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Abstract 29 

Background: With the growing popularity and use of nicotine vaping products (NVPs), it is 30 

important that pharmacists have evidence-based information in order to provide guidance to their 31 

customers. The news media can play an important role in shaping how pharmacists think, feel and act 32 

regarding NVPs. This paper examines how NVPs are portrayed and framed in Australian pharmacy 33 

news sources. 34 

Methods: Four leading Australian online pharmacy professional news sources were searched for 35 

articles published between 2007 and August 2019. A combination of qualitative and quantitative 36 

methods were employed to explore how the safety, efficacy and regulation of NVPs was 37 

communicated. 38 

Results: We identified and analysed 103 relevant articles. Academic research findings and/or expert 39 

opinions were either cited or referenced most often, appearing in a total of 59% of articles analysed, 40 

followed by government sources quoted in 41% of articles. Health effects and safety issues of NVPs 41 

were the most frequently mentioned topic appearing in a total of 79% of the stories, followed by 42 

NVP-related regulatory issues (47%). The majority of NVP-related articles were framed in a loss 43 

rather than gain contexts, with more emphasis given to the concern that NVPs have the potential to 44 

addict youth to nicotine and undermine Australia’s progress in tobacco control. 45 

Conclusion: Australian pharmacy news media have more often reported the potential risks than the 46 

potential benefits of NVPs. Such portrayal is likely to contribute to misperceptions about the relative 47 

harm of NVPs. Pharmacy staff need access to unbiased and evidence-based guidance on how to 48 

handle customer enquiries regarding NVPs.  49 
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 51 

Background 52 

Nicotine vaping products (NVPs, also known as  e-cigarettes) are used as quit smoking aids in some 53 

countries, such as the UK, where their use for this purpose is officially encouraged1. The current 54 

evidence relating to safety and efficacy is still emerging. A number of evidence-based reviews 55 

confirm that people who vape are exposed to fewer ‘harmful and potentially harmful chemicals’ than 56 

those who smoke2-4. A review of the evidence commissioned by Public Health England, which was 57 

updated in 2018, reaffirmed its previous estimate that NVPs are likely to be about 95% safer than 58 

conventional cigarettes2. While there is ongoing debate about the accuracy of this estimate, a 59 
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consensus report from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) 60 

concluded that “there is conclusive evidence” that completely switching from smoking to vaping 61 

reduces users’ exposure to numerous toxicants and carcinogens present in combustible cigarettes3. 62 

There is also continued debate about whether NVPs are an effective smoking cessation tool or if, by 63 

contrast, they might discourage smokers from becoming abstinent. In addition there is the concern 64 

that NVPs might encourage non-smokers to begin vaping, and even progress to smoking cigarettes. 65 

Australia has a very restrictive regulatory framework for NVPs. Nicotine in non-therapeutic products 66 

is classified by the Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA)’s Poisons Standard as Schedule 7 67 

(‘dangerous poison’). Nicotine in preparations for human therapeutic use are classified either as an 68 

unscheduled medicine (can be sold in general retail outlets) when in oromucosal and transdermal 69 

delivery systems for smoking cessation, or Schedule 4 (‘prescription only medicine’) for all other 70 

human therapeutic products. Combustible tobacco products are exempt from scheduling. Therefore, 71 

while vaping products that do not contain nicotine can be sold like tobacco products in most States 72 

and Territories, vaping products that contain nicotine are illegal to sell in all States and Territories 73 

unless approved by the TGA5. Most Australian health organisations discourage the use of NVPs for 74 

smoking cessation6. In 2016, it was estimated that approximately one third of smokers (31%) had 75 

tried vaping and 4.4% reported currently vaping7. 76 

Pharmacists are uniquely positioned to educate customers on the health risks of smoking and the 77 

benefits of a smoke-free life. A significant number of pharmacy customers (31%) in Brisbane, 78 

Australia have either tried vaping in the past or currently vape8, but pharmacy staff (91%) generally 79 

feel uninformed about NVPs and are unsure how to handle customer enquiries amidst the scientific 80 

uncertainty about these products9. Many health professionals, including pharmacists, rely on internet 81 

and newspaper articles as their main sources of information regarding NVPs10. Our study examined 82 

how NVPs are portrayed in Australian pharmacy professional publications. Understanding the 83 

framing of NVP-related discussions in publications targeting health professionals will help us to 84 

understand how NVPs are being presented to health professionals, and findings can inform the 85 

development of unbiased and evidence-based counselling guidance for pharmacists to use when 86 

handling customer enquiries regarding these products. 87 

Methods 88 

We searched for NVP-related media stories published in four Australian online pharmacy 89 

publications (Australian Journal of Pharmacy [AJP], Australian Pharmacist, Pharmacy News and 90 

Pharmacy Daily) from 2003 (to cover the literature from when NVPs first entered the market) to 91 

