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Abstract 
Introduction: Sexual and gender minority (SGM) youth have higher rates of nicotine vaping than other youth in the United States. While social 
media can be effective in reaching youth and discouraging vaping, informed cultural tailoring is necessary to ensure effective messaging to SGM 
youth. This study aimed to understand SGM youth perspectives on anti-vaping social media messages and tailoring approaches.
Aims and Methods: In-depth, qualitative videoconference interviews were conducted from February to July 2022 with 34 SGM youth recruited 
in the United States via social media ads. The interview guide addressed participants’ beliefs about vaping, the context of vaping, perspectives 
on tailoring messages, and responses to examples of social media anti-vaping messages. Coding and thematic analysis followed a team-based 
approach.
Results: SGM youth perspectives fell into four categories—representation and diversity, facts and evidence, empowering messages, and 
source credibility. Participants stressed the importance of accurate, genuine representation of SGM youth in messages, but also noted that 
more overt representation may be seen as tokenizing. Participants recommended partnering with known LGBTQ + influencers who can 
promote or share anti-vaping messages on social media platforms. They also recommended using culturally tailored language, including 
statistics specific to SGM youth, and invoking themes of empowerment to improve the relevance, reach, and effectiveness of anti-vaping 
campaigns.
Conclusions: Findings can inform future efforts to develop anti-vaping messages for SGM youth with effective reach through social media. 
Nuanced perspectives on SGM representation in messages suggest a careful approach to tailoring. Concerns around inauthenticity may be 
minimized by ensuring SGM youth are included in message development and dissemination.
Implications: This study describes the importance of being attentive to the tailoring preferences among the current generation of SGM youth. 
Findings will inform social media-based messaging strategies that discourage nicotine vaping tailored for SGM youth in health campaign mate-
rial design and evaluation, ensuring that tailored messages are designed in ways that avoid unintended consequences. The study also describes 
methods for effectively engaging SGM youth in research to improve the relevance of health education materials for this population and increase 
reach, which in turn can lead to a reduction in vaping practices among SGM youth.
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Introduction
Approximately 2.6 million U.S. youth ages 13–18 years 
identify as sexual and gender minority (SGM), inclusive of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer individuals.1,2 
SGM youth are at significantly higher risk for using tobacco 
products and nicotine vaping compared with non-SGM 
youth.3,4 Vaping likely increases the risk of cigarette initia-
tion and poly-tobacco use,5–9 which can in turn contribute 
to tobacco-related health inequities seen in the adult SGM 
population, including respiratory illnesses, cancer, and cardi-
ovascular diseases.10–13

Certain risk factors for nicotine vaping are more prevalent 
among SGM youth and must be considered when designing 
anti-vaping interventions.14 SGM youth experience increased 
risks of vaping due to anxiety and depression,15 sexual vi-
olence,16 and SGM-related discrimination,17 while there are 
conflicting findings on the influence of race and ethnicity.18,19 
While the literature on risk factors for vaping specific to SGM 
youth is limited, known risk factors for tobacco use in this 
population may also impact SGM youths’ beliefs and attitudes 
toward vaping. These include increased risks of tobacco use 
due to family rejection,20 increased exposure to tobacco mar-
keting online,21 higher rates of mental health distress,22 and 
increased use of substances including alcohol and cannabis.23 
SGM youths’ attitudes related to anti-vaping interventions 
may differ substantially from those of non-SGM youth in the 
context of these risk factors.

Several national organizations such as the U.S. Food 
and Drug Administration and Truth Initiative, as well as 
certain states, have utilized social media for anti-vaping 
campaigns targeted at general youth audiences.24–26 Anti-
vaping messaging efforts that use social media are effec-
tive when targeting youth and young adults.27 Social media 
interventions also show promise for reducing vaping among 
SGM youth—96% of whom utilize at least one social media 
site.28 SGM youth are more likely than non-SGM youth to go 
online for health information, access other people’s personal 
health stories online, and share their own health stories.28 In 
addition, SGM populations are more likely to encounter pro- 
and anti-tobacco messages on social media, which may also 
be the case for messages related to nicotine vaping.29

Research has shown that SGM individuals who use tobacco 
prefer culturally tailored interventions.30,31 Cultural tailoring 
of anti-vaping messages is also important to SGM youth,32,33 
yet implementation of such tailoring has not been widely ap-
plied to this population.34 Baskerville and colleagues reported 
that SGM youth preferred tobacco interventions that are 
SGM-specific, relatable to them, and highlight inclusivity.32 
However, to the best of our knowledge, there have been no 
studies of smoking or vaping prevention and cessation inter-
vention programs for SGM populations that were tailored for 
SGM youth.35

This study aims to fill this gap using qualitative interviews 
with a national sample of SGM youth in the United States by 
eliciting their perspectives on nicotine vaping motivations and 
behaviors, elements of effective social media messages, and 
message tailoring specifically to SGM youth.

