
Adolescent Health Survey III Fact Sheet

AMONG BC YOUTH

Tobacco Use

Trends in Smoking

Survey Questions on Smoking
� All three Adolescent Health Surveys in 1992, 1998 and

2003 asked high school students: �Have you ever tried
cigarette smoking, even one or two puffs?�
o The answers showed that cigarette smoking among

adolescents declined between 1992 and 2003, with a
dramatic 22% decrease between 1998 and 2003.

o This decrease in prevalence is a very positive change,
because smoking is highly addictive and increases risk
for cancer, heart disease, chronic lung disease and
other health problems.

� In the 1998 and 2003 surveys, students� smoking status
was based on whether they had ever smoked a whole
cigarette and their responses to three questions:
o During your life, have you smoked at least 100 or more

cigarettes?
o At the present time, do you smoke cigarettes every day,

occasionally or not at all?
o During the past 30 days, on how many days did you

smoke cigarettes?
(Note: Not all these questions were included in 1992, limiting the comparisons that
can be made with the other two surveys.)

� Students were divided into four groups based on their
answers: non-smokers, experimental smokers, current
smokers and former smokers.
o Non-smokers have never smoked a whole cigarette.
o Experimental smokers have smoked one cigarette, but

less than 100 in their lifetime.
o Current smokers have smoked 100 or more cigarettes

in their lifetime, were smoking every day or occasion-
ally at the time of the survey, and smoked on one or
more days in the past month.

o Former smokers have smoked 100 or more cigarettes
in their lifetime, but were not smoking currently, or in
the month before the survey.

� Cigarette smoking for AHS II and III was defined to be as
consistent as possible with other health surveys and
surveillance studies in Canada (Mills, Stephens and
Wilkins, 1994).
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Adolescent Health Survey fact sheets and reports are available on the McCreary
Centre Society website at wwwwwwwwwwwwwww.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca, or by calling 604-291-1996.

The McCreary Centre Society
3552 East Hastings St., Vancouver  BC  V5K 2A7

tel 604-291-1996  fax 604-291-7308
mccreary@mcs.bc.ca     wwwwwwwwwwwwwww.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca.mcs.bc.ca

This fact sheet is one of a series on various health issues among BC
youth, and may be copied for use as a handout. Data for the fact
sheets were collected in the 2003 Adolescent Health Survey III, a
140-question survey completed by over 30,500 students in grades
seven to twelve, in schools throughout BC. In all, 45 of BC�s 59
school districts agreed to take part in the survey. The first Adolescent
Health Survey was conducted in 1992, and the second in 1998. In
total, more than 72,400 BC students filled out the three surveys over
a ten-year period.

The Adolescent Health Surveys were conducted by the McCreary
Centre Society, a non-profit organization dedicated to improving the
health of BC youth through research, information sharing, and
community-based projects that address the unmet health needs of
young people.
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Gender Differences in Smoking Behaviour (2003)

Non-Smokers by Age (2003)

Smoking Prevalence
� The 2003 survey results were encouraging: 73% of

students were non-smokers, and only 7% of all students
were current smokers.

� Almost a fifth of youth (19%) was experimental smokers.
� Male students were more likely than females to be non-

smokers (76% compared to 71%), and were also less likely
to be current smokers (6% versus 7%).

� The percentage of non-smokers decreases as students get
older: 86% of students 14 and younger were non-smokers,
compared to 69% of students aged 15 to 16, and 57% of
students 17 and older.

� The majority of current smokers was trying to quit: 71%
tried to quit smoking once or more in the past six months,
the same number as in the 1998 survey.

First Cigarette
� 22% of current smokers started smoking at 10 or younger,

27% started at 11 or 12, 35% were 13 to 14 years old, and
17% were over 14 when they started smoking.

� Of experimental smokers, 18% were 10 or younger when
they smoked their first cigarette, 24% were 11 to 12 years
old, 35% were 13 to 14 years old, and 23% were over 14.

Geography
� The prevalence of cigarette smoking varied across the

province:
o The Greater Vancouver and Capital regions had the

lowest rates of current smokers at 6%.
o The Kootenays (10%) and Interior (9%) regions had the

highest rates of current smokers.

Trends in Smoking Behaviour

Current Smokers by Region (2003)
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Tobacco Sources
� Adolescents were asked where they usually obtain their

cigarettes, and:
o Friends gave cigarettes to the majority of current

smokers (59%).
o 58% purchased cigarettes from a convenience store.
o 17% said their parents gave them cigarettes.
o 16% sneak cigarettes from their parents.

Where Youth Usually Obtain Cigarettes (of current
smokers) (2003)
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Exposed to Tobacco Smoke Inside Home Almost Every
Day or Every Day (2003)

Risk Factors Among Non-Smokers and Current
Smokers  (2003)

Passive Smoke Exposure
� In 2003, 12% of youth who are non-smokers, experimental

smokers or former smokers were exposed to second hand
cigarette smoke in their home almost every day or every
day.

� This figure has decreased from 19% in the 1998 survey.
� Exposure to second hand smoke can cause negative

health effects such as asthma and respiratory infections.

Risk Factors
� Cigarette smoking is associated with other risky behav-

iours including substance use. Adolescents who are
current smokers are more likely than non-smokers to
frequently use:
o Marijuana
o Alcohol
o Other illegal drugs
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Protective Factors
� Current smokers were less connected to their families and

schools, and were less likely to have educational aspira-
tions than non smokers:
o 59% of current smokers had goals for post-secondary

education, compared to 77% of non-smokers.
o Current smokers had a school connectedness score of

.57, while non-smokers had a score of .69.
o The connectedness score is between zero and one. A

higher score is associated with a high degree of
connection while a lower score is associated with less
connection. Lower scores are generally associated with
greater risk taking, while strong connections with
family, school and the community promote healthy
youth development.

o In addition, current smokers had a family
connectedness score of .67, compared to a score of .81
for non-smokers.

BC Compared to Canada
� Significantly fewer students smoke in BC than in the rest

of the country.
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Connectedness Among Non-Smokers and Current
Smokers (2003)

Plan to Complete Post-Secondary Education Among
Non-Smokers and Current Smokers (2003)

Ever Tried Smoking (2003)
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