August 23, 2019. These are Australia’s leading independent sources of pharmacy news in all sectors 92 

including community, hospital, clinical, academic or industry settings. In addition, Australian 93 
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Pharmacist and AJP provide Continuous Professional Development (CPD)-accredited courses for 94 

pharmacists in both print and digital formats. News and Op-eds such as editorials, columns, and letters 95 

to the editor that had NVPs as the primary or secondary focus were reviewed.  The keywords used in 96 

the search strategy were organized to capture key concepts of the subject as ("E-cigarette" OR "E-97 

cigarettes" OR "E-cig" OR "Electronic cigarette" OR "Electronic cigarettes" OR "Electronic Nicotine 98 

Delivery System" OR “Vaping" OR “Smoking”), returning 193 articles. Two independent reviewers 99 

(DE and RZ) screened the records based on the eligibility criteria. Any discrepancies and/or 100 

disagreements between reviewers were resolved through discussion and consensus. After excluding 101 

duplicates and those that did not mention NVPs, 103 articles were retained in the final analysis. 102 

Two of the authors (DE and RZ) prepared a coding sheet, informed by similar content analysis 103 

studies11-13 and a line by line reading of included documents. The coding sheet consisted of two 104 

sections. The first section coded for key characteristics of the sample (year of publication, type of 105 

article, the types of stakeholders and sources quoted). Section two covered the main topics mentioned 106 

in the document (either in the headline or within the article), including key policy and practice 107 

recommendations and arguments made for and against adopting specific regulatory approaches. A 108 

subset of the included articles were pilot coded independently by two authors using an iterative 109 

process which involved re-reading and coding the articles and generating initial themes. Any 110 

disagreements raised between the authors were discussed and resolved through consensus. The initial 111 

coding system was expanded throughout the coding process by employing an inductive approach in 112 

which any new and emergent themes/topics were included in the coding system. The remaining 113 

documents were then coded by RZ, while both authors continued to meet throughout the coding 114 

process to make sure that coding criteria were being accurately and consistently applied. Descriptive 115 

statistics (frequencies and percentages) were calculated for categorical data and findings were 116 

presented narratively. QSR NVivo version 12 software was employed to assist with the coding 117 

process. 118 

Results 119 

Key characteristics of included articles are presented in Table 1. In total, 103 articles were included, 120 

the largest number had been published in Pharmacy Daily (n=41) and AJP (n=31). NVPs initially 121 

received little coverage with only 5% of stories appearing between 2010 and 2013. Media coverage 122 

rose over the last 4 years (26 stories between 2010 and 2015 compared to 77 stories between 2016 123 

and 2019) (Figure 1).  124 
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 125 

Academic research findings and/or expert opinions (comments made by healthcare professionals or 126 

public health researchers) were either cited or referenced most often, appearing in a total of 61 (59%) 127 

stories analysed, followed by government sources (including quotes from representatives and 128 

information contained in government reports) quoted in 43 (41%) articles. The least common 129 

stakeholders were NVP manufacturers, vendors, and importers, quoted in only 4 articles (3.9%).  130 

Health effects and safety issues of NVPs were the most frequently mentioned topic, appearing in a 131 

total of 81 (79%) stories. NVP-related regulatory issues (debates on how to regulate NVPs, the need 132 

for regulating NVPs or discussions on proposed policies) were the second most frequently discussed 133 

topic (47%). Youth use of NVPs and role of NVPs in smoking cessation were found in a total of 41 134 

(41%) and 38 (37%) stories respectively. None of the articles discussed or provided guidance on what 135 

advice to offer smokers interested in using NVPs for smoking cessation or harm reduction purpose. 136 

Our analysis found that the majority of articles (67%) were negatively framed, at the level of the 137 

headline in 37% of articles, for example “e-cigarettes don’t help quit”, “e-cigarette death”, “e-cigs 138 

slow healing”, “vapers vulnerable to pneumonia”. The remaining articles were either neutral (14%) 139 

or positively framed (19%). A more detailed analysis of the contents indicated that the majority of 140 

NVP-related arguments were framed in a loss rather than gain context. The stories emphasised the 141 

concern that NVPs have the potential to addict youth to nicotine (with a potential to subsequently 142 

start smoking) and framed NVPs as one of the tobacco industry’s tactics to influence and resist 143 
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tobacco control policies, and undermine Australia’s progress in tobacco control by renormalizing 144 

smoking as a socially acceptable behaviour. Moreover, articles arguing NVPs are not effective as a 145 

smoking cessation tool significantly outnumbered articles with the counter argument that they are an 146 

effective cessation and/or harm reducing tool (27% vs 11%). 147 

 148 

Table 1. Key characteristics of included articles, n=103  149 

Attributes N (%) 

News sources  

Pharmacy Daily 41 (40) 

Australian Journal of Pharmacy 31 (30) 