Methods
This qualitative study is part of a larger mixed-methods 
study—Project SMART (Social Media Anti-Vaping Messages 

to Reduce Electronic Nicotine Delivery System Use Among 
SGM Teens)—which aims to develop and test anti-vaping 
messages tailored for SGM youth on social media. In the in-
itial phase of Project SMART, we collected structured and 
open-ended survey data online from SGM and non-SGM 
youth to elicit beliefs related to vaping initiation. The survey 
informed the development of guides for qualitative interviews 
described in this paper, which were conducted via videocon-
ference with a sample of SGM youth to expand on the survey 
findings and explore perceptions about anti-vaping messages 
and message tailoring. Members of the research team were 
outside the study age bracket and not all were members of the 
LGBTQ + community.

The study was also enhanced through the engagement of 
five SGM youth advisors, whom we recruited through our 
network of LGBTQ + organization partnerships. Throughout 
2022, the youth advisors, who each lived in a different U.S. 
state, participated in monthly videoconference meetings led 
by study team members, where they provided input on study 
slogan development, social media platform and tailoring 
suggestions and examples, and the qualitative interview 
guide. The study was approved by the University of Florida 
Institutional Review Board (IRB-01) and the University of 
Pennsylvania Institutional Review Board.

Study Population and Recruitment
Eligibility criteria included being 13 to 18 years old, residing 
in the United States, and being able to read and understand 
English. Survey participants were recruited directly through 
social media ads posted on Instagram based on best practices 
for enrolling youth in research,36 and were offered $10 for 
their participation. Advertisements featured a photo of youths 
and captions describing the study (eg, “advancing research on 
vaping beliefs”), study participant gender, age, and geographic 
eligibility criteria, and a link to the survey. Multiple ads were 
developed to recruit SGM youth (with rainbow flags featured 
in the photo and the target audience described as “LGBTQ+ 
youths”) and non-SGM youth (with no LGBTQ + signifiers 
in the photo and the target audience described as “youths”).

Participants were considered “initiated” if they reported 
vaping in the preceding 12 months or “susceptible” if they 
had never vaped but stated they had been “curious” about 
using vape products. Respondents who reported no history 
of vaping and who stated they were “definitely not” curious 
about vaping were ineligible for the study. A waiver of pa-
rental consent was obtained to reduce barriers to participa-
tion that could result from youths’ hesitation to disclose their 
SGM identity or vaping status. Youth completed assent (age 
13–17) and consent (age 18) electronically via Qualtrics.

The survey collected the respondent’s age, gender identity 
(girl/woman, boy/man, non-binary, and other), sex assigned 
at birth (female, male, and intersex), and sexual orientation 
(heterosexual, gay or lesbian, bisexual, queer, pansexual, and 
other). Responses were used to categorize respondents ac-
cording to gender (cisgender and transgender) and sexual ori-
entation (LGB+, heterosexual), which were combined along 
with age (13–15 years, 16–18 years) and vaping susceptibility 
(initiated, susceptible) to designate 12 study stratifications. 
Table 1 shows the eight study stratifications included in the 
qualitative portion of this project, including participants who 
identified as LGB + and/or transgender (groups A through H).

Upon survey completion, participants in these eight groups 
were invited to participate in a focus group to share their 
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perceptions of message tailoring and were offered an addi-
tional $25 for their participation. Due to difficulty scheduling 
focus groups for participants from different time zones and 
low rates of attendance, the first nine were conducted with 
only one participant each and were reclassified as individual 
in-depth interviews. We adjusted the study protocol to in-
clude individual interviews.

Interested participants were scheduled approximately 2 
weeks after survey enrollment to allow the study team time to 
tailor the qualitative interview guide based on the participants’ 
survey responses. Due to high attrition, we used social media 
advertisements to recruit additional SGM youth who had not 
completed the survey. The second round of recruitment was 
conducted using the ads developed to target SGM youth.

