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Abstract

Issue addressed: E-cigarettes are of growing concern. We aimed to determine the

location and characteristics of retail shops selling e-cigarette products in Perth,

Western Australia.

Methods: Two phase study: (i) identifying all e-cigarette retailers in the Greater

Capital City Statistical Area of Perth; (ii) audit at the point-of-sale to assess products,

promotions and shop characteristics (n = 41).

Results: Ninety-eight retailers selling e-cigarette products were identified: 43 tobac-

conists (44%), 21 vape shops (21% – up from one shop in 2017), 14 supermarkets

(14%), 12 service stations (12%) and 8 smoke shops (8%). The most common

e-cigarette product was non-nicotine e-liquid, available at 38 (93%) stores audited.

Most stores sold parts of e-cigarette devices (n = 25, 61%). Front counter displays

were the most frequent form of promotion (n = 40, 98%). Vape shops differed from

other retailers, having bar-style layouts (n = 15, 71%), lounge areas (n = 7, 33%) and

free e-liquid samples (n = 17, 89%).

Conclusion: The availability of e-cigarette products from retail shops and particularly

vape shops is increasing. E-cigarette retailers are using traditional promotional tech-

niques including point-of-sale displays to market their products, while vape shops are

extending their appeal through bar style, lounge layouts and free trials.

Implications for public health: Understanding the e-cigarette retail store environ-

ment is essential for identifying emergent trends, potential regulations and future

research.

So what?: The e-cigarette retail market in the Perth is growing, shops using tradi-

tional and new promotional techniques to market e-cigarette products. Our findings

identify a need for public health surveillance, regulations and legislation.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes) are battery-operated, handheld

devices that heat e-liquid, also known as e-juice, to produce an aero-

sol that the user inhales.1 E-cigarettes, also known as vapes were

commercialised in the mid-2000s and have since evolved rapidly,

resulting in a dynamic marketplace and a variety of e-cigarette termi-

nologies, designs and engineering.1

The two broad classes of e-cigarettes are closed systems and

open systems.2 Closed system either have a prefilled e-liquid car-

tridge or ‘pod’ that attaches to a device and cannot be modified.3 In

comparison, open system e-cigarettes have cartridges that the user

fills with e-liquid.3 E-liquid for open system devices is sold in bottles,

with the consumer able to purchase any brand, or mix their own by

adjusting flavouring additives and nicotine concentrations.4 Open

systems include ‘build your own’ devices that have customisable

parts.4

E-cigarettes are marketed by the tobacco industry as a potentially

‘reduced risk’ alternative to traditional tobacco products,5,6 even though

their long-term health and safety impact is not yet established.1 Being

potentially less harmful than traditional tobacco products, which cause

the premature death of up to two-thirds of long-term users,7 does not

mean they are a safe product, and any use by non-smokers will increase

their risk of harm.8 There is also accumulating evidence that e-cigarettes

have adverse respiratory9 and cardiovascular health impacts.10

In Australia, young adults aged 18 to 24 are the group with the high-

est rates of ever use or experimentation with e-cigarettes, with 63.9% of

smokers and 19.6% of non-smokers reporting having ever used an e-cig-

arette.11 Between 2016 and 2019, the proportion of young adults who

were current e-cigarette users (including daily, weekly, monthly or less

than monthly) almost doubled from 2.8% to 5.3%.11

E-cigarette products are primarily sold through three channels:

