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Abstract 

 

 There have been many debates about whether or not smoking is bad. In Cambodian society, 

people tend to criticize if they see a young boy or girl take a cigarette and light it. Various 

people have their own different opinions about smoking cigarettes. While some people do not 

like the smell of cigarettes, as they think it is unhealthy, there is a possibility that some could 

think differently. For that, we wanted to seek for more opinions, especially from university 

students. We wanted to see how they think and react to seeing young people, especially 

teenagers, who smoke. We also wanted to know if university students would judge girls who 

smoke differently from guys who smoke. Hence, this 10 week intensive research aims to 

explore and study how university students think about teenagers smoking. To undertake this 

research, we randomly selected 100 students from various universities in Phnom Penh to 

participate in the study. Only those who are sufficient in English were able to participate in 

the questionnaire. The study found that students were likely to react negatively toward 

teenagers smoking. The majority of respondents mentioned that they were concerned about 

health and hygiene, and both genders were encouraged not to smoke.  

I. Introduction 

1. Background of the Study 

Since the past until now, most people have considered smoking as a bad habit which could damage health. 

Smoking doesn’t only damage the lungs of a smoker, but can destroy the body’s organs and systems as a 

whole. Despite these consequences, many people still cannot get over the smoking habit due to the addiction 

caused by the cigarettes (Jagadeesh, 2017). 

 

While smoking is bad enough to cause many physically impacts in adults, it is likely to cause even more 

impacts in teenagers who are very young and in the state of growing to maturity. According to the National 
Institute on Drug Abuse and Prevention, teenagers who smoke may expect to have health-related problems 

in their physical body throughout their whole lives (Mortensen, 2013) and they will be at a high risk to get 

other related diseases such as lung or stomach cancer (WHO, 2018). In addition to the physical 

consequences, teenagers might also face many social consequences as smoking will also grab the attention 

from those who hate smokers to criticize and place judgments on them. When seeing teenagers smoking, 

some people feel different and keep a distance from them to avoid causing any trouble with the teenagers. 

Some people think of teenagers who smoke as people who are likely to cause violence, trouble, and other 

offences at any time, and this stereotype has continued which makes it difficult for teenagers who are 

criticized by society.  

 

A lot of research has been done about adolescent smoking and teen behavior. The majority of the research 

is focused on measuring the number of smokers in schools, the parental control and negligence, and the 

number of teenagers who quit smoking (Khurshid, 2012). Many people also believe that unlike other drugs, 

smoking involves the participation of non-smokers. For example, if someone is shooting up heroine next 

to a person in a restaurant, they might not care. But if a person is smoking, they have to breathe it. And 

non-smokers don't want to be part of someone else's addiction (Mannion, 2000). This would contribute to 



more reasons why people have negative feelings toward teenagers who smoke. Though some teenagers 

smoke for reasons including peer, study, work, and family pressure, other people believe that teenagers 

should just enjoy their lives without smoking (Vaping Daily, n.d). 

 

2. Research Questions 

To conduct this research study, the following questions need to be addressed: 

 

1. What do university students think about teenagers who smoke? 

2. What could be the different opinions of University students about seeing Teenager girls who smoke 

and Teenager guys who smoke? 

3. What are the social consequences of teenagers who smoke? How do other people think or judge 

teenagers once they see teenagers smoke? 

 

3. Research Objectives 

The objectives of this research are: 

 To evaluate and analyze how University students see the matter of smoking. 

 To study about the different treatment between both genders in terms of smoking. 

 To evaluate and analyze how people view teenagers smoking as and what could be the impact on 

smoking on teenagers, in accordance to what we have observed. 

 

4. Significance of the research study 

Because the current research studies mostly focus on the amount and percentage of teenager exposure, 

behavior, and engagement in smoking, there is only a small part of the surveys to be focused on the 

perspective and treatment of people toward the matter of smoking. 

 

Since smoking is one of the serious concerns which can disturb and affect the environment around, it is 

very important for us as researchers to study not only about the behavior and attitude of the smoker, but 

also to study about how the people around them react or judge them once they start to smoke. Another 

significant issue will be about the differences in both genders in terms of smoking. Compared to boys, girls 

are more likely to be judged by the society around them, and it can be even more sensitive when it comes 

to smoking. This study will help us to learn more about how different it is when it comes to the social 

consequences of teenaged boys and girls who smoke. At the end, this research study will serve as new 

knowledge in which we will be able to understand different perspectives from various university students 

in Phnom Penh. 

 

II. Literature Review 

1. Reasons that most likely cause teenagers to smoke 

“Smoking refers to the inhalation and exhalation of fumes from burning tobacco in cigars, cigarettes and 

pipes” (Celebden, 2012). Nearly all cases of first time tobacco use take place before a person finishes high 

school, according to the American Cancer Society (ACS). The younger people are when they begin to 

smoke, the more likely they will become adult smokers. The most obvious reasons as to why teenagers start 

smoking are known in several ways.  

 

First, peers and the development of mutual habits play a very important part in making teenagers smoke. 

Teenagers may smoke because they think it's cool or their friends do it. Friends can be very convincing at 

getting other friends to smoke (SHAW, 2017). There are actions or activities practiced by an individual’s 

friends or social group that will influence the person to smoke. Basically, if the individual’s friends smoke, 

there is a high possibility that the person will begin the habit of smoking as well (Vaping Daily, n.d). 

Second, the media has a strong influence. Generally, the media portrays smoking as a fabulous and cool 

thing to do, as the celebrities or actors look cool while they are smoking. It is a common tendency for 

teenagers who wish to behave like their idols to engage in smoking as celebrities do it too. Third, having 



family members smoke, like a parent or older sibling, increases the chance for a teenager to start smoking. 

In most of the cases, families act as role models for the teenager. They will start forming their own 

perceptions about the world, once a child becomes a teenager. A teenager watches their parents or siblings 

smoke, and gives the message that smoking is not necessarily a bad thing (Jagadeesh, 2017). 

  

2. International perspectives on teenagers who Smoke 

Cigars are being lit up in every second in every part of the world. As smoking is seen as a way to release 

stress, it has become a great concern due the number of teenager smokers under the age of 18. Laws are 

made to protect and prevent teenagers not to smoke and even be secondhand smokers  (Wagner, n.d.). The 

European Commission has created several smoke-free regulations (EU, n.d) and many other international 

laws and treaties have adopted these regulations. These laws have focused on banning smoking in enclosed 

public places, on public transport, and in workplaces with only limited exceptions allowed (EU, n.d). 

 

Japan has encouraged smokers to reconsider about the effects of smoking as it is not only affects the 

individuals but the surroundings as well, which is called second hand smoke.  To prevent the impact of the 

smoke absorber to cause lung cancer, respiratory infections and asthma, Japan has designed private smoking 

areas where smokers can light up their cigars without releasing their smoke on other people. This law will 

officially be launched by 2020. There has been an intense discussion about this, and it has resulted in a 

dramatic change in attitudes towards smoking in public places in Japan (Nikkan Spa, n.d). 

 

The same situation is happening at the other parts of the world including Australia and the United States. 

In Australia, it is illegal to sell goods that look like cigarettes or in packaging that resembles a cigarette 

package. It includes candy or chocolate cigars or cigarettes, and mints in a packet that looks like a cigarette 

packet cigarette lighters (Smoking and the Law, n.d.) In the United States, many cities such as Boston have 

banned smoking, meaning the citizens are not allowed to smoke indoors in places such as workplaces as 

well as over 700 bars, restaurants and nightclubs (Grace, 2003).  

 

The United States also have a concern with the smoking of cigars. Nearly 9 out of 10 cigarette smokers first 

tried smoking by age 18, and 99% first tried smoking by age 26. “Each day, more than 3,200 youth aged 

18 years or younger smoke their first cigarette, and an additional 2,100 youth and young adults become 

daily cigarette smokers. The Tobacco Control Act retailer provisions aim to stem youth smoking by 

restricting cigarette and smokeless tobacco retail sales to individuals younger than 18 years old and 

requiring proof of age to purchase tobacco products” (Reducing Tobacco-Related Cancer Incidence and 

Mortality: Workshop Summary., n.d.). Due to this implementation, the number of students smoking has 

declined dramatically. It has fallen from 35.4% in 1997 to 15.7% in 2013. Also, the number of teenagers 

smoking has reached even lower numbers in New York State, where it is currently 8.8% (A Teen 

Perspective on Smoking in New York City: Wins and Losses, 2016). 

 

3. Cambodian perspective on smoking 

Every year, Cambodia records about 10,000 tobacco-related deaths which makes smoking an issue to be 

concerned about (Khmer Times, 2015). Moreover, a survey has found that 12 percent of young Cambodians 

smoke cigarettes which means approximately 1 out of 10