Data Collection
Responses to the survey were reviewed for quality and eli-
gibility using Qualtrics statistics on fraudulent responses, 
which were identified using Qualtrics features for detecting 
multiple submissions and responses generated by bots, along 
with manual detection methods focusing on groups of sim-
ilar responses that came in rapid succession, the presence of 
duplicate email addresses, and respondent latitude and lon-
gitude data falling outside of the United States Out of 3458 
individual survey responses received, 3201 were fraudulent, 
resulting in a final sample of 257 survey responses, including 
180 who identified as LGB + and/or transgender.

The qualitative phase included 29 interviews, including 
24 individual interviews and five with two participants 
each. No focus groups were conducted. A team of five 
moderators trained by the study’s qualitative expert (RPT) 
led the interviews from February to July 2022. Each inter-
view was conducted remotely by one moderator and one 
co-moderator using a videoconferencing tool (Zoom) and 
joined in most cases by an assistant who provided technical 
support. Interviews lasted an average of 51 minutes (range 
31 to 87 minutes) and were audio recorded for transcription 
and analysis.

The interview guide first addressed youths’ perspectives on 
the benefits, consequences, and context of nicotine vaping, 
with an emphasis on vaping by SGM youth. Next, youths 
were shown four social media messages designed to dis-
courage tobacco use and/or vaping (using an on-screen slide 
deck) and asked to comment on the messages and offer their 
perspectives on message tailoring. The messages included:

•	 A non-tailored static image from Alaska’s “Not Buying 
It” campaign, featured on Instagram, showing a male 
adolescent and the text: “Vaping can increase symptoms 
of depression, anxiety, stress.” Next to the image is a 
description of findings from the Truth Initiative survey 

about youth vaping, along with details on an anonymous 
vaping quit support resource. (https://www.instagram.
com/p/CZiYEuaAhJL/).

•	 A non-tailored video from the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration’s Real Truth campaign, featured on 
YouTube, showing two female adolescents in a bathroom. 
In the video, one girl accidentally drops her vape pen in 
the toilet, then retrieves it with her hand and uses it. The 
other girl gives her a look of disapproval. The video ends 
with the slogan: “Addiction isn’t pretty.” (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=bWVS82hS070&t=5s)

•	 A tailored static image from the Out Boulder organiza-
tion, featured on Instagram, showing a young lesbian 
couple and the text: “We’ve worked too hard to let 
tobacco hold us back.” The image includes a rainbow-
colored logo, and a statement next to the image describes 
the organization’s tobacco-free policy, along with a web-
site link. (https://www.instagram.com/rm.equality/p/
CaDdTjbFS5a/)

•	 A tailored video from digital creator Rey Gongora, fea-
tured on TikTok, showing a male adolescent in dark, 
grotesque makeup holding a vape pen. In the video, 
he replaces the vape pen with a makeup brush and 
changes his makeup to be colorful and vibrant. The 
video is captioned with the slogan: “Quitting looks 
good on you.” (https://www.tiktok.com/@xreyyexo/
video/6808176938096643333?is_from_webapp=1).

For each message, youths were asked whether and why 
they thought the message might be effective in preventing 
vaping among youth. For tailored messages, we asked youths 
whether and how tailoring might make LGBTQ + youths 
more or less receptive to the messages. Next, we revisited the 
non-tailored static image and asked youths how its images 
and message could be changed to make it more appealing 
to LGBTQ + youth. The guide also elicited perspectives on 
strategies for posting anti-vaping messages on social media, in-
cluding the social media platforms most effective for reaching 
SGM youth and the timing and frequency of posting. The in-
terview guide is provided as Supplementary Material.

