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The Yukon Youth Smoking Survey was a large undertaking and we have many 
people to thank.  First, we would like to thank the students who participated in our 
survey.  We appreciate not only the time they took to complete the surveys, but also 
the observations, experiences and insights they willingly shared with us. 

We would also like to thank the ofþcials in the Department of Education, school 
principals, and teachers for making it possible for us to conduct our survey in Yukon 
schools.

To the staff of the Yukon Bureau of Statistics, we owe our gratitude for their help from 
the start to the þnish of this project, including preparing and conducting the survey, 
training group facilitators, compiling the results, providing constructive feedback on 
our analysis, and reviewing an earlier draft of this report.  

Finally, we wish to thank Health Canada for recognizing the importance of learning 
more about the smoking behaviours and attitudes of Northern youth by funding the 
Yukon Youth Smoking Survey. 
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As you read this report, it is important to keep in mind what surveys can and 
cannot tell us about why people make certain choices or behave in certain ways.  
Surveys can identify that one factor may be  to another.  For example, we have 
found that youth who smoke are more likely to spend three or more hours per day 
watching television.  That is, there is a relationship between smoking and time spent 
watching TV. Surveys cannot, however, identify what  people to make certain 
decisions or behave in certain ways.  To continue with the example above, we could 
not conclude that watching TV causes youth to smoke although it is plausible that 
television shows and advertisements do exert some inÿuence.   Although it appears 
implausible, it could be the smoking causes TV watching.  There is also the possibility 
that a third factor leads a young person to both watch more television and smoke.  For 
example, youth may alleviate boredom in many ways, including watching television 
and smoking. In this report, we will be looking at factors that distinguish youth 
who smoke from youth who do not smoke and where possible we will discuss the 
implications for assisting youth in remaining or becoming smoke-free. 
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Tobacco is the leading cause of preventable death and illness in Canada, and has been 
associated with a variety of cancers, respiratory illnesses, heart disease, and stroke. 
The nicotine found in tobacco makes it highly addictive. The majority of people who 
smoke þnd it very difþcult to quit,1 and most people who smoke daily as teenagers 
will become daily smokers as adults.2 85% of current adult smokers had their þrst 
cigarette by the age of 18.3

When it comes to smoking, prevention is the key. If we can help youth resist the 
temptation to take up smoking, the likelihood that they will remain tobacco-free as 
adults is much greater.  Anything we can do to better understand who is smoking, 
and why, will help us design better prevention strategies. By surveying youth about 
smoking, we can form a clearer picture of when they þrst experiment with smoking, 
the factors that may contribute to their decision to start, and the factors that may 
maintain their smoking. This òbig pictureó can be used to take action to discourage 
youth from starting to smoke, and assist those who smoke to become smoke-free. For 
example, if we know the age at which youth are tempted to try their þrst cigarette, 
then we know when to start prevention programs.  Knowing the attitudes and 
beliefs of youth who decide to smoke can help us develop prevention materials 
and programs which speak to youthõs understanding and concerns, and support a 
decision to remain or become smoke-free. 

We hope that by making our þndings available to students, teachers, youth workers, 
parents and others, we will stimulate dialogue, discussion and debate, and encourage 
effective action to reduce tobacco use among youth. 
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Historically, there have been gaps in our knowledge of smoking among Yukon youth. 
Our small population and the great distances between communities have made it 
both difþcult and costly to include the Territories in national youth smoking surveys 
(e.g., the Canadian Tobacco Use Monitoring Survey and the National Youth Smoking 
Survey) in any meaningful way.  For these reasons, it was felt that speciþc surveys for 
each territory were necessary to provide meaningful information. 

The factors that promote or discourage tobacco use among Yukon youth may or 
may not be similar to those that inÿuence youth smoking in other parts of Canada.  
The only way to know is to survey Yukon youth directly.  We decided to adapt the 
National Youth Smoking Survey, conducted in 2002 by Health Canada, for use in 
the Yukon. The intent of the Yukon Youth Smoking Survey (YYSS) was to survey all 
Yukon students in Grades 5 through 12 to provide us with a better understanding of 
the factors that inÿuence Yukon youth to take up or avoid tobacco use.  
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Three teams of two people surveyed students in all Yukon schools.  Each team 
included an experienced interviewer from the Yukon Bureau of Statistics and an 
assistant between the ages of 19 and 24.  These young adults received training 
on tobacco use and control, survey methods, and techniques to facilitate group 
discussion among students prior to beginning the research.  