online, traditional tobacco retailers and vape shops. The majority of e-

cigarette users in Australia purchase their products online,12 however,

brick and mortar vape shops are a large sector of the retail market in

countries where e-cigarettes are more freely available13 and an avenue

for attracting new users, particularly youth.14 Vape shops provide a

wide range of e-cigarette brands, customisable devices and flavoured

e-juice, while offering an environment where consumers can discuss

products and receive personalised advice.15–17 Products by the same

manufacturers are often sold across channels, with online vendors sell-

ing in retail settings and vice versa.18,19 In 2017, the Australian e-

cigarette industry was estimated to be worth $AUD50.1 million.20

While the relationship between traditional tobacco retailer den-

sity and sales promotion strategies are well documented,21,22 there is

a dearth of evidence on the e-cigarette retail shop environment. Lim-

ited research on vapes retailers from New Zealand,23 the United

States,24 United Kingdom25 and Canada26 has shown many vape

shops use conventional promotion strategies, similar to those used for

traditional tobacco products, including point of sale (POS) display and

sales promotions. Research assessing the location of e-cigarette shops

and socio-economic status provides mixed evidence, with

New Zealand23 and United States16,27 research suggesting that retail

shops target those from lower-income areas, while a US study in New

York reported e-cigarettes to be more readily available in economi-

cally advantaged communities.28

Australia provides a unique context with a strict regulatory envi-

ronment for tobacco products and the prohibition of nicotine for use in

e-cigarettes.29 E-cigarettes containing nicotine can only be obtained

with an authorised prescription from a medical practitioner; it is an

offence to manufacture, supply or sell nicotine without a licence or per-

mit, as required by all states and territories.29 The regulation of non-

nicotine e-cigarettes varies depending on state and territory legislation,

with almost all jurisdictions having regulated the sale and promotion of

non-nicotine e-cigarettes in a similar way to traditional tobacco prod-

ucts.29 As such, in most Australian states and territories it is illegal to

sell e-cigarettes to people under the age of 18 years, the use of e-

cigarettes is prohibited in existing smoke-free areas, and there are

restrictions on the advertising, marketing and display.29

Western Australia (WA) differs from other Australian states and

territories in that the Tobacco Products Control Act 2006 (WA) (s. 106)

states a person ‘must not sell any food, toy or other product that is

designed to resemble a tobacco product or packaging’.30 In 2014, the

WA Supreme Court convicted a retailer of breaching the Act for selling

e-cigarettes that resembled a tobacco product.31 As a result of this case

precedent, e-cigarette devices cannot be sold in WA whether they con-

tain nicotine or not. Since e-cigarettes are not explicitly referred to in

the Tobacco Products Control Act 2006 (WA),30 the display and sale of

the e-liquid and e-cigarette parts are not restricted in the same way as

traditional tobacco products. E-liquid is not considered a tobacco prod-

uct because it does not contain tobacco, meaning there are no mini-

mum age requirement laws for e-liquid or e-cigarette paraphernalia

sold in WA.30

Despite strict regulations in WA, there are concerns e-cigarettes

have the potential to undermine current tobacco control efforts by

attracting and supporting the initiation of nicotine addiction among youth

and young adults.3 In addition, evidence indicates retailers are circum-

venting regulations by facilitating customers to purchase e-cigarette

devices.32,33 The parts of open system e-cigarettes (refillable devices,

often consisting of customisable parts and accessories) do not always

resemble a tobacco product when parts are sold separately and may not

breach the legislation if one retail shop does not sell all parts to complete

the device.32 E-cigarette retailers are not required to have a licence;

therefore, the extent to which e-cigarettes are available and promoted

through bricks and mortar shops in WA is unknown. This study is the first

to assess the location, products, promotion, POS display and characteris-

tics of shops selling e-cigarette paraphernalia and e-liquids in Perth, WA.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Data collection

Data collection were conducted in two phases: (i) identifying all

retailers that sell e-cigarette products in the Greater Capital City Sta-

tistical Area (GCCSA) of Perth (ii) observational audit at the POS. This

2 SCOTT ET AL.
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study was approved by the university Human Research Ethics Com-

mittee (HRE2019-0351).