Data Analysis
Qualitative data were organized for coding and analysis using 
NVivo R1.6 (Melbourne, Australia: QSR International). 
Interview transcripts were analyzed using a flexible, team-
based approach to coding and thematic analysis,37,38 with 
each transcript reviewed by two independent coders from 
a team of eight trained qualitative coders. The team held 
weekly meetings to discuss emerging themes and resolve 
coding discrepancies, and after each meeting made iterative 
changes to the codebook. Previously coded transcripts were 

Table 1. Qualitative Study Groups by Age, Vaping Susceptibility, and Gender

Group designations

Group A
Age 13–15, susceptible, LGB + cisgender

Group B
Age 13–15, initiated,
LGB + cisgender

Group C
Age 16–18, susceptible, 

LGB + cisgender

Group D
Age 16–18, initiated, 

LGB + cisgender

Group E
Age 13–15, susceptible, LGB + trans-
gender

Group F
Age 13–15, initiated,
LGB + transgender

Group G
Age 16–18, susceptible,
LGB + transgender

Group H
Age 16–18, initiated,
LGB + transgender
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then back-coded for new themes using the 8th and final ver-
sion of the codebook.

The team used an audit trail worksheet to monitor inter-
rater reliability (using Cohen’s Kappa), document coding 
decisions, and assess coding saturation. No new codes were 
generated after coding the sixth transcript, while changes to 
existing codes (eg, expansion and reduction) continued to 
occur through the 25th transcript.

Findings were framed using the five strategies for enhancing 
the cultural appropriateness of health programs and materials 
outlined by Kreuter et al. (2003).39 These include: (1) pe-
ripheral strategies, which package programs or materials in 
ways that are likely to appeal to a given group, (2) evidential 
strategies, which present evidence of the impact of a health 
issue on the group, (3) linguistic strategies, which improve 
accessibility of programs and materials by providing them 
in the group’s dominant language, (4) constituent-involving 

strategies that draw directly on the experience of group 
members, and (5) sociocultural strategies, which incorporate 
the broader sociocultural values and characteristics of the 
group.

Results
Table 2 provides the characteristics of the 34 interview 
participants. Participants ranged in age from 13 to 17 years 
(average 15.8 years). Fourteen participants identified as 
cisgender girl/woman (41%), nine as transgender non-binary 
(26%), five as transgender boy/man (15%), four as cisgender 
boy/man (12%), and two as transgender “other” (6%). 
With regard to sexual orientation, nine identified as bisexual 
(26%), eight as pansexual (24%), seven as gay/lesbian (21%), 
and six as queer (18%). Participant IDs shown in the table are 
included in all quotations for context.

Table 2. Interview Participant Characteristics

Study group ID Age Vaping susceptibility Gender identity Sexual orientation

Group A A1 15 Susceptible Girl/woman Lesbian

A9 14 Susceptible Boy/man Bisexual

A13 15 Susceptible Girl/woman Lesbian

A14 15 Susceptible Girl/woman Lesbian

Group B B43 a 13 Initiated Girl/woman Queer

B48 a 15 Initiated Girl/woman Omnisexual

Group C C1 16 Susceptible Boy/man Gay

C2 16 Susceptible Boy/man Bisexual

C11 17 Susceptible Girl/woman Bisexual

C13 17 Susceptible Girl/woman Bisexual

C20 17 Susceptible Girl/woman Bisexual

C21 17 Susceptible Girl/woman Bisexual

C22 17 Susceptible Girl/woman Lesbian

Group D D19 17 Initiated Girl/woman Pansexual

D40 a 17 Initiated Girl/woman Bisexual

D41 a 17 Initiated Girl/woman Bisexual

D43 a 16 Initiated Girl/woman Bisexual

D50 a 16 Initiated Boy/man Pansexual

Group E E8 15 Susceptible Boy/man Pansexual

E17 14 Susceptible Boy/man Queer

E41 a 15 Susceptible Boy/man Gay or lesbian

E44 a 15 Susceptible Non-binary Gay or lesbian

E53 a 14 Susceptible Non-binary Bisexual

Group F F1 14 Initiated Boy/man Pansexual

F50 a 15 Initiated Other Queer

Group G G3 17 Susceptible Non-binary Pansexual

G21 17 Susceptible Non-binary Queer

G22 17 Susceptible Other Bisexual

G43 a 17 Susceptible Non-binary Pansexual

G45 a 16 Susceptible Non-binary Pansexual

Group H H19 17 Initiated Non-binary Queer

H21 17 Initiated Boy/man Pansexual

H50 a 16 Initiated Non-binary Bisexual

H51 a 16 Initiated Non-binary Queer

aParticipant did not complete the survey/was recruited during the second round.
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Findings from interviews revealed varied perspectives 
on the elements of effective anti-vaping messages, message 
tailoring for SGM youth, and the use of social media for 
disseminating messages. These perspectives aligned with spe-
cific recommendations made by SGM youth for developing 
effective social media anti-vaping messages.

