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Tips for working with young people experiencing 
nicotine dependence
This resource is a guide to managing nicotine dependence. It is for workers who support young people 
who are likely nicotine dependent, through smoking tobacco and/or vaping, and are ready to make 
changes to their use. The resource should be used as part of a holistic treatment approach.

What is nicotine dependence? 

Nicotine dependence is when a person requires nicotine to avoid experiencing withdrawal symptoms. 
Examples of nicotine withdrawal symptoms include: 

•	 Urges/cravings to smoke and/or vape 
•	 Difficulty sleeping
•	 Difficulty concentrating	

•	 Feeling irritable or restless  
•	 Changes in appetite
•	 Feeling anxious, sad, or depressed 

A screening tool like the one below can be used to identify if a young person is dependent on nicotine. 
Answering “yes” to any of the questions indicates a level of nicotine dependence.  

1.	 Have you ever tried to quit smoking and/or vaping, but couldn’t? 
2.	 Do you smoke and/or vape now because it is really hard to quit? 
3.	 Have you ever felt like you were addicted to tobacco and/or vapes? 
4.	 Do you ever have strong cravings to smoke and/or vape? 
5.	 Have you ever felt like you really needed a cigarette and/or vape? 

When you tried to stop smoking or vaping (or when you haven’t used tobacco/vapes for a while):
6.	 Is it hard to keep from smoking and/or vaping in places where you are not supposed to, like school? 
7.	 Did you find it hard to concentrate because you couldn’t smoke or vape? 
8.	 Did you feel more irritable because you couldn’t smoke or vape? 
9.	 Did you feel a strong need or urge to smoke or vape? 
10.	Did you feel nervous, restless or anxious because you couldn’t smoke or vape? 
(Adapted Hooked on Nicotine Checklist)1

In this document smoking refers to any tobacco smoking including cigarettes, roll your own (tobacco) and/or when tobacco is 
mixed with cannabis.



What is the treatment for nicotine dependence in young people? 

Behavioural strategies and counselling

It is recommended that treatment for young people starts with behavioural and counselling strategies.2  
Examples include:
•	 have a sweet snack when experiencing a craving (e.g. lollypop or jellybean)
•	 dispose of vapes/tobacco products2
•	 avoid places where friends smoke and/or vape3
•	 make a list of reasons to not smoke and/or vape2
•	 delay first puff of the day4
•	 use distraction techniques (e.g. text a friend)
•	 explore ways to manage triggers and cravings, and
•	 develop a quit plan.2

Quitline can provide individualised behavioural strategies and counselling by phone. 

Dovetail’s VapeCheck is a brief intervention tool to guide workers, and includes some helpful behavioural 
tips and strategies.

What does the evidence say?

NRT is proven to improve 
smoking quit rates for adults 
and some studies have shown 
it can also help young people 
to quit.2,9 Evidence regarding 
vaping is still emerging but 
preliminary studies suggest 
NRT can also be effective 
in helping adults to quit 
vaping.10,11 Given this, and in 
the absence of evidence-
based treatment, experts 
suggest NRT could be helpful 
for young people who vape. 
Therefore, where a young 
person has been unable to 
quit smoking or vaping with 
behavioural support alone, 
NRT could be offered in 
combination with behavioural 
strategies or counselling.2 

Nicotine replacement therapy

Nicotine replacement therapy (NRT) are pharmaceutical products 
available in several forms, strengths and flavours. NRT works by 
replacing some of the nicotine a person usually gets from smoking 
and/or vaping. This reduces a person’s nicotine withdrawal 
symptoms, including cravings.  

Young people may require more support than adults. Explaining 
how to use NRT effectively can reduce side-effects, improve 
NRT absorption, and increase the chances that the young person 
continues to use NRT.5 Ensuring a young person has access to the 
full range of NRT (forms and flavours) will increase the chances 
they can find an acceptable treatment regime.5

In adults, combination NRT, that is a patch (long acting) plus a form 
of short-acting NRT (e.g. gum) increases successful quit rates.6 
For young people, a single product, based on their preference 
may be adequate. For young people who are smaller (e.g. those 
less than 45 kg), and those who have lower levels of nicotine 
dependence, it is recommended starting on a lower dose e.g. use 
2mg gum instead of smoking and/or vaping and when cravings and 
withdrawal symptoms occur throughout the day.2 It is important to 
check that the chew and park method (explained on the next page) 
is being used. There is no need to calculate the level of nicotine 
use from smoking and/or vaping. It is recommended NRT be used 
for 12 weeks.7

https://insight.qld.edu.au/shop/vape-check
https://www.quit.org.au/articles/nicotine-replacement-therapy-frequently-asked-questions