Pharmacy News 26 (25) 

Australian Pharmacist   5 (4.8) 

Sources and stakeholders cited  

Government agencies and policymakers  43 (41) 

Research findings and/or expert opinions* 61 (59) 

NVP manufacturers, vendors, and importers 4 (3.9) 

NGOs and advocacy organizations 37 (36) 

Main topic reported  

Health effects and safety issues 81 (79) 

Regulation  48 (47) 

Youth use of NVPs 41 (41%) 

Role in smoking cessation and need for evidence 38 (37) 

Law enforcement  25 (24%) 

Industry activities (e.g. Big Tobacco’s involvement, 

advertising strategies, sales trends) 

19 (18) 

Prevalence/trends 9 (8.7) 

*Expert opinions included comments made by healthcare professionals and public health researchers 150 

 151 

Discussion 152 

Our analysis highlights that the overall media coverage of NVPs tended towards negative themes. It 153 

was evident from the content analysis that these framings and arguments gave greater weight to 154 

potential risks to current non-smokers over potential benefits to smokers. These loss-framed themes 155 

often drew on broader discourses about smoking and Australia’s success in tobacco control, 156 
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emphasising that opening up the market to NVPs could jeopardize and undermine the success in 157 

reducing smoking prevalence.  158 

The study limitations include the use of only a subset of all news media coverage on NVPs that 159 

pharmacists are exposed to as we didn’t analyse the general news media in this study. However, these 160 

publications are important sources of professional practice information for pharmacists and hence 161 

may be perceived as more trustworthy than the general news media. Moreover, while we have 162 

qualitatively analysed main themes and framings in the stories, we did not analyse whether and how 163 

these framings have changed over time. Future studies should, therefore, look at NVP news coverage 164 

in health professional media and other news media channels, including television and social media, 165 

and evaluate if and how the content has changed over time in order to provide a better reflection of 166 

trends in reporting. As the NVP-related policy debate involves various competing narratives, findings 167 

from this study may be interpreted differently by those with different positions on NVPs. While 168 

tobacco harm reduction advocates will be concerned by many of these negative representations, those 169 

who see a threat rather than an opportunity for public health may see the alarmist headlines as a 170 

positive development. Nonetheless, Pharmacy staff should be provided with unbiased, evidence-171 

based and customized educational intervention packages in order to help them guide their customers 172 

in making an informed decision regarding NVP use. 173 

The news media are major sources of information on contentious health issues, including tobacco 174 

harm reduction10. They play an important role in shaping how the public and health professionals 175 

understand and interpret controversial health issues by framing them in certain ways, by selecting 176 

and/or emphasising some aspects of the argument. Thus, analysing the content of NVP-related media 177 

coverage in publications targeting health professionals could help us to understand how NVPs are 178 

being presented to health professionals. The framing of these articles, and information presented, is 179 

likely to influence how health professionals, such as pharmacists, respond to patient enquiries 180 

regarding these products.  181 

The potential unknown health risks from long term use of NVPs along with the increasing number of 182 

anecdotal stories on NVP-related accidents, such as battery explosion and accidental poisonings, 183 

seem to have contributed to the growing concern and discussion about safety of NVPs in recent years. 184 

Such portrayal of NVPs in the news media may have contributed to the widespread misperceptions 185 

of the public8,14 and uncertainty among health professionals8,15 about the relative harm of these 186 

products compared to smoking. Focusing only on potential risks of NVPs without adequate context 187 

of the substantial harm associated with smoking can lead to misperceptions about the relative risks of 188 

these products. A number of studies have reported that negative coverage of NVPs over the last 189 

several years may have contributed to widespread misperceptions about the relative harm of nicotine 190 
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containing products11,16,17. While the evidence on the precise level of risk reduction possible from 191 

switching to NVPs is widely contested, a number of evidence-based reviews confirm that people who 192 

completely switch from smoking to vaping are exposed to fewer ‘harmful and potentially harmful 193 

chemicals’. Public Health England and Royal College of Physicians estimated that the long-term 194 

health risks associated with vaping are unlikely to exceed 5% of those associated with combustible 195 

cigarettes2,3. The maximum benefit from using NVPs as a harm reduction tool, however, will only be 196 

realised if smokers completely stop smoking rather than using NVPs as a partial substitute, because 197 

even low level smoking still confers substantial health risk.  198 

Conclusions 199 

Australian pharmacy news media have been more likely to report risks than benefits of NVPs, often 200 

with an alarmist headline. This dominance of negative representations and discussions of NVPs may 201 

have contributed to the widespread misperceptions about the safety of NVPs relative to tobacco 202 

cigarettes, and influence how pharmacists respond to patient enquiries regarding these products. 203 

Pharmacy staff should be provided with unbiased and evidence-based guidance on how to handle 204 

customer enquiries regarding NVPs.  205 
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