Perspectives and recommendations fell into four categories: 
(1) Representation and diversity, (2) Facts and evidence, (3) 
Empowering messages, and (4) Source credibility. Themes in 
these categories emerged inductively in the interviews and 
were not anticipated by the study team a priori. Additional 
quotations pertaining to each of the categories are available 
in Supplementary Material.

Representation and Diversity
Eight participants remarked on the importance of effectively 
representing youths who are the intended audience of anti-
vaping messages, and of accurately representing situations 
that are relatable to the audience. Participants stated that 
messages should include subjects that SGM youths can “see 
themselves” in. As one participant remarked:

“For me personally to see… LGBTQ+ people represented 
is really important, right? Especially because a lot of times 
when you see ads on your screen, if they don’t feel very re-
latable, it’s hard to feel the messages.” – C22

However, for tailored messages, participants cautioned 
against representing SGM youths in ways that single them 
out. Two participants questioned whether the “performative 
aspect” of the tailored TikTok video would be taken seriously, 
expressing concerns that users would post critical comments 
in response. As one participant noted:

“I think that queers can kind of feel like… they’re like 
just kind of being singled out to accomplish an agenda... 
With the popularity or like rise of rainbow capitalism and 
… queer baiting and queer people just being kind of like 
tokenized, that has kind of created this attitude of any time 
queer people are singled out, it can feel like an attack even 
if it’s not.” – D41

Participants also highlighted the importance of portraying 
diversity within the LGBTQ + community, including images 
of and perspectives from different genders, races, and sexual 
orientations. As one participant stated:

“I think a lot of times there’s a lot of whitewashing when it 
comes to LGBTQ+ representation, when in reality a lot of 
minorities, a lot of black and brown people have really… 
spearheaded those movements and I think that’s really im-
portant.” – C22

Participants suggested that visual representation can also be 
achieved through identifiable cues, such as rainbows, flags, 
and color schemes that represent LGBTQ + populations, and 
pins that display pronouns.

Facts and Evidence
Twenty-two participants stated that messages should in-
clude facts, evidence, and statistics in order to be effective, 
which they suggested can enhance message credibility and 
increase the likelihood that a message will be shared with 

others. Facts on mental health consequences were particu-
larly salient and were described as important to SGM youth. 
Participants noted that SGM youth were more likely than 
non-SGM youth to experience mental health issues, which 
they perceived as both a reason for and a consequence of 
nicotine vaping.

Seven participants suggested that including evidence 
and statistics specific to SGM youth would be more cap-
tivating and impactful. Examples included statistics on the 
number of SGM youth who vape and information on why 
SGM youth are more at risk of vaping. As one participant 
remarked:

“Especially, if you add statistics that are specific to LGBTQ 
youth, it sticks with us, specifically as a community to be 
thinking about like, “Oh, why are we letting this bring us 
down?” You know what I mean?” – F50

Clarity of messaging was also important for participants, in 
particular, those in the older age group (16 to 18 years). The 
tailored TikTok video was deemed by seven participants to 
be ineffective because it did not clearly link the message to 
vaping. Aside from the written caption “Quitting looks good 
on you” and the subject’s presentation of a vape pen at the 
beginning of the video, the message presented no other clear 
references to vaping. As one participant stated:

“I feel like it doesn’t make a lot of sense. It’s not saying an-
ything about any harms or about quitting, it’s just holding 
a vape up and then putting makeup on.” – A14

Empowering Messages
Five participants commented on the importance of appealing 
to positive emotions in anti-vaping ads, which emerged 
in response to the tailored Instagram ad emphasizing the 
achievements of the LGBTQ + community.