2.2 | Mapping

The location of e-cigarette retailers was compiled using a system-

atic internet search. The search engines included Google, Google

Maps, Facebook and a combination of the search terms: ‘vape
shop’, ‘vape store’, ‘e-cigarettes’, ‘e-cigarette retailer’, ‘Perth’. This
search methodology has been identified as a valid method to iden-

tify vape shops, tobacconists and other retailers that sell e-

cigarette products.34,35

The geographical area of the study was the GCCSA of Perth, as

defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS),36 represents the

functional extent and urban area of WA's capital city.36 The 2020

Estimated Resident Population for the GCCSA was 2.125 million,

approximately 79% of WA's total population.37

For inclusion in the study, retailers had to sell e-cigarette prod-

ucts (open or closed e-cigarette devices, e-liquid, or accessories for

open system devices such as tanks [part containing the e-liquid], bat-

teries and wire coils), have a store at a location with a public address

and identify as a vape shop, smoke shop, tobacconist, supermarket or

service station. The following definitions were applied:

1. Vape shop: a retailer that primarily or exclusively sells e-cigarette

products and accessories, and does not sell tobacco products (ciga-

rettes, cigars, loose-leaf tobacco).38

2. Smoke shop: a retailer that primarily sells smoking paraphernalia

(eg water pipes, lighters, papers, grinders).

3. Tobacconist: a retailer that sells conventional tobacco products and

accessories and includes newsagencies and convenience stores.

The socio-economic advantage and disadvantage for each sub-

urb was measured using the Index of Relative Socio-Economic

Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD) from the ABS Socio-

Economic Indexes for Areas.39,40 The scores were reported in

suburb-based deciles, with 1 representing the most disadvantaged

areas and 10 representing the most advantaged. The deciles were

collapsed into three categories, low (decile 1–4), medium (decile 5–

7) and high (decile 8–10).

2.3 | Observational audit

Observational audits were conducted between July and September

2019, assessing products (e-cigarette devices, e-liquid, accessories

and tobacco products) promotion (free samples, outside signage,

quantity discounts, price discounts, loyalty programs), POS display

and shop characteristics (layout, vaping in-store, signage indicating

minimum age to enter or purchase products). All vape shops were

selected for inclusion (n = 21) and a random sample of other retailers:

Tobacconist (n = 12); smoke shops (n = 4); supermarkets (n = 2) and

service stations (n = 2) from low, middle and high IRSAD categories

(n = 20) were included.

Observational data were collected through visual assessment

of the shop by a single researcher (L.S.) and annotated using the

Qualtrics app on a smartphone upon exiting the store. The obser-

vational survey was adapted from the Standardized Tobacco

Assessment for Retail Settings survey41 and Vape Shop Standar-

dised Tobacco Assessment of Retail Settings survey,42 with modifi-

cations reflecting the WA tobacco legislative environment. This

instrument is available on request from the authors. The survey

was piloted in three shops by a single researcher (L.S.) and

reviewed by three researchers (J.J., B.M. and K.M.). The duration

of retail observations was up to 10 min and visits occurred from

Friday to Sunday.

The length of time the vape shops had been open was collected

from retailers' Facebook page and websites. The researcher famil-

iarised themselves with the shop's layout, enabling the researcher to

enter the shop with an understanding of its layout, increasing effi-

ciency in survey completion. The researcher used a smartphone to

take a photo of the shop front and any outside promotional material.

Evaluating retail shop environments using photography has been

documented as a rapid method for capturing accurate information on

marketing and advertisements.43

2.4 | Data analysis

The location of e-cigarette retailers was recorded in a spreadsheet

and geocoded by the address using Google Maps. Descriptive ana-

lyses were conducted for the observational data using cross-

tabulations and frequencies to assess product type, promotion, POS

display and shop characteristics by type of retailer. Survey data was

exported from Qualtrics, and statistical analyses were conducted

using SPSS v25.44

3 | RESULTS/FINDINGS

3.1 | Location

Google, Google Maps and Facebook search identified 96 retailers.

Two additional tobacconist retailers selling e-cigarette products

were identified opportunistically while travelling to conduct the

audits, making a total of 98 retailers: 43 tobacconists (44%),

21 vape shops (21%), 14 supermarkets (14%), 12 service stations

(12%) and 8 smoke shops (8%). Of these, 39 (40%) retailers were

classified as being in a low IRSAD, 28 (28%) in middle and

31 (32%) in high (Table 1).

