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The Report on Chinese Adolescent Tobacco Use 2023 announces a year-on-year decline in the 

prevalence of smoking in Chinese teenagers. Nevertheless, the hazards of tobacco products to 

the physical and mental health of this population remain a concerning issue. This study is an 

encapsulation of factors influencing the smoking behavior of Chinese adolescents based on a 

review of relevant literature. Personal characteristics such as gender, age, psychological traits, 

lifestyle, and perceptions of tobacco use, along with environmental factors like the family en-

vironment, circle of friends, and school climate, can all potentially influence a teenager's 

smoking behavior. A thorough examination of these factors can provide implications for ad-

vancing the regulation of teenager tobacco use and improving the work on adolescent health 

protection. 
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Introduction 

HE HAZARDS of tobacco use are one of the leading 

health issues concerning the global community. The 

burning of tobacco can produce a variety of harmful 

chemicals, including nicotine. Long-term smoking may lead to 

mouth, nose, throat, trachea, and lung illnesses, or even mul-

ti-organ conditions, posing severe health risks to the smoker (Ge 

& Gao, 2015). Compared to adults, adolescents can physically 

suffer more from smoking as they are going through a funda-

mental stage of organic development (Miao, 2017). On top of its 

physical damage, smoking also has negative effects on adoles-

cent mental health, according to the existing literature. As per 

Patton’s (1996) study, regular adolescent smokers are twice as 

likely to report high levels of depression and anxiety as those 

occasional smokers. Additionally, smoking may negatively im-

pact the academic performance of teenagers. Zhao et al.’s (2012) 

research findings show that smoking one cigarette per day in 

adolescence can lower the student’s mathematics scores by 

about 0.08 standard deviations and that smoking can degrade 

their motivation to go to school, where smoking is forbidden, 

and reduce the returns to education in adolescents. 

In the last two decades or so, the Chinese government has 

advanced a series of measures to protect teenagers from the 

damage of tobacco. The Minors Protection Law of China and
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Table 1. Factors Influencing Smoking Behavior of Chinese Teenagers. 

Types of 
Factors 

Risk Factors Protective Factors 

Personal Characteristics 

Gender Male Female 

Age Higher grades Lower grades 

Psychological 
qualities 

Low life satisfaction; 
Scoring low in the dimensions of openness and agreeable-
ness in the Big Five Personality Inventory in stressful situa-
tions; 
Depression (with a greater impact on girls); 
Social anxiety; 
Idle tendency. 

High life satisfaction; 
Scoring high in the dimensions of openness and agreeable-
ness in the Big Five Personality Inventory in stressful situa-
tions; 
 

Lifestyle Misbehavior (e.g., alcohol abuse, fighting); 
Unhealthy eating habits; 
Overuse of the internet; 

Physical exercise (working on boys); 

Attitudes to 
smoking 

Lack of the awareness of the hazards of passive smoking; 
Seeing smoking as a facilitator of social interaction; 
Seeing smoking as relaxing in social settings; 
Seeing smoking cessation as difficult. 

Awareness of the hazards of passive smoking; 
Perceiving smoking as an image-degrading behavior 
Perceiving smoking as a stressor in social settings; 
Seeing smoking cessation as difficult. 

Environmental Factors 

Home environ-
ment 

At least one parent smoking; 
Parents’ positive attitudes to their own smoking habits; 
Low SES (low household incomes, low parental occupa-
tional status and education levels);  
Having a lot of pocket money; 
Lack of parent-child communication; 

Parental warnings against smoking 
High SES (high household incomes, high parental occupa-
tional status and education levels);  
Normal family structure (non-single parent family, 
non-restructured family, living with parents); 
Good parent-child relationships; 

Circle of friends Having smoker friends; 
Invitations to smoke from peers 
Unhealthy peer relationships; 
Making friends with juvenile delinquents. 

Having no smoker friends; 
Healthy peer relationships; 

School environ-
ment 

Frequently witnessing teachers and other staff smoke in the 
school; 
Enrolment in the vocational secondary school; 
Negative school climates. 

Upbeat school climate; 

Social environ-
ment 

High exposure to tobacco ads and smoking images; 
Frequent exposure to passive smoking in public places; 
Easy access to tobacco products. 

