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Abstract

Aim. The aim of the study was the assessment of the changes in smoking frequency during a twoyear
monitoring program among a group of adolescents.

Material and method. The 2-year longitudinal study evaluated a group of 61 schoolchildren, 13-16 years-
old, enrolled in the Com4You Oral Health Promotion Program in Bucharest, Romania. The behaviour assessment
was performed using a self-administered questionnaire regarding oral hygiene, diet, dental services utilisation and
smoking, applied every 8 months, 4 times in total. The subjects were delivered during the program 3 oral health
educational lessons using experiential learning, with different oral health-related aspects approached at each
lesson and smoking was part of the last one, with the final assessment at 2 weeks after the last lesson.

Results: The frequency of smokers increased gradually from 11,5% at baseline to 41% at the end of the
monitoring period. When the sample was divided by age, results showed that the increase in frequency of smokers
was greater among the 15-16 years-old group, from 19,4% at baseline to 48,4% at the final assessment, who also
increased with time the number of cigarettes used per day, compared to 13-14 year-olds, from 3,3% to 33,3% and
who kept smoking only occasionally during the study. Moreover, boys were more attracted by smoking than girls,
the increase in frequency of smokers among boys was from 12,5% at baseline to 62,5% after two years, compared to
girls: from 11,5% to 33,3%.

Conclusion: in the studied group, adolescents smoked already from 13 years old, and the frequency of
smokers increased fast with age, around 15 years they already smoked daily, with boys being more prone to
smoke than girls.
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INTRODUCTION

Smoking is a global concern for public health since one third of global population have
this harmful habit that is responsible for the death of half of the all lifetime smokers, most of
them dying in their middle age [1].

Many health issues are induced or complicated by smoking, including oral diseases.
Periodontal disease, oral cancer and poor wound healing are the most frequently met oral
health issues associated with smoking and dentists play an important role and smoke
cessation [2]. However, even if health risks of smoking are widely known, smokers find it
hard cu quit, despite of their will, because of the highly addictive nicotine present in
cigarettes [1].

Many adults start smoking during their adolescence [3], and a report of World Health
Organization and Tobacco-Free Initiative published in 2002 [4] showed that for the
adolescents between the ages of 13 and 15 years the mean global frequency of current
smokers was 13,9% and the frequency of those who ever smoked cigarettes was 33,3%, most
of them being attracted by this habit early in life since 23,9% of teenagers declared they tried
their first cigarette before the age of 10 [4]. Unfortunately, compared to adults, teenagers
develop nicotine addiction after less cigarettes and less time [5]. Therefore, when aiming to
reduce the prevalence of smoking in global adult population, preventing measures targeted to
adolescents is mandatory.

Since smoking is a common risk factor for both general and oral diseases, promoting
smoking prevention or cessation is recommended and supported by WHO either in large
communities, through oral health promotion programs, or individually, in the dental offices
through behaviour change counselling for a healthy lifestyle [1,2].

Aim and objectives

The aim of the present study was to assess the frequency of cigarette smokers among a
group of adolescents and at what extent it changes with time, age and sex during a 2 years
period.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The 2 year-longitudinal study was developed as part of the Erasmus+ “Youth
Community-Based Oral Health Learning Model” (Com4You) program, that included oral
health promotion measures targeted to adolescents and that took place between 2015 and
2017. The extensive research in the afore-mentioned program enrolled at baseline 120
teenagers, 13-16 years-old, from 3 schools in Bucharest, Romania, who were divided in a test
group, with 76 subjects and who received oral health education using 3 experiential learning
lessons, and a control group of 44 subjects who were offered traditional learning and only 1
oral health lesson. The sample selected for the present study was part of the test group from
which 13 subjects dropped out during the two years period of study and thus, the final
sample was formed by 61 subjects who went through all the phases with the recurrent
interventions and assessments. The assessment of the smoking behaviour was assessed using
a self-administered questionnaire that included, as well, other aspects regarding oral health-
related behaviour. The same questionnaire was deliver at baseline and every 8 months, 4
times in total. The 3 oral health promotion lessons were all different, each of them
approaching the main topics: oral hygiene behaviour, caries-protective vs cariogenic eating
habits, regular dental check-ups and professional preventive treatments, and smoking. Taking
into consideration that smoking behaviour and its influence on oral health was approached in
the last lesson, and that the last questionnaire was applied two weeks after this last lesson,
and also that the smoking-related behaviour needs time to reverse, the influence of the

174



lessons on smoking avoidance or cessation among the subjects enrolled was minimal. The
final sample was represented by 6 graders, thus a subgroup of 13-14 years-olds (30 subjects),
and 9 graders, a subgroup of 15-16 years-olds (31 subjects). The results were analysed using
age and sex as independent variables and the behaviour was analysed as evolution through
all the 4 recurrent assessments as it follows: baseline (initial), at 8 months, at 16 months, and
24 months (final).

RESULTS

The mean age for the entire group was 14,52 + 1,44 years. When divided by age, in the
13-14 year-olds group (30 subjects, 49,19%) the mean age was 13,10 + 0,30 years and the
majority was represented by 13 year-olds (90% (N=27)), while in the 15-16 year-olds group (31
subjects, 50,81%) the mean age was 15,90 £ 0,30 years, and the majority was represented by 16
year-olds (90,3% (N=28)). Divided by sex, boys represented 26,2%(N=16) of the entire group.

