1
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• Therefore, it is important for physicians to ask
patients about e-cigarette usage specifically, as
this may contribute to future health problems.
• The goal of this study was investigating if and how
medical students ask about e-cigarette usage.

Predictions
• We predicted that the majority of students would
not ask about e-cigarette usage, because this
does not factor into the usual questioning
regarding tobacco usage.

• Standardized patient encounters are a type of
assessment that medical students complete to
observe how they interact with simulated patients.
• In this patient case, the patient answered “no” to
any screening questions about tobacco use or
smoking, including e-cigarettes.
• The specific phrasing of questions related to
tobacco usage, including initial and follow-up
questions, were coded in 62 patient encounters.
• The UofL IRB approved the study
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• Among the sample of 62 standardized patient, most
students asked about tobacco usage.

• Among the subset of students who discussed tobacco,
most students led with the question “Do you smoke?”

• However, the vast majority of these discussions about
tobacco did not include smokeless tobacco specifically.

• When the patient replied “no,” to smoking, almost no
students followed up to clarify if the patient used ecigarettes or any other form of tobacco.

Discussion
• Our results demonstrated that the majority of students (~97%) did not ask about e-cigarettes specifically.
• In addition to these findings, 21% of students did not ask about tobacco usage at all. This was surprising, as it is normal
when establishing primary care to ask about drug and alcohol use.
• Most students simply asked, “Do you smoke?” but did not specify to the patient what product they were asking about.
• Overall, the evidence shows that e-cigarette and vaping device usage is not being addressed in these interactions.
• A limitation of these results is that these videos were recorded in 2017; e-cigarette use has gained more attention since
this time, so it is possible that tobacco screening may have adapted.
• However, these results demonstrate a gap and reflect how physicians were likely trained to screen for tobacco in this way,
so it is likely that many practicing physicians may need additional training about screening for e-cigarette usage.
• Studies with high school students have also found that updating screening terminology can increase the accuracy of
prevalence studies about tobacco use,5 which suggests that updated screening guidelines in healthcare settings could
also improve understanding of patient tobacco use.
•

• Most trainees do not ask about e-cigarettes
specifically, which demonstrates a need for updated
patient intake practices in regards to tobacco use to
inquire specifically about e-cigarette usage separately.
• Providers should must be made aware of the potential
disconnect between patient understanding of
“smoking” along with potential effects of e-cigarettes
on patient outcomes.

Do you use smokeless tobacco

• The majority of e-cigarette users report not
knowing that the product contains nicotine.3

• This study sampled video-taped encounters of
third-year medical students taking a new patient
history with a standardized patient in 2017.

Do you smoke?

no

Do you smoke cigarettes?

• The long-term health consequences of these
devices are still being investigated, but aerosol
could contain harmful substances including
nicotine, heavy metals, and carcinogens.2

Methods

Conclusions

Figure 2. How trainees question about tobacco use

Figure 1. Frequency of tobacco use discussions
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Among high school students in Los Angeles, those who used e-cigarettes compared with nonusers were more likely to
report combustible tobacco use over the next year,3 which reinforces how knowing a patients’ e-cigarette use specifically
could give physicians an opportunity to discuss the importance of cessation.

• In addition to education for current trainees,
continuing faculty education around e-cigarette use
could address gaps since many physicians were
educated about tobacco use before widespread use of
these types of devices.

Future Study
• A companion study could ask patients if they distinguish
traditional tobacco usage (cigars, cigarettes, etc.) from
vaping and e-cigarettes when asked by a provider.
• Future studies could examine how often patients who report
users of vape and e-cigarette devices transition to other
tobacco products such as cigarettes and cigars.
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