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Introduction
The rising prevalence in electronic ciga-
rette (e-cigarette) usage among college 
students is an emerging public health 
issue, marking a shift from traditional to-
bacco products to e-cigarettes (Fonseca 
Fuentes et al., 2019). This trend is partic-
ularly concerning due to the health risks 
associated with e-cigarettes, such as nic-
otine addiction, interstitial lung disease 
and acute respiratory distress syndrome 
(England et al., 2017). In response to this 
challenge, the Ask, Advise, and Refer 
(AAR) tobacco cessation model was im-
plemented in a university health center, 
aiming to promote cessation.

Literature Review
A comprehensive literature review high-
lights several areas of concern. The grow-
ing acceptance of e-cigarettes among 
youth, as compared to traditional cig-
arettes, is alarming (Sommerfeld et al., 
2018). Unlike traditional tobacco, e-ciga-
rettes are often perceived as less harmful, 
contributing to their popularity among 
young adults. Furthermore, e-cigarettes 
pose distinct health risks, including the 
potential for nicotine addiction and lung 

damage (Fathi, 2020). The literature also 
suggests that e-cigarette use leads to 
traditional cigarette smoking, a phenom-
enon supported by multiple studies (Ha-
jek et al., 2019; Soneji et al., 2017). This 
transition from e-cigarettes to traditional 
smoking amplifies the overall health risks. 
A particularly concerning aspect is the rise 
in e-cigarette or vaping associated lung 
injury (EVALI), emphasizing the immedi-
ate health dangers of vaping (Chaumont 
et al., 2019; Jatlaoui et al., 2019).

Background of the Problem
E-cigarettes are readily available, with 
many products sold online. Their attrac-
tive flavors, such as cotton candy and 
pineapple sherbet, appeal to younger 
age groups. King et al. (2020) reports that 
factors like advertising, attractive flavors, 
ease of availability, and concealability 
contribute to the popularity of e-ciga-
rettes among youth. The National College 
Health Assessment (2021) reports that 
31% of college-aged individuals have 
used tobacco or a nicotine delivery sys-
tem. Moreover, Barrington-Trimis et al. 
(2016) found that young adults who vape 
are six times more likely to initiate tradi-

tional cigarette smoking compared to 
those who have never used an e-cigarette.

Asking college age individuals about 
tobacco use, including e-cigarettes, is es-
sential in identifying all users. In the col-
lege-age individual this can be difficult 
as they may not self-identify as a smoker. 
Angelini et al. (2017) reports many col-
lege students smoke socially as in only on 
weekends, or when drinking with a group, 
and they do not answer in the affirmative 
to traditional tobacco screening questions 
because they do not believe themselves 
to be a true smoker.

Methods
The AAR model, adapted from the 5As 
tobacco cessation framework, was im-
plemented over six weeks at a university 
health center. The intervention involved 
systematically asking all patients about 
their tobacco use by utilizing the CDC’s 
(2020) brief tobacco screener. All patients 
were asked: “Do you currently smoke or 
use other forms of tobacco, e-cigarettes, 
mods, or vaping devices like Juul, Vuse or 
Puff Bar?” This was documented in the vital 
signs section of the intake in the electronic 
health record for tracking purposes. Next 
those who indicated tobacco use were ad-
vised on the health risks associated with 
it and referred to quitlines for cessation 
support. Data collected from August 15 to 
September 30, 2022 (intervention period), 
were compared with data from the same 
period in 2021 (pre-intervention) to assess 
the impact of the intervention.

Results
Before the intervention, only 67.2% of 351 
patients were questioned about their to-
bacco use and there were no referrals for 
cessation support. In contrast, after the 
intervention, every patient (100% of 313) 
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underwent screening for tobacco use, 
with 11.2% identified as tobacco users. Of 
these 85.7% were found to be using e-cig-
arettes. To assess the change in screening 
rates for tobacco/e-cigarette use before 
and after the intervention, a Chi-Square 
test of proportions was conducted. This 
test showed a significant increase in 
screening rates, indicated by a Chi-Square 
value of X2 (1) = 124.03 and a p-value be-
low .001. Among the identified tobacco 
users, 72% accepted referrals to quitlines, 
a considerable increase.

Discussion
The implementation of the AAR model in a 
university health setting proved effective. 
Most tobacco users identified were e-cig-
arette users, which aligns with current 
trends observed in the literature (King et 
al., 2020). The success of the model in in-
creasing quitline referrals demonstrates 
its potential as a vital tool in public health 
efforts targeting college students. How-
ever, the study had limitations, such as its 
brief duration and the potential for under-
reporting of tobacco use. 

Further Considerations and Future 
Directions
The implications of this study extend be-
yond immediate cessation efforts, high-
lighting the need for strategies that include 
prevention, education, and policy changes. 
Preventive measures in educational settings, 
starting from early school years, could help 
reduce the initiation of e-cigarette use. Ed-
ucational campaigns focusing on risks and 
long-term consequences of e-cigarette use, 
tailored to the understanding and interests 
of younger audiences, are crucial. Policy 
changes, like stricter regulations on e-ciga-
rette sales and marketing, particularly those 
targeting the youth demographic, could 
play a significant role. The attractiveness of 
e-cigarettes calls for regulatory evaluation 
(King et al., 2020). Exploring the psycho-
logical and social factors influencing e-cig-
arette use among college students can aid 
in developing more targeted and effective 
cessation and prevention strategies. In-

corporating feedback from students and 
providers involved in the AAR model imple-
mentation can provide insights for refining 
the approach. Continuous monitoring and 
evaluation of cessation programs will ensure 
their effectiveness in the evolving public 
health landscape.

By extending the scope of tobacco 
cessation efforts to include comprehen-
sive preventive measures, educational 
initiatives, policy changes, and a deeper 
understanding of the factors influencing 
tobacco use, nurse practitioners can more 
effectively combat the rising tide of e-cig-
arette use among college students.

Conclusion
The implementation of the AAR model in 
a university health center was effective in 
identifying tobacco users, especially e-cig-
arette users, and facilitating their referral 
to cessation programs. This approach sup-
ports public health goals to reduce tobacco 
use among college students and can serve 
as a model for similar settings. The AAR 
model is a feasible and effective approach 
to tobacco cessation in university health 
settings, and its success suggests potential 
for broader application in reducing tobacco 
use among college students. ■
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