Low social acceptance of smoking; 

 

 

 

 

the Tobacco Monopoly Law of China both stipulate the prohibi-

tion of the sale of tobacco products to minors. In 2019, the Chi-

nese government released the “Healthy China Action Plan 

(2019-2030),” highlighting tobacco use control as one of its 

chief actions. The paper aims to reduce the smoking rate among 

individuals aged 15 and above to 20% by 2030 and mandates the 

inclusion of businesses selling tobacco products to minors and 

advertising cigarettes on the national integrity system's "black-

list" for punishment in line with relevant laws and regulations 

(State Council of China, 2019). Despite the prevention and con-

trol measures taken by the government and other stakeholders in 

response to the tremendous hazards of smoking, tobacco use in 

teenagers remains a pronounced issue, constituting a major 

threat to their physical and mental health. 

 
The Status Quo of Tobacco Use in Chinese 
Teenagers 
On May 31, 2024, the 37th World No Tobacco Day, the National 

Health Commission of China and other departments (2024) 

released The Report on Chinese Adolescent Tobacco Use 2023, 

an outcome report for a cross-sectional survey of smoking be-

havior of junior and senior secondary school students in China. 

The survey involved over 260,000 students from 912 junior 

secondary schools, 590 general high schools, and 274 vocational 

high schools in 310 county regions of 31 provinces, with a re-

sponse rate of 95.7%. According to the report, China had a 4.2% 

smoking rate in secondary school students in 2023, a 1.7% de-

crease from the 5.9% in 2019, with a significantly higher rate in 

boys (6.4%) than in girls (1.8%). Yet, there was no significant 

difference in the prevalence of smoking between rural and urban 

students. Data from the report showed that, among the students 

who smoked within the 30 days prior to the survey, 3.5% con-

sumed more than 20 cigarettes per day, and that 2.4% of the 

students surveyed used electronic cigarettes in 2023, a 1.2% 

decrease from 2021. In addition, 60% of those who have used 

electronic cigarettes in the prior 30 days adopted electronic cig-

arettes with non-tobacco flavors, despite the governmental reg-

ulations that prohibit the sale of these types of electronic ciga-

rettes. 

Furthermore, the rate of experimental smoking in second-

ary school students was 13.7% in 2023, a 3% decrease from 

2021. Specifically, the rate in junior secondary school students 

was 11.2%, and that in their senior secondary counterparts was 

17.1%. More boys (19.1%) have tried smoking than girls (7.8%). 

There was no significant difference in experimental smoking 

between rural and urban students. It is noteworthy that 66.8% of 
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the initial smoking experiments reportedly took place in the 

group aged 13 and below; in other words, nearly half of them 

occurred in the primary education phase. 

The report also reveals a considerable drop in the inci-

dence of on-campus smoking, with 35.4% of students surveyed 

seeing someone else smoking in the school in the past 30 days, a 

4.5% decrease from 2021. Nonetheless, the incidence of smok-

ing in homes remained stable. Additionally, the data show that 

only 35.6% of secondary school students knew that smoking is 

difficult to cease once it begins and that only 27.5% of them 

knew that electronic cigarettes could lead to addictive smoking, 

revealing the awareness of the hazards of smoking in Chinese 

teenagers remained low despite the decreased prevalence rate of 

smoking in them in 2023 from the previous years. 

To sum up, The Report on Chinese Adolescent Tobacco 

Use 2023 suggests ongoing threats of tobacco to the health and 

growth of adolescents. While more potent tobacco control poli-

cies are crucial, a thorough exploration of factors that possibly 

influence adolescent smoking behavior is beneficial for the im-

plementation of more effective tobacco control for this popula-

tion. 

 
Factors Influencing Smoking Behavior of Chi-
nese Teenagers 
Drawing on research findings in the existing literature, this 

study encapsulates factors connected with the smoking behavior 

of Chinese adolescents. Table 1 represents the categorization of 

these factors and a division between risk and protective factors. 