Available NRT products

Long-acting 
product

Benefits Tips Quit HQs short videos on 
using NRT

Patches •	 Long acting – works for 
up to 24 hours

•	 Discreet – good for use 
at school or work

•	 Can be used in 
combination with short- 
acting NRT if single 
product is not adequate

•	 Apply just before bed as nicotine from 
patches take 6-12 hours to reach peak 
levels in blood 

•	 Apply to dry, hairless skin 
•	 Adhesive can cause skin irritation so 

change location of patch each day

Video - How to use 
nicotine patches

Short-acting 
products

Can be used alone or in 
combination with patches, 
to help with cravings

To maximise nicotine absorption and reduce 
side-effects like hiccups and sore throat, avoid 
swallowing nicotine, using strategies outlined 
below:

Gum •	 Available in 2mg and 
4mg strengths

•	 Available in a range of 
flavours

•	 Use the chew and park method: Chew 
briefly until peppery flavour (nicotine) is 
released, then “park” between cheek and 
gum; chew briefly when next experiencing 
cravings Video - How to use 

lozenges and gumLozenges •	 Available in 2mg and 
4mg strengths

•	 Available in a range of 
flavours and sizes 

•	 Do not chew or swallow
•	 Allow to slowly dissolve in mouth e.g. 

under the tongue

Nicotine spray •	 Quickest acting NRT 
•	 Can be bought in multi-

packs to save money.

•	 Spray under tongue or onto inside of 
cheek; avoid spraying on lips.

•	 Due to intensity of flavour, try an initial  
taste test on a finger first

•	 Hold spray in mouth for 1-2 minutes
Video - How to use 

nicotine spray

Who can use NRT? 

NRT is safe and can be used by anyone who is nicotine dependent.6 The Royal Australian College of 
General Practitioners guideline recommends NRT use for young people 12 years and over.6 NRT use in 
children younger than 12 years requires closer medical supervision.7 NRT may also be used as a harm 
reduction strategy,6 to manage cravings. For example, to assist a young person to get through the school 
day without smoking and/or vaping (thereby reducing risk of education-related consequences such as 
school exclusion).12 

How to access NRT for a young person? 

All forms of NRT are available over the counter in pharmacies and supermarkets. Additionally, patches are 
available on the Pharmaceutical Benefit Scheme (PBS) when prescribed by a doctor as part of a quit plan. 
Patches may be free when prescribed under the Closing the Gap scheme for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people.6 In Queensland, Quitline may provide a course of NRT for young people if engaged in 
their smoking and/or vaping cessation program.

https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-patches
https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-patches
https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-patches
https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-patches
https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-lozenges
https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-lozenges
https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-sprays
https://www.quithq.initiatives.qld.gov.au/getting-ready/choose-your-method/videos-on-quit-methods/nicotine-sprays


Can someone vape and/or smoke while using NRT?

Vaping and/or smoking while wearing a patch is safe13 – there is no need to remove it. Keeping a patch on 
helps prevent a lapse from becoming a full relapse.13 Encourage young people to consider using an oral 
NRT before vaping and/or smoking. There is some evidence that the use of patches prior to quitting, can 
improve quit rates.14

Other medications 

Varenicline or Bupropion are smoking cessation medications but are not approved for young people under 
18 years old.6 

Vapes

Vapes are available in pharmacies for the treatment of nicotine dependence. For more information 
about accessing therapeutic vapes, please see Dovetail’s Nicotine Vaping Products and the Law or the 
Therapeutic Goods Association Vaping Hub 

Where to find more resources for workers

•	 Dovetail’s Vaping Toolkit
•	 Insight’s Coping with cravings handout  
•	 Insight’s eLearning: Screening and Brief Interventions for Smoking
•	 Dovetail’s Nicotine Vaping Products eLearning 

Resources for young people

•	 MyQuitbuddy app for smoking and/or vaping 
•	 Quitline: access to NRT, counselling, behavioural strategies, and tips on using NRT effectively             

Ph 137848 (Tip: It can be helpful for the worker to call during session with a young person)  
•	 QuitHQ Videos – Quit tips
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