The first vape shop was identified as opening December 2017,

and at the time of the study (August 2019) 4 vape shops (19%) had

been open for 2 years, 10 (48%) for 1 year (all opened in 2018) and

5 (24%) had been open for less than a year. Data were unable to be

sourced for two vape shops.

SCOTT ET AL. 3
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3.2 | Observational audit

3.2.1 | Shop characteristics

A noticeable characteristic of tobacconists, smoke shops, supermar-

kets and service stations that sold e-cigarettes was the prominent dis-

play of the products, whereas vape shops had bar-style counters

(n = 15) lounge areas (n = 7) and vaping occurring in store (n = 9).

Three (14%) vape shops had another vape shop directly adjacent,

where one was the ‘main’ shop selling e-liquid, accessories, and tanks,

with the other exclusively selling the mods. One vape shop had differ-

ent staff in both shops. The other two vape shops had the same staff

serving customers between shops. These shops were identified as a

separate shop in the mapping stage.

3.2.2 | Product

The most common e-cigarette retail product was non-nicotine e-liq-

uid, available in 38 (93%) of the observed shops. E-cigarette device

TABLE 1 Type of e-cigarette retailer located in the GCCSA of Perth by IRSAD (n = 98)

Vape shop n (%) Tobacconist n (%) Smoke shop n (%) Supermarket n (%) Service station n (%) Total n (%)

Low IRSAD 12 (57) 16 (37) 4 (50) 4 (29) 3 (25) 39 (40)

Middle IRSAD 4 (19) 14 (33) 0 (0) 7 (50) 3 (25) 28 (28)

High IRSAD 5 (24) 13 (30) 4 (50) 3 (21) 6 (50) 31 (32)

Total 21 (100) 43 (100) 8 (100) 14 (100) 12 (100) 98 (100)

TABLE 2 Products, promotion and shop characteristics by retailer type (n = 41)

Vape shop
n = 21
n (%)

Tobacconist
n = 12 n(%)

Smoke
shop
n = 4 n (%)

Supermarket
n = 2 n (%)

Service
station
n = 2 n (%)

Total
(n = 41)
n (%)

Products

E-cigarette products

E-liquid 18 (86) 12 (100) 4 (100) 2 (100) 2 (100) 38 (93)

Mod (part containing battery) 19 (90) 3 (25) 1 (25) 0 (0) 0 (0) 23 (56)

Tanks (part containing e-liquid) 19 (90) 3 (25) 3 (75) 0 (0) 0 (0) 25 (61)

Accessories (battery, coils, cotton) 19 (90) 8 (67) 4 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 31 (76)

Tobacco products

Yes 0 (0) 12 (100) 0 (0) 2 (100) 2 (100) 16 (39)

Promotion

Free e-liquid samples 17 (81) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 17 (41)

Menus/posters of e-liquid flavours 15 (71) 2 (17) 0 (0) 2 (100) 2 (100) 21 (51)

Branded and/or promotional signage outside

shop

21 (100) 3 (25) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 24 (58)

A-frame sign on street 8 (38) 1 (8) 1 (25) 0 (0) 0 (0) 10 (24)

E-cigarette products visible from outside store 5 (24) 5 (42) 1 (25) 0 (0) 0 (0) 11 (27)

Quantity discounts 9 (43) 4 (33) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 14 (34)

Sales discounts 9 (43) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 9 (22)

Loyalty program 5 (24) 5 (42) 4 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 14 (34)

Zipay/Afterpay 3 (14) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 3 (7)

Shop characteristics

Bar-style counter 15 (71) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 15 (36)

Lounge area 7 (33) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 7 (17)

Product display only (no seated areas) 6 (29) 12 (100) 4 (100) 2 (100) 2 (100) 26 (63)

Vaping in-store (customers and/or staff) 9 (47) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 9 (23)

Signage

18+ to enter shop 7 (33) 0 (0) 4 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 11 (27)

18+ to purchase e-cigarette products 9 (43) 0 (0) 4 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 13 (32)

4 SCOTT ET AL.
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mods were sold at 23 (56%) shops and tanks were sold at 25 (61%)

shops, while accessories (battery, coil cotton) were sold at 31 (71%)

vape shops, four (100%) smoke shops, and three (25%) tobacconists.

