Social Smoking among Young People in Northern Sydney
Summary
Participants
 316 people surveyed
Social Smoking Defined by Participants
 Don’t smoke alone
 Only smoke when they go out
 Only smoke when drinking alcohol
 Not dependent on nicotine
Prevalence
 1 in 5 (21%) surveyed identified as a social smoker
 Nearly one-third (32%) of those surveyed identified as some sort of smoker.
Either a smoker (8.5%), social smoker (20.9%) or vaper (4.7%)
 4 in 5 (83%) reported having friends that socially smoked
Behaviours
 41% of people surveyed reported smoking tobacco in the last year
 42% of social smokers reported smoking once or twice a week
 Nearly 1 in 5 (18%) of those who identified as a non-smoker reported
smoking in the last year.
 Vast majority (77%) of social smokers identified smoking when they go out
(e.g. bars, clubs, parties and social occasions).
Perceived Risk of Harm
 50% of social smokers did not think their current smoking habits were
harmful to their health, compared with 7.4% of regular smokers.

Background
Smoking is the leading cause of preventable death and disease in Australia, killing an
estimated 19,000 Australians a year.1 Most adult smokers report trying their first cigarette as a
teen. Although smoking rates2 among 12-17 years olds in NSLHD and CCLHD is the lowest in
NSW at 4.1% (much lower than NSLHD adults at 9.5%), each of our Youth Consultants could
share anecdotes of friends they knew who smoked but wouldn’t identify as a smoker as they
saw themselves as just ‘social smokers’ i.e. smoke only in social contexts. Given two in three
young people in Victoria believe social smoking is not very harmful3, there is a potential gap in
appropriate messaging to those that smoke every ‘now and then’. There is also cause for
concern in regards to social smokers later transitioning into more frequent or daily smoking.
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https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4364.0.55.001~2017-18~Main%20Features~Smoking~85
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NSW Ministry of Health (Centre for Epidemiology and Evidence), HealthStats NSW, Available at: http://www.healthstats.nsw.gov.au
3 Cancer Council Victoria (2016). Tobacco, alcohol, over-the-counter and illicit substance use among Victorian secondary school students
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Purpose of this report
The aim of this report is to present the findings of a pilot survey conducted with young people in
Northern Sydney to explore the prevalence of social smoking.

Methods
Northern Sydney Youth Health Promotion surveyed young people on three separate occasions.




Manly Corso on Friday 13th September 2019 between 7pm and 9pm. 131 people
surveyed.
Macquarie University on Monday 4th November 2019 between 12pm and 2pm. 97
people surveyed.
Chatswood CBD on Thursday 14th November 2019 between 6pm and 8pm. 88 people
surveyed.

Young people who agreed to participate in the survey were asked a series of questions which
aimed to shed light on social smoking behaviour and how young people identified as a smoker
or non-smoker. The survey also aimed to see if those that identified as social smokers
perceived the habit as a risk to their health. The only socio-demographic information collected
was age and gender.
Published questionnaires about smoking were reviewed to assist the development of questions.
Multiple people within Health Promotion provided feedback on survey questions and a test pilot
of the survey was conducted at St Leonards Forum. The test pilot and feedback resulted in the
rewording of some questions.
NSYHP approached people they believed fell within our target group of approximately 15-24
years old. Participants were asked set questions and their responses entered into an online
survey by NSYHP team members.

Results
Participants
In total, 316 people were surveyed. 94% (n=298) fell within our target age range of 14 to 24.
Nearly 6% of those surveyed (n=18) were aged 25 or over. Just over half of the 316 surveyed
were female 51% with 49% identified as males. See appendix 1 for full results.

How do young people define social smoking?
All young people surveyed were asked how they would define a social smoker as opposed to
regular smoker. The common themes drawn from the responses include the following:

Don’t smoke alone

Only smokes when out
“Smokes at parties”



“smokes with friends and not alone”

Only smokes when drinking
“Drunken smoking”

Smokes less frequently
“Smokes less than a regular smoker”

Doesn't purchase cigarettes
“Bums cigarettes from mates”

Smokes for enjoyment
“See it as a way to have fun”

Not dependent on smoking
“Regular smokers crave it”

Smokes for peer acceptance
“Image of being cool”

Less perceived consequences
“Regular smoker more at risk”

Interestingly, those that identified as social smokers were more likely to differentiate social
smokers from regular smokers due to lack of dependence on nicotine. Those that identified as
a smoker were more likely to define social smokers as those that don’t purchase their own
cigarettes.
Prevalence of Social Smoking
Overall approximately 32% (n=101) of those surveyed identified as some type of smoker
(smoker, social smoker or vaper). The highest proportion, one in every five people surveyed
(n=66), identified as social smokers. One-quarter (n=4) of those who identified as a vaper, also
identified as a social smoker. See figure 1.

Figure 1 Identification as smokers or non-smokers

:* Does not equal 100% as respondents could identify as more than one e.g. smoker and vaper

Those that considered themselves social smokers were slightly more likely to be male (60%)
than female (40%).
Social smoking appeared to be quite common among those young people surveyed with nearly
83% of those surveyed saying they have friends that are social smokers.

Smoking Behaviours
41% of those surveyed had smoked a cigarette in the last year. See figure 2.

Figure 2 Smoking Behaviour over last year

The vast majority of “smokers” said that they smoked cigarettes either every day (70.4%) or
most days (22.2%).
Of “social smokers” surveyed, the majority reported smoking cigarettes once or twice a week
(42.4%), followed by few times in a month (22.7%), and then once every few months
(18.2%). However 15% of “social smokers” in this survey reported smoking cigarettes either
ever day (6%) or most days (9%), simulating behaviours more aligned with regular or daily
smokers.
Interestingly, approximately 18% (n=34) of those that considered themselves a “non-smoker”
later reported smoking in the last year (Figure 3). The majority of these who identified as nonsmokers reported smoking when out or with friends (figure 4). This potentially increases the
percentage of social smokers surveyed from 20.9% to 31.6%.

Figure 3: smoking frequency of ‘non-smokers’ over last year

Figure 4: When non-smokers who reported smoking in the last year, smoked

The vast majority (77.27%) of social smokers identified smoking when they go out (e.g.
bars, clubs, parties and social occasions). See figure 5. The majority of smokers (74%)
selected all of the above (figure 6).

Figure 5 When social smokers smoked

Figure 6 When smokers smoked

Perceived risk of harm
Those that were identified as smokers, social smokers or vapers were asked if they thought
their current level of smoking was harmful to their health. (Figure 7).
50% of social smokers did not think that their current smoking habits were harmful to their
health, compared with 7.4% of regular smokers.

Figure 7: Perceived harm to health

Differences in survey areas
Manly Corso had the highest proportion of social smokers with 28%, followed by
Chatswood CBD with 17% and Macquarie Uni with 14%. This disparity is possibly caused by
the fact that the survey was conducted later at night, and in an area where young people are
out with their friends and drinking.

Next Steps
The results of this survey justify the need to further explore the issue of young people and
social smoking in Northern Sydney. This will be done through the Social Smokers are
Smokers pilot project which aims to co-design and test a campaign with the Youth
Consultants. Next steps are as follows:
 Use findings from the focus group with Youth Consultants to mock up potential
campaign messages / concepts and test with wider audience
 Adapt or create campaign
 Test campaign with young people within Manly
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