This ad further led participants to emphasize the use of 
empowering, community-oriented language to appeal to the 
values and beliefs of SGM youth. However, participants also 
noted that community-focused messages should be authentic 
to the experience of LGBTQ + community members. As one 
participant related, failure to do so could result in a response 
from youth that reduces, rather than enhances, relatability:

“When you tailor things, you have to be sensitive to the 
community and make sure that what you’re actually giving 
out is how the community feels. So there is that like, pos-
sible backfire from the queer community if you just don’t 
do it correctly and you do it like, in an insensitive way.” 
– E17

The same participant contrasted empowering messages with 
those that emphasize the harms of vaping, relating that adding 
negative impacts to a message like the tailored Instagram ad 
would “do more harm than good”:

“Like with this one specifically, it’s so positive that like 
putting in those negative factors… would kind of remove 
the main point… With this being on a positive note… it 
makes it seem like it’s a nice thing that they quit and like 
it’s good. And just giving that message itself I think is good 
enough for this.” – E17
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Source Credibility
Seven participants expressed concerns about messages that 
were clearly marked as advertisements or promotions. Youth 
were considered more likely to scroll past posts that are 
marked as advertisements, which can adversely impact reach. 
Sponsored advertisements raise questions about the true 
intentions of the post, and can lead youths to believe that 
money, rather than health promotion, is the primary moti-
vator behind the post.

Instead, participants stated that messages delivered by a 
reliable LGBTQ + source can increase credibility. Examples 
included organizations such as The Trevor Project, which is 
a crisis counseling resource for SGM youth (https://www.
thetrevorproject.org/), and known LGBTQ + social media 
influencers and creators, such as Jammidodger, the Fab 
Five from Queer Eye, and JoJo Siwa. Participants in five 
interviews related that LGBTQ + individuals would not typi-
cally be perceived as having ulterior motives and would have 
a broader reach. Concerns about sponsored advertisements 
and suggestions to partner with known LGBTQ + influencers 
were more common among participants in the vaping-
susceptible group than those in the initiated group.

With regard to social media platforms, TikTok was 
considered to be the most widely used platform by the study’s 
target demographic, followed by Instagram and Snapchat. 
Some noted that “microinfluencers” on these platforms would 
be perceived as potentially more effective message sources 
than larger sponsors:

“Don’t make it seem like sponsored or anything. Maybe 
have like an actual account… like by another LGBT teen… 
Have them actually post it like as a regular video so that it 
doesn’t come off as [an] advertisement.” – A13

One participant also remarked on the importance of working 
with content creators who have first-hand experience of the 
harms of vaping:

“Even if it’s more of like a one-and-done type deal of one 
creator, if you can just get one big creator to get something 
for you... Especially like for example, there’s creators who 
are ex-addicts, they’re ex-jail people and they know what 
that feels like to see it in teenagers, like their own kids 
themselves or their friends.” [F1]

Discussion
SGM youth are more likely to smoke or vape nicotine than 
their cisgender or heterosexual peers,3,4 yet strategies to tailor 
messages and interventions focused on vaping among SGM 
youth are not fully understood. This study and previous re-
search on the effectiveness of community-specific tailoring 
highlight the need for SGM youth-specific tailoring for vaping 
prevention.40,41

The importance of accurate, genuine representation of 
SGM youth in ads cannot be overstated. The emphasis on 
representation points toward potential peripheral tailoring 
strategies, which seek to package messages in appealing 
ways to the target group.39 SGM youth expressed a prefer-
ence for messages that are representative of their community 
and experiences but cautioned against attempts at represen-
tation that may be perceived as self-serving for organizations. 

Therefore, campaign designers and implementers must find a 
balance between untailored ads, which youth may perceive as 
unrelatable, and over-tailored ads, which they may perceive 
as inauthentic. To address this issue, SGM youth suggested 
that the design and dissemination of anti-vaping interventions 
be done in partnership with social media influencers or com-
munity groups instead of larger, national organizations. 
These findings build on the previous work of Baskerville 
and colleagues (2018) and Ma and colleagues (2022), who 
described the importance of real and relatable messages in 
anti-tobacco campaigns.32,33

SGM youth participants also highlighted the need for cul-
turally tailored language, information, and themes in anti-
vaping messaging. Anti-vaping messages that include evidence 
and statistics specific to SGM youth would be more capti-
vating and impactful, pointing toward evidential tailoring 
strategies that seek to increase awareness of a given health 
issue.39 Furthermore, messages that highlight themes of em-
powerment may be effective at reaching youth who are accus-
tomed to messages that focus on the negative consequences of 
vaping. Messages that draw on positive themes specific to the 
LGBTQ + community or the experiences and perceptions of 
individual SGM youth can improve relevance, reach, and ef-
fectiveness, highlighting the importance of sociocultural and 
constituent-involving tailoring strategies.39 However, cam-
paign developers should practice caution in presenting statis-
tics (such as the number of SGM youth who vape) that may 
set a descriptive norm for vaping in this population, which 
could increase intentions to vape.14