Yukon students completed the surveys during regular school hours. In addition to 
completing the written survey, we wanted to provide students with an opportunity 
to discuss some aspect of smoking that may be of interest to them, such as the reasons 
youth do or do not start smoking, the impact of second-hand smoke, or the tobacco 
industry. In this way, our methodology differed from that used by Health Canada.  
We felt it was important to actively engage youth in dialogue and debate to stimulate 
interest and prompt critical thinking about smoking among youth.  More often than 
not, these discussions provided interesting and helpful insights into what Yukon 
youth think about smoking.  Some of these insights are presented in this report where 
they illuminate or expand upon what the survey data show. 

Overall, 161 classrooms were surveyed representing every Yukon community. Not all 
students were available to participate on the days that the survey was conducted in 
their school and a small number of students declined the opportunity to participate. 
Seventy-seven per cent (77%) of Yukon students participated in the survey. Although 
we fell short of our goal to survey all Yukon youth, we believe that our sample is 
representative of Yukon youth as a whole. We are conþdent the þndings presented 
in this report paint an accurate picture of  smoking behaviour and attitudes among 
Yukon students.  

Qeomrk Wirwi erh Qszmrk Jsv{evh> 6



Gletxiv 6> Wqsomrk eqsrk ]yosr }syxl



Qeomrk Wirwi erh Qszmrk Jsv{evh> 8



There are many different ways of describing a personõs experience with smoking.  
Before we go further, itõs important to explain the terms that we will be using 
throughout this report.4

A person who has riziv wqsoih has never tried smoking a cigarette, not even a few 
puffs. We also use the term rsr1wqsoiv to describe this person. 

An i|tivmqirxep wqsoiv has smoked anywhere from a few puffs to 99 whole 
cigarettes. 

A gyvvirx wqsoiv has smoked at least 100 cigarettes over the course of his or her 
lifetime, and has had at least one cigarette in the past 30 days.  

The majority of Yukon youth in Grades 5 to 12 do not smoke.  In fact, approximately 
61% have never smoked ð they have not tried even a few puffs of a cigarette.  About 
one-third (32%) of the students surveyed are experimental smokers.  Among 
experimental smokers, there are roughly equal numbers of students who have 
smoked only a few puffs and students who have smoked anywhere from one to 99 
whole cigarettes.  Finally, just over 7% of the students are current smokers.  These 
are students who have smoked at least 100 cigarettes in their lifetime and were still 
smoking at the time of the survey

Xli kssh ri{w 
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Xli fvieohs{r The older a student is, the more likely he or she is to have tried smoking or  become 
a regular smoker.  For example, most students in Grades 5-7 have never smoked and 
there are almost no current smokers.  In contrast, almost two-thirds of students in 
Grades 11 and 12 have tried smoking or currently smoke.  From Grade 5 to Grade 12, 
the percentage of students who have never smoked decreases, and the percentages of  
students who are experimental and current smokers increase. 
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The majority of students (83%) in Grades 5-7 (roughly 10-12 year olds) have never 
smoked, not even a few puffs.  Of the remaining students, 17% are experimental 
smokers, and less than 1% are current smokers.

Although a slim majority (56%) of Grades 8-10 students (roughly 13ð15 year olds) 
have never smoked, the percentage of experimental smokers doubles (36% versus 
17%).  The percentage of students who are current smokers, while low, has climbed to 
7%.
   
By Grades 11-12, students (roughly 16-19 year olds) who have tried smoking 
outnumber those who have never tried cigarettes by a ratio of two to one. Only one-
third of students have never tried smoking. Forty-eight per cent (48%) of students are 
experimental smokers and 18% of students are current smokers. This is more than 
twice the percentage of current smokers in Grades 8-10. 
  
These þndings demonstrate that youthõs experience with cigarettes changes 
signiþcantly across the grades.  What follows is a more in-depth look at smoking 
among students in each grade grouping.  Factors which are associated with, or may 
inÿuence, smoking are considered including gender, place of residence, reading for 
fun, TV watching, level of physical activity, engagement in positive activity, self-
esteem, desired weight, peer inÿuence, and beliefs about future smoking behavior. 

z never smoked
z experimental smokers
z current smokers
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The vast majority of youth (83%) in Grades 5, 6 and 7 are non-smokers, that is, they 
have never even tried a few puffs of a cigarette.   Seventeen per cent (17%) of students 
are experimenting with cigarettes but are not yet current smokers.  

Because the number of current smokers in these grade levels is too small (less 
than 1%) to draw any conclusions, this chapter will look only at non-smokers and 
experimental smokers  (i.e., students who have smoked anywhere from a few puffs 
to 99 whole cigarettes). The proþle that follows will look at ways in which students 
who have never tried smoking are similar to, and different from, students who are 
experimenting with tobacco in Grades 5-7.

There is no difference between males and females in these grades when it comes 
to smoking. For both genders, the vast majority of students (83%) have never tried 
smoking, and for each gender, most of the students who have tried smoking are 
experimental, not current, smokers.    
  
Among students in Grades 5-7, experimental smokers are much more likely than non-
smokers to have at least one close friend who smokes. 
  

Peer inÿuence may play a role in the decision to experiment with cigarettes.  Having 
a close friend who smokes may provide opportunity and encouragement to try 
smoking as well as normalize smoking.  
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This survey examined how youth spend time outside of school.  Four categories of 
activities were examined: physical activity, other positive activities, reading and TV 
watching. 

Experimental smokers in Grades 5-7 are as physically active as their non-smoking 
peers.  Approximately 58% of Grade 5-7 students participate in some form of physical 
activity (e.g., biking, skateboarding, swimming, baseball, hockey) four or more times 
per week.  
   
Non-smokers are more likely to be involved, however, in other positive activities (e.g., 
groups, clubs, lessons, or hobbies).  Seventy-two per cent (72%) of non-smokers and 
63.5 per cent of experimental smokers in Grades 5-7 engage in this kind of activity one 
to three times per week. 
   
Reading for pleasure is also more common among Grade 5-7 students who have 
never smoked than it is among students who have experimented with smoking (73% 
versus 54%) 
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z rural
z Whitehorse

Although no gender differences are found in these grades, Grade 5-7 students 
living in rural Yukon are almost twice as likely to experiment with cigarettes than 
Whitehorse youth. 
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Finally, experimental smokers are more likely to watch television for three or more 
hours per day than are their non-smoking peers (52% versus 36%) 
 
Although the majority of students in these grades (67%) feel good about themselves, 
there are differences in how students who do and do not experiment with smoking in 
Grades 5-7 feel about themselves. Seventy-two per cent (72%) of non-smokers, versus 
59% of experimental smokers, endorse the statement, òI like the way I amó. There is 
little difference, however, in how experimental smokers and non-smokers respond to 
the statement, òI like the way I look.ó  Sixty-eight per cent (68%) of non-smokers and 
62% of experimental smokers endorse this statement.  

Many students in Grades 5-7 are dissatisþed with their current weight, and those who 
are dissatisþed report a desire to weigh less.   Because males and females typically 
have different experiences, expectations, and attitudes towards their bodies, the data 
on satisfaction with body image are presented separately for the two genders. 

Non-smoking females are almost twice as likely to report being satisþed with their 
current weight than are females who experiment with smoking (43% versus 23%). 
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A different pattern is seen for males. Although many males are dissatisþed with their 
current weight, experimental smokers are not more dissatisþed with their weight than 
are their peers who have never smoked. 
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Even at this age, experimental smokers are more likely to predict that they will be 
smoking next year than are non-smokers. Whereas most non-smokers believe they 
will remain smoke-free, only slightly more than one-half of experimental smokers are 
conþdent that they will no longer be smoking in a yearõs time. 
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