The frequency of adolescents who smoked increase constantly and rapidly during the
2 years monitoring period from 11,5% at baseline to 19,7% after 8 months, to 31,1% after 16
months and to 41% at the final assessment at 24 months. Of those who smoked, the highest
percentages were of those who smoked only occasionally (except for the assessment at 8
months, when number of daily smokers was double of those who smoked occasionally).
Starting with the third assessment, after 16 months of monitoring, there were observed
adolescents who already increased their number of cigarettes smoked to more than 10 per
day, but the frequency of these category of smokers was very low (Figure 1).

Evolution of smoking frequency
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Figure 1. Evolution of smoking frequency

When the analyse was performed separately by age, the results showed a more rapid
and unfavorable for adolescents who were 16 years-old at the beginning of the study (9
graders) compared to those those who were 13 years-old at the beginning of the study (6
graders).

For the 6 graders group, at baseline only 3,3% smoked, after 6 months none of the
subjects declared smoking while at the 16 months assessment 13,3% smoked and at the final
evaluation, at 24 months, by the time they got 15 years, already 33,3% were smokers. All of
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the smoker subjects in this age group declared that cigarette smoking was only occasionally
(Figure 2).

Evolution of smoking frequency among 6 graders
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Figure 2. Evolution of smoking frequency among 13-14 year-olds

For the 9 graders, at baseline 19,4% adolescents smoked, in equal proportion daily
smokers and occasionally smokers, and in only 8 months the frequency of smokers doubled,
then continued increasing in the next 8 months from when the frequency stabilised until the
final assessment. And not only the frequency of smokers increased, but also the frequency of
cigarettes used per day. Thus, among daily smokers those who used 1 to 10 cigarettes per day
were observed even from the baseline and starting with the 3rd assessment, after 16 months,
there were observed adolescents who increased the number to 10-20 cigarettes per day

(Figure 3).
Evolution of smoking frequency among 9 graders
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Figure 3. Evolution of smoking frequency among 15-17 year-olds
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When the group was divided by sex, the results showed that the evolution was similar
in the first 8 months. For girls, the increased was dramatical between the assessments at 8
months and 16 months, from 20% to 35,6%, from when the frequency stabilised until the end
of the study. For boys, the increase was slow between baseline and the assessment at 16
months and sharp in the last 8 months of the study, from 18,8% to 62,5% (Figure 4).

Evolution of smoking frequency by sex
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Figure 4. Evolution of smoking frequency by sex

DISCUSSIONS

The smoking behaviour among the group assessed in the present study is poorer
compared to global level. In a international report of the 2013-2014 Health Behaviour in
School-aged Children survey developed by WHO published in 2016, at the European level,
the frequency of smokers at the age of 13 years of 4% for boys and 3% for girls, respectively at
the age of 15 of 12% for boys and 11% for girls [5]. Also, in a report published by the US
Department of Health and Human Services, in 2015 the frequency of cigarette smokers at the
US level was 1,3% among 8 graders, 3% among 10 graders and 5,5% among 12 graders and by
2017 the frequency decreased to 0,6%, 2,2%, 4,2% respectively [6].

CONCLUSIONS

Adolescents assessed in the present study showed an improper smoking-related
behaviour, at the age of 13 already 1 in 20 teenagers smoking occasionally and by the time
they get 15 years one third of these teenagers having this habit. Moreover, 16 year-old
adolescents already smoked daily, 1 in 10 smoking between 1 and 10 cigarettes per day and
by the time they get 17 some of the adolescents smoke more than 10 cigarettes daily. In
addition, boys are more prone to start smoking.

Acknowledgement

The Erasmus+ project “Youth Community-based Oral Health Learning Model” was
co-funded by European Union. The authors also thank Oral-B Romania for support.

177



REFERENCES

1.

FDI / WHO (2005) Tobacco or oral health: an advocacy guide for oral health professionals.
Edited by Beaglehole RH and Benzian HM; FDI World Dental Federation, Ferney Voltaire,
France / World Dental Press, Lowestoft, UK.

Ramseier CA, Suvan JE. Behaviour change counselling for tobacco use cessation and promotion
of healthy lifestyles: a systematic review. ] Clin Periodontol 2015; 42 (Suppl. 16): S47-S58.

Kong, G., Simon, P., Mayer, M. E., Barrington-Trimis, J. L., Pacek, L. R., Cooper, M., Guy, M. C,,
& Stanton, C. A. (2019). Harm Perceptions of Alternative Tobacco Products among US
Adolescents. Tobacco regulatory science, 5(3), 242-252.

Global Youth Tabacco Survey Collaborative Group. Tobacco use among youth: a cross country
comparison. Tob Control. 2002;11(3):252-270.

WHO (2016) Growing up unequal: gender and socioeconomic differences in young people’s
health and well-being. HEALTH BEHAVIOUR IN SCHOOL-AGED CHILDREN (HBSC)
STUDY: INTERNATIONAL REPORT FROM THE 2013/2014 SURVEY. Available from:
http:/ /www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003 /303438 / HSBC-No.7-Growing-up-
unequal-Full-Report.pdf?ua=1

U.S. Department of Health & Human Services. Office of Adolescent Health. (2016). Adolescents
and  tobacco: trends. Available from: https://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/adolescent-
development/substance-use/drugs/tobacco/trends/index.html

178