 
Personal Factors 
Prior research findings suggest associations between personal 

factors, including sex, age, psychological qualities, lifestyle, 

perceptions of smoking behavior, and tobacco use in Chinese 

teenagers. Many surveys find that the smoking rate in male sec-

ondary school students is significantly higher than that in their 

female counterparts, indicating that being a male student itself is 

a risk factor for smoking behavior (Tang & Zheng, 2015; Feng 

et al., 2020). According to Ji et al. (2023), this phenomenon is 

somewhat related to the traditional sexual culture in China, 

where men’s smoking behaviors are better accepted than wom-

en’s. In the meantime, the smoking rate climbs as the grade ad-

vances (Sun et al., 2015). This may be because older teenagers 

have higher exposure to smoking environments than children 

and become more eager to try smoking (Wei et al., 2022) or 

because adolescents in higher grades need to ease their academic 

pressures by smoking (Ji et al., 2023), which is evidenced by 

Guo and Rabazhuma’s (2022) research finding that the increased 

pressures from the college entrance examination among 12th 

graders is an additional reason for their tobacco use. 

Furthermore, the psychological state and character traits 

of the teenager can impact their smoking decision. First off, 

adolescents with higher satisfaction with their living environ-

ments are less likely to try smoking (Shi et al., 2022). Second, 

teenagers exhibiting open and agreeable character traits, such as 

outgoing tendency, receptiveness to new things, and being com-

passionate, polite, and tolerant, in stressful situations have a 

lower possibility of developing the habit of smoking (Feng et al., 

2016; Feng & Peng, 2017). Third, the smoking rate is higher in 

adolescents with depressive symptoms, who tend to treat smok-

ing as an effective device for lowering their depression levels 

(Feng et al., 2020). Meanwhile, female students with depression 

disorders are more likely to resort to smoking than their male 

counterparts (Li et al., 2019). This may be because girls are 

more susceptible to negative emotions and less capable of 

properly managing them due to their different reaction patterns 

to stimuli and distinctive hormone levels (Xie, 2022). Fourth, 

there is a higher likelihood of becoming a smoker in the teenag-

ers who are subject to social anxiety, such as fear of negative 

evaluations from others, uneasiness in social settings, and 

avoidance of social life (Feng et al., 2020). Fifth, adolescents 

with the tendency of idleness are more likely to try smoking 

(Song et al., 2022) as they often have difficulty integrating into 

the current environment or engaging themselves in meaningful 

activities. 

Associations between lifestyle and smoking behavior in 

teenagers are also identified in the literature. As per Shi et al. 

(2022), there is a negative relation between physical exercise 

and tobacco use in boy students after demographic, cognitive, 

and psychological variables being controlled for, whereas phys-

ical exercise has no significant impact on the smoking tendency 

of girl students. Xu et al.’s study (2023) finds that adolescents 

with unhealthy eating habits and certain behavioral deviations, 

such as alcohol abuse and fighting, are more likely to become 

smokers. Feng et al.’s (2020) research findings reveal a signifi-

cantly positive correlation between internet overuse and smok-

ing intensity among adolescents. The frequency of their smoking 

may substantially increase when their internet dependence exac-

erbates, threatening their normal time management and inter-

personal relationships. 

In addition, the adolescents’ attitudes towards smoking 

have a remarkable influence on their smoking decision. Fan et al. 

(2023) argued that a lack of awareness of the hazards of passive 

smoking was a risk factor in teenagers, heightening the likeli-

hood of their becoming smokers in the future. Teenagers who 

perceive smoking as a behavior that damages their public imag-

es are less likely to smoke (Chen et al., 2015), whereas those 

who see smoking as a facilitator of social interaction may more 

easily develop the habit of smoking (Xiong et al., 2015). Also, 

adolescents who feel uneasy to smoke in social settings are less 

likely to experiment with smoking or become regular smokers 

(Jin et al., 2023). Interestingly though, perceiving smoking ces-

sation as difficult could be both a risk factor (Fan et al., 2023) 

and protective factor in adolescents (Tang & Zheng, 2015). For 

regularly smoking teenagers, knowing that smoking cessation is 

not easy may hamper their decision to give up smoking, and, at 

the same time, for their non-smoker counterparts, it significantly 

diminishes their intention of initiating smoking. 