No retailers sold closed system e-cigarette devices (such as Juul).

3.2.3 | Promotion

The promotion of products across the retailers included menu/poster

of e-cigarette flavours (n = 21, 51%), branded and/or promotional sign-

age outside the shop (n = 24, 58%), quantity discounts and loyalty pro-

grams (n = 14, 34%). Only vape stores offered free e-liquid samples

(n = 17, 41%); had staff/customers vaping in store (n = 9, 22%) and

offered zip/afterpay (n = 3, 7%). Signage indicating minimum age as

18 to enter or purchase products was present at 15 (71%) vape shops

and 4 (100%) smoke shops. No tobacconist, supermarket or service sta-

tion had signage indicating a minimum age for purchase (Table 2).

3.2.4 | Product display – POS

All but one retailer displayed their e-cigarette products, so they were

visible from the counter (n = 40, 98%). Three-quarters displayed e-

cigarettes at the checkout and behind the front counter (n = 29,

71%), and 8 (19%) retailers displayed products next to confectionary,

while 16 (39%) had the e-cigarette products in a locked/closed cabi-

net (Table 3).

4 | DISCUSSION AND INTERPRETATION

The e-cigarette retail market in WA is nascent but growing rapidly, as

seen by the exponential growth from 2017 to 2019, with e-cigarette

products available at vape shops, smoke shops, tobacconists, super-

markets and service stations across Perth. The mapping of e-cigarette

retailers showed a relatively even distribution across low, medium and

high socio-economic areas. However, over half of the vape shops

(n = 12, 57%) were located in the lowest area of socio-economic dis-

advantage. This is consistent with research showing that traditional

tobacco retailers are more likely to be situated in lower socio-

economic areas21,22 and a study in New Zealand that found tobacco

outlets selling e-cigarette products were typically located in areas with

higher deprivation.23 However, it contrasts with US research, includ-

ing a study in New York City that found e-cigarettes were more

accessible in higher income and predominantly white neighbour-

hoods.28 This indicates the need for research to identify associations

between the socio-economic location of e-cigarette retailers, cus-

tomer demographics and differentiation between stores, to identify

any potential public health implications

This study identified strategies being adopted by e-cigarette

retailers to circumvent WA laws to facilitate e-cigarette purchases.

These strategies included having two separate shops adjacent to each

other, one selling the mods (the main part of the device that contains

the battery) and the other the tank (part of the device that holds the

e-liquid). Retailers creating two businesses to enable the purchasing

of the whole e-cigarette device through two transactions has been

identified by previous WA research,33 suggesting a need for consider-

ation of a more effective regulatory framework to close this loophole.

Prominent displays of e-cigarette products were observed in

almost every audited retail shop, with the concentration of displays

and promotional materials located at the front counter, consistent

with the findings from studies in New Zealand23 the United

Kingdom,25 Canada26 and the United States.24 The promotion of e-

cigarettes in retail shops that can be visited by people under 18 years

old (eg supermarkets, service stations and tobacconists) warrants

increased attention, as these retailers provide an opportunity for

product exposure to new youth markets. For example, some retailers

displayed products next to confectionary items, which makes them

appear innocuous, enjoyable and attractive, particularly to youth. Such

displays and promotions have been banned for traditional cigarette

products given the evidence linking exposure to tobacco POS promo-

tions and youth smoking initiation.45

TABLE 3 E-cigarette products POS display, n = 41

Vape shop
n = 21 n (%)

