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The Overlooked Link Between Youth Vaping and Sleep Disruption

Background

Sleep, especially for a growing adolescent, has a major foundational role in multiple
aspects of their lives. Adequate sleep supports cognitive performance, emotional regulation,
immune function, and overall physical health." As such, poor sleep quality has been strongly
linked to mental health distress and poor academic performance.' Not to mention, before 25,
your brain is not fully developed, so impaired sleep can be a root cause of critical
neurodevelopmental consequences.”™

In recent years, the rise of e-cigarettes or vaping among youth has introduced an
additional and underreported threat to healthy sleep.” This is often attributed to the rise in anxiety
and depression in teens, where teens will often turn to self-help seeking behaviors such as vaping
and alcohol.” Emerging research shows that vaping does cause significant sleep disturbance and
perpetuates a cycle of worsened emotional regulation, mental stress, and poor sleep long term.’

Unfortunately, due to marketing and cunning techniques, vaping is frequently seen to be a
“safer” option compared to smoking, with appealing flavors to youth. In reality, the
repercussions of vaping as a young person are horrific, with developmental and life-altering
risks. In adolescents, the 3 pillars of health are considered exercise, sleep, and diet, but with the
use of e-cigarettes, these have all been negatively impacted.” For youth, sleep may be particularly

vulnerable, especially affected by e-cigarette usage in decreasing quality of sleep.®”’
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Impacts of Vaping on Sleep for Youth
Physical Health

Nicotine, the primary chemical used in most e-cigarettes, acts as a central nervous system
stimulant.®'° Effects include increased heart rate, blood pressure, and glucose levels, which have
been shown to interfere with the body’s ability to fall asleep and maintain sleep.®!° In
adolescents, whose brains and bodies are still developing, this can be particularly harmful.
Nicotine’s stimulant effects especially make it harder to fall asleep and contribute to waking up
more frequently during the night.®*®

An increasing number of studies show that youth who use e-cigarettes are more likely to
experience shorter sleep duration and poorer sleep quality compared with non-users.® Large
meta-analyses report that e-cigarette users have higher odds of insufficient sleep duration (less
than the recommended 8—10 hours per night), taking a longer time falling asleep, and other sleep
disturbances such as restless sleep and daytime fatigue.'!

Poor sleep is more than just a short-term problem; sleep deprivation in youth is linked to
a decrease in physical performance, including weakened immune function, impaired metabolism,
and a greater risk for long-term cardiometabolic problems.'*'* When combined with nicotine’s
physiological effects, the disruption of restorative sleep may compound these risks, placing
youth who vape at heightened risk for chronic health conditions later in life.’
Mental Health

Vaping disrupts adolescent mental health primarily through its effects on sleep and brain
chemistry. Nicotine is a stimulant that activates stress-related neurotransmitters, increasing
restlessness and making it harder to fall asleep as well as stay asleep.”'® Adolescents who use

e-cigarettes report higher rates of sleep disturbances, including difficulty falling asleep, poor
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sleep quality, bad dreams, and daytime fatigue, which are all associated with anxiety and
depressive symptoms. !4

Many adolescents may vape to cope with stress or emotional discomfort, but nicotine
dependence ultimately worsens both sleep and emotional regulation.>® Poor sleep intensifies
anxiety as well as depression and reduces the brain’s ability to manage stress, creating increased
fatigue and emotional distress, which contribute to continued vaping.>®’ Research indicates that
reducing or quitting nicotine use is associated with improved sleep quality and reductions in
symptoms of anxiety and depression, highlighting the close link between vaping, sleep
disruption, and adolescent mental well-being.’
Conclusion

In youth, vaping doesn’t just have isolated risks. Its effects extend beyond lung and heart
health to disrupt a key component in adolescent development: sleep. Its interference with sleep
quality relates to both physical and mental health harms. Nicotine’s stimulating effects disrupt
the natural sleep cycle, leading to shorter and poorer sleep.>*!° In turn, the fragmented and
insufficient sleep feeds into stress, anxiety, and impaired daytime functioning.? Research also
suggests that sleep deprivation itself may make adolescents more likely to vape, creating a
reinforcing loop with potentially long-lasting consequences.*®!!

Protecting sleep means protecting brain development, emotional health, and long-term
well-being. While the risks are significant, they are not irreversible, and it is never too late to
quit. Addressing vaping, therefore, is also an investment in protecting the sleep, development,

and future of young people. Early intervention, education, and access to cessation support can

help adolescents break the cycle of nicotine dependence and restore healthy sleep patterns.
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It is critical that healthcare providers continue to assess nicotine and e-cigarette use in

young patients with conversations to include its impact on sleep, mental health and development.

In addition, healthcare professionals can partner with families to increase awareness of how

vaping harms sleep, development and emotional well-being and educate legislators to support

regulations that reduce youth access to nicotine products, limit youth-targeted marketing, and

promote prevention initiatives.
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