 
Environmental Factors 
Aside from personal characteristics, environmental factors also 

significantly impact adolescent smoking behavior. First, in the 

familial context, factors like parental smoking and home social 

and economic status (SES) are closely related to the teenager’s 

smoking practice. An adult family member as a smoker per se is 

a risk factor for the teenager’s tobacco use (Jiang et al., 2022); 

with more than two smokers in the home, the probability of the 
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adolescent becoming a smoker will markedly increase (Gong et 

al., 2021). When the teenager becomes curious about smoking, 

parental smoking behaviors are a catalyst for the onset of their 

smoking (Xie et al., 2022). The positive attitudes of adult family 

members towards tobacco use encourage the initiation and per-

sistence of smoking in the children (Dai et al., 2021), whereas 

parental warnings against smoking can help prevent them from 

becoming smokers (Xiong et al., 2015). The family SES, repre-

sented by household economic status, parental education levels, 

and parental occupation status, has an impact on the child’s 

smoking decision; teenagers from low SES families are more 

likely to develop the habit of smoking (Feng et al., 2020). On 

top of the family SES, the family structure can also influence the 

smoking behavior of the teenager; adolescents from normal 

families (i.e., non-single-parent families, non-restructured fami-

lies, families with parent-child co-living) are less likely to be-

come smokers (Tang & Zheng, 2015). The quality of par-

ent-child communication is an effective predictor of the child’s 

smoking behavior (Xie et al., 2018); Good parent-child rela-

tionships play a vital role in shaping healthy behavior of the 

child, diminishing the likelihood of their initiating smoking. In 

addition, a few studies find that the more pocket money given 

by their parents, the more likely that the teenager will try smok-

ing (Sun et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2015; Ji et al., 2023). 

Second, the teenager’s circle of friends has tremendous 

influence on their smoking behavior. Having smoker peers who 

share cigarettes with friends is a serious risk factor for smoking 

initiation of the adolescent (Jiang et al., 2022). As adolescents in 

puberty are more susceptible to peer influence, making friends 

with smokers can naturally increase their chances to use tobacco 

products. Also, teenage smokers can develop a strong attach-

ment with each other, which reinforces their intention of per-

sisting with smoking (Fan et al., 2023). Furthermore, making 

friends with peers with delinquent conduct contributes to the 

teenager’s tobacco use (Lin et al., 2018); hence, developing 

healthy peer relationships can potentially protect the adolescent 

from the hazards of smoking (Feng et al., 2020). 

Third, the teenager’s smoking tendency is linked to the 

school environment. Sun et al. (2015) argued that there was a 

positive correlation between the teen’s smoking behaviors and 

the frequency of their witnessing teachers and other staff smoke 

on the campus. School characteristics and climates can also 

affect the teenager’s intention of smoking. According to Jin et 

al.’s (2023) study, certain types of schools have higher smoking 

rates in students, such as vocational secondary schools. This is 

because these schools pay inadequate attention to student health 

management including the construction of a smoking-free cam-

pus and provision of health education courses. As per Lin et al.’s 

(2018) research finding, an upbeat school climate significantly 

negatively predicts the prevalence of smoking in students. Also, 

positive school climates help reduce on-campus smoking be-

haviors by reducing the chances for the students to develop 

connections with juvenile delinquents. 

Fourth, among social environment-related factors, tobacco 

advertising and smoking images in the media have the greatest 

power to boost tobacco use in teenagers (Guo & Rabazhuma). 

Although tobacco advertising is legally prohibited, the ubiqui-

tous internet, the fresh channel for tobacco advertisements, 

makes its regulation difficult. Online media-based dissemination 

of tobacco-related information takes more diverse and covert 

forms, including forums, videos, celebrity endorsements, fun 

tips, advertorials, emojis, assessments, etc., which have excep-

tionally misleading effects on minors (Dai et al., 2021). In addi-

tion, witnessing smoking behaviors in public places and being 

frequently exposed to passive smoking are also risk factors for 

adolescent smoking tendency. In Chinese social settings, it is 

common for relatives and friends to share cigarettes with each 

other as a sign of showing respect, which is unfavorable for the 

development of legitimate perceptions of smoking in teenagers 

(Sun et al., 2015). Furthermore, easy access to tobacco products 

has largely fueled the spread of smoking in teenagers. As per 

Tang’s and Zheng’s survey (2015), almost none of the teenagers 

who attempted to buy cigarettes have had the experience of 

being rejected by the vendors because of their underage status. 