Tobacconist
n = 12 n (%)

Smoke shop
n = 4 n (%)

Supermarket
n = 2 n (%)

Service station
n = 2 n (%)

Total

n = 41
n (%)

Products visible to customers

at front counter

21 (100) 11 (92) 4 (100) 2 (100) 2 (100) 40 (98)

At checkout/behind front

counter

20 (95) 8 (67) 0 (0) 1 (50) 0 (0) 29 (71)

At checkout above front

counter

3 (14) 1 (8) 0 (0) 1 (50) 2 (100) 7 (17)

Next to confectionary

products

0 (0) 5 (42) 0 (0) 1 (50) 2 (100) 8 (19)

Next to smoking

paraphernalia

1 (5) 3 (25) 4 (100) 1 (50) 0 (0) 9 (22)

In locked/closed cabinet 4 (19) 7 (58) 4 (100) 1 (50) 0 (0) 16 (39)

SCOTT ET AL. 5
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Almost half of the retailers (n = 19, 46%) had signage that indi-

cated a minimum age of 18 to enter or purchase e-cigarette products,

however, currently there is no legislation to prohibit sales of

e-cigarette products to minors in WA. After decades of effective

tobacco control measures in Australia, there are concerns that the

promotion of e-cigarettes may ‘renormalise’ tobacco use, initiate nic-

otine addiction among non-smokers and youth, and perpetuate nico-

tine addiction rather than smoking cessation.38,39 It is well established

that tobacco companies have traditionally used confectionery and

sweet flavours to entice young cigarette smokers3 and findings from

an Australian study suggests that flavoured e-cigarettes are appealing

and preferred by young adults over non-flavoured products.46

All retail outlets appeared to comply with the prohibition on the

sale of nicotine e-cigarettes. However, e-liquids are not regularly

tested for nicotine content to verify compliance. In New South Wales,

Health Department inspectors seized more than 26 000 e-cigarettes

and e-liquids either containing nicotine or labelled as such in January

2021.47 Furthermore, a WA study sampled 10 e-liquids bought online

and over the counter from Australian suppliers, finding nicotine pre-

sent in 60%, despite being labelled as ‘non-nicotine’ e-liquid.48

Finally, vape shops were distinct from other retailers in the way

they provided an inviting environment with bar-style layouts, couches,

free trials and opportunities to vape, essentially a community recrea-

tional space. These findings are consistent with other studies which

reported vape shops offered an opportunity to socialise, reinforce a

vaping identity,49 and sense of community,32 providing a wide range

of e-liquids and customisable devices, and discuss products and

receive personalised advice.50

5 | LIMITATIONS

Our study should be interpreted in the context of its limitations. First,

we followed a previously validated online search method to identify

vape shops for the mapping.34,35 However, we did not identify all the

e-cigarette retailers (eg tobacconists, supermarkets and service stations)

in the Greater Perth area, whose primary business is not e-cigarette

products. It still provides a snapshot of the activity in this area. Second,

one observer collected all the audit data, however, subjectivity was

reduced by using a standardised observational audit that had been

reviewed by three researchers and pilot tested prior to data collection.

6 | CONCLUSION

We found that the e-cigarette brick and mortar retail market is

expanding in the Perth GCCSA with vape shop numbers increasing

from 1 in 2017 to 21 in 2019. Identified e-cigarette retailers included

vape shops, supermarkets, service stations, tobacconists and smoke

shops. We found retail stores are using traditional tobacco promo-

tional techniques to market their products. The specialist vape shops

are creating casual attractive environments to encourage the trialling

of e-cigarette products as well as harnessing a sense of community.

This growth in the e-cigarettes retail environment represents a chal-

lenge for public health and policymakers as the number of retailers is

increasing exponentially exposing these products to new users.

Understanding this environment is essential for identifying emergent

trends and providing evidence of the need for public health surveil-

lance, potential regulations and legislation and future research.
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