When choosing how best to disseminate anti-vaping 
messages to SGM youth, campaign implementers should 
consider the ever-changing nature of social media. While 
the participants in this study referenced TikTok as a widely 
used social media platform among SGM youth today, TikTok 
may not be the most popular or available platform in the 
future. Therefore, researchers and implementers must take 
inventory of key features that can impact message effective-
ness on potential future platforms. For example, participants 
emphasized the importance of taking into account platform 
features that can adversely affect reach, such as having the 
ability to skip or scroll past posts, as well as features that ele-
vate the visibility of specific posts, such as posting on a user’s 
“For You” page or using relevant trending hashtags.

Engaging youth directly as part of campaign develop-
ment and implementation—both through youth advisory 
committees and through youth integration into study teams—
will help those designing campaigns avoid problematic repre-
sentation of SGM youth and ensure that anti-vaping messages 
are well-received. In a systematic review of youth engagement 
in mental health research, McCabe et al. 42 found that there is 
no one-size-fits-all approach to working with youth in public 
health research or campaigns.42 Across the studies examined, 
youth held roles in co-production (eg, developing research 
protocols, recruiting participants) and in advisory capacities 
(eg, participating in advisory meetings, advising on data col-
lection instruments). For Project SMART, the development of 
SGM youth-specific vaping prevention messages will necessi-
tate engagement with SGM youth both early and often.

This study had several strengths and limitations. Engaging 
a youth advisory group during materials and protocol de-
velopment helped to ensure the meaningfulness of data col-
lected in interviews. Our practices for recruiting participants 
via social media helped to improve the study’s reach and 
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relevance to the study population. While high rates of fraud-
ulent survey responses were detected, these were similar to 
those reported by LePine et al. 43 and our rigorous review 
of survey responses for quality and eligibility ensured that 
each response in the final sample was from a unique, real 
person. Our team-based coding and audit trail practices 
improved the rigor of our data analysis methods, ensuring 
high reliability in coding decisions and the identification of 
themes. However, there remains the possibility that recruiting 
through social media may have biased our study findings to-
ward SGM youth who interact more frequently with social 
media and have more knowledge of social media platforms 
and features. Furthermore, 14 interview participants were 
recruited in the second round and did not complete an elici-
tation survey. Compared to participants who had completed 
an elicitation survey, these youth were not previously aware 
of the specific study aims, had not previously responded to 
structured questions similar to those asked in the interviews, 
and may have been less prepared to expand on salient topics 
or provide meaningful detail in their interview responses. 
Initiated youth in the 13–15 age group were less likely to 
participate than other groups, and were thus underrepre-
sented in the study. Due to their age and the legal age for 
vaping, they may not have been comfortable participating. 
Although parental consent was waived, some SGM youth 
who have not come out as a sexual or gender minority to 
their families or communities may not have participated. 
Lastly, tobacco smoking history or susceptibility was not col-
lected in the elicitation survey, and we therefore could not as-
sess the potential impact of tobacco smoking on SGM youth 
perspectives on anti-vaping messages.

Conclusions
This study provides insights into youth perceptions of anti-
vaping messaging on social media, which are being used in 
the next phase of Project SMART to inform the design of 
a social media-based intervention to reduce vaping among 
SGM youth. Peripheral tailoring strategies should carefully 
balance the nuanced perspectives of SGM youth on repre-
sentation in messages, ensuring that messages are perceived 
as both relatable and authentic. Furthermore, the relevance, 
reach, and effectiveness of anti-vaping messages may be 
enhanced through evidential tailoring strategies that in-
corporate evidence and statistics specific to SGM youth in 
messages, sociocultural tailoring strategies that highlight 
positive themes specific to the LGBTQ + community, and 
constituent-involving tailoring strategies that draw from 
the experiences and perceptions of individual SGM youth. 
Ensuring that SGM youth are included in message develop-
ment and establishing partnerships with LGBTQ + social 
media influencers or community groups for message dissem-
ination can help to minimize concerns around inauthenticity. 
Findings from this study can also be applied to messaging 
on other harmful products, with the potential to inform 
messaging efforts around not only nicotine vaping but also 
the use of tobacco and other substances in the SGM youth 
population.
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