Despite these negative factors, there are still some positive so-

cial factors that suppress the adoption of smoking in teenagers. 

The low popular acceptance of smoking based on social behav-

ioral norms is a discouragement to the teenager’ smoking initia-

tion (Wei et al., 2022). 

 
Discussion 
The plurality of factors affecting tobacco use in adolescents 

manifests the complexity of the issue of teenage smoking. Yet, 

they provide multi-faceted implications for the development of 

effective coping strategies. First off, a deeper examination of 

personal factors is needed. For example, the gender difference in 

teenager smoking behavior deserves more attention. It is neces-

sary to deploy different smoking prevention education materials 

for boys and girls. Despite the lower smoking rate in girls shown 

by current data, the risk of tobacco use in them should not be 

disregarded. Compared with their male counterparts, female 

teenagers are more likely to smoke when driven by negative 

emotions. Also, it should be noted that the teens’ limited capaci-

ty for emotional modulation makes them more susceptible to the 

temptation to smoke and renders their smoking cessation more 

difficult. When they encounter stressful events that elicit nega-

tive emotions, they may feel the need to do something to distract 

their attention from them and maintain a sense of control over 

their lives, including conducting certain risky and stimulating 

acts, such as smoking (Xie, 2022). Therefore, to protect teenag-

ers from the damage of smoking, it is important to give them 

relevant mental health education to guide them to properly ad-

dress negative emotions, aside from the education on the haz-

ards of tobacco use. Yao’s and Wang’s (2022) study found that 

psychodrama therapy is effective in improving the psychological 

state of adolescent smokers and reducing their consumption of 

cigarettes. In addition, it should be stressed that the teens’ atti-

tudes towards the effects of smoking impact their motivation for 

smoking (Xie & Li, 2022). The smoking rate is significantly 

higher among teenagers who believe that the benefits of smok-

ing outweigh its harm (Wei et al., 2022). This finding underlines 

the importance of strengthening the smoking prevention public-

ity to develop scientific knowledge of tobacco in adolescents. 

Furthermore, the roles of environmental factors in influ-

encing the teens’ smoking tendency deserve more thorough re-

search. The predictive power of the school environment and 
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home SES for the adolescent’s smoking behaviors justifies ad-

vanced intervention and prevention efforts in this regard. Also, 

the peer effect is deemed a vital factor for the adolescent’s 

smoking decision (Tang & Zheng, 2015). According to the so-

cial network theory, individuals, including adolescents, are in-

clined to select peers who share common values and behavioral 

patterns in building their social networks. In a circle of friends, 

non-smoker adolescents have less intention of trying to smoke 

because of the positive role model of their non-smoker peers; 

conversely, smoking adolescents may heighten their tobacco 

dependence amid their interaction with smoking peers (Dai et al., 

2021). This finding highlights the importance of guiding teen-

agers to develop a decent social circle. In the meantime, the 

attitudes of the family, school, and society toward smoking have 

a significant impact on adolescent smoking behavior. There is a 

popular consensus that the implementation of tobacco control in 

teenagers warrants joint efforts from families, schools, and 

communities. The smoking-free community and school could be 

realized via legalization and regulations; yet, popularizing the 

smoking-free family is less easy, necessitating more diverse 

explorations. Additionally, social media can possibly become 

display platforms for tobacco products and smoking behaviors 

and may influence the teenagers’ perceptions of smoking and 

smoking decisions through advertising and forwarding, among 

other means. Therefore, to minimize the teenagers’ exposure to 

illegitimate information on smoking, it is imperative to explore 

more effective measures for managing the negative impact of 

social media on popular tobacco use. 

 
Conclusion 
Teenage smoking as a product of social and psychological fac-

tors has its own characteristics. Adolescent smokers, who typi-

cally have shorter years of smoking practice and lower smoking 

dependence, can give up smoking more smoothly with a lower 

likelihood of relapse (Ji et al., 2023). As a result, they are often 

among the most targeted groups in tobacco control efforts at all 

levels. This study is a summary of factors relating to teenager 

smoking behavior based on the existing literature, focusing on 

the connections of personal characteristics and environmental 

factors with tobacco use in Chinese adolescents. These factors 

should be included as important considerations by various 

stakeholders in their research or practice of adolescent tobacco 

use prevention and control.■ 
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