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Problem Identification
Ever since nicotine pouches entered the US in 2016, their use has 

been steadily rising nationwide. Sales of nicotine pouches have 

increased more than six times between August 2019 and March 

2022. This is in line with a broader trend of increasing use of 

smokeless products as they are more discrete and often 

flavored. For these reasons, they also pose unique challenges. 

According to a local guidance counselor, “I personally feel as 

though the production of these fun flavors purposefully targets 

teenagers and young adults.” 

A nationwide survey in 2024 showed 1.8% of middle and high 

school students reported currently using nicotine pouches. The 

2016 community need assessment from Silver Hill Hospital in 

Fairfield County Connecticut showed “less than 40% of 

respondents felt that prevention, education and outreach 

regarding mental health and/or substance abuse occurs 

frequently enough in the community.” According to Catalyst CT, 

a local behavioral health organization, there has been rising use 

of smokeless tobacco in Southwestern Connecticut with Zyn 

being the most popular. In fact, ZYN is manufactured by Phillip 

Morris International, a Stamford-based company.

As these products become more popular, it is important that 

providers are informed about how these products compare with 

other forms of nicotine. It is also important that providers can 

identify motivations for use and can help promote safe use 

habits and harm reduction through motivational interviewing. 

This project addresses two AHEC focus areas Behavioral Health 

Integration and Medical Practice Transformation.
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Public Health Cost 
The cost of rising nicotine use on public health cannot be 

overstated, particularly the cost on youth. 

Among the four largest brands, over 800 million pouches 

were sold in the first three months of 2022. While quantitative 

local data is not available, local organizations such as 

Catalyst CT (which services Southwestern Connecticut) 

report seeing a qualitative rise in nicotine pouch use. As per 

one local librarian, “I feel like in the last couple years, I have 

seen a growing number of people coming in and using 

nicotine pouches while working.”

Nicotine pouches are most used by young adults aged 18–

24 which is a vulnerable population. Firstly, nicotine harms 

brain development, which continues until about age 25. 

During adolescence, nicotine also harms the parts of the 

brain that control attention, learning, mood, and impulse 

control. Nicotine is highly addictive, and the adolescent 

brain is prone to addiction. 

One high school guidance counselor also relayed the 

unique challenges of withdrawing from nicotine for youth 

and how it can lead to the overprovision of healthcare; “as 

their parents were not aware of their nicotine use in the first 

place and therefore had no reason to believe that their 

child was experiencing nicotine withdrawal, they instead 

feared that their child was extremely sick for an unknown 

reason.”
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Community Perspectives

“Teens who use nicotine experience 

intense physical and psychological 

symptoms (e.g., restlessness, feelings 

of anxiety, depressive symptoms, 

changes to their sleep and 

appetite)… There is a definite trend 

among students who use nicotine 

products being in my office for poor 

grades, academic dishonesty, and 

behavioral problems such as talking 

back, being aggressive with peers, 

and cutting class.”

Emerging Use
High School Guidance Counselor

“Nicotine use only harms 

children, and while 

keeping their nicotine use 

a secret from their parents 

is a developmentally 

predictable behavior for 

the age group, it only 

exacerbates the negative 

effects of the substance 

on their lives.”

Barriers
High School Guidance Counselor
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Current Nicotine Pouch UserCurrent Nicotine Pouch User

“I feel like so many people my age 

use nicotine pouches. I see people 

in the library using them and know 

many of my friends also use them. 

Lots of people I know see it as a less 

harmful alternative to smoking that 

can be done more discretely. I am 

personally scared that there may be 

adverse effects on my mouth, lungs, 

and heart, but I honestly have no 

clue how their health effects 

compare to vaping or smoking.”

“I first started using nicotine in 

high school when I used my 

friend’s vape. Since then, I have 

explored various nicotine 

products, and I currently use Zyns

[nicotine pouches] because of 

their ease of use and how 

discrete they are. I have tried to 

stop using them and I know it 

would be better for my health if I 

quit, but it is so convenient I 

frequently find myself going back 

to use.”
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Intervention and Methodology
Using the most up-to-date information that I can 

find regarding nicotine pouch use and health 

effects, I will create an informational handout on 

the health impacts of nicotine pouches and how 

they compare to other forms of nicotine use. I will 

also include local resources that support patients 

who use nicotine pouches for provider reference. 

To reinforce important points, I will give them a 

brief, follow-up quiz on the most important 

takeaways from the handout.
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Results and Reflections
Providers are already seeing a growing number of patients, young and old, who use nicotine pouches. This 

intervention will help reinforce and update their knowledge of the latest science on health effects of this emerging 

trend. It equips them with the resources they need not only to refer patients externally, but to motivationally interview 

patients to make a change in habits to improve health. Hopefully, with this education, providers will feel empowered 

to discuss this topic with patients and promote stigma-free community health.

If I had more time to fine tune this intervention, I would want to follow up post-intervention after a doctor has talked 

with a patient who uses nicotine pouches and see whether they thought that information was helpful and how it 

could be improved. The biggest challenge that I faced was getting community partners to talk about this topic. 

Nicotine use, particularly among youth, is often something that is taboo and it was hard to get perspective of those 

who are serving them as they are too often under-resourced. Furthermore, the true scope of the problem may be 

obfuscated by youth underreporting which contrasts with what is being qualitatively seen by those who interact daily 

with adolescents. Specific local data was also hard to find as this is nascent, albeit rapidly-growing, market.
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Future Directions
This project could be taken in many directions to build upon the intervention. Most simply, it could 

be expanded to other family medicine or behavioral health clinics in the region. Also, speaking 

directly to more current users and programs that support those struggling with nicotine use issues 

to get their perspective is crucial to understanding motivations and best ways that doctors can 

provide support. In this vein, the intervention itself may be adapted for use as a patient handout 

that could be given directly to patients. It would also be interesting to talk to local retailers of 

nicotine pouches and see what trends they are seeing. 

From talking with the providers, they were very appreciative of the update, and this is a good 

model for other interventions that address emergent health topics that are being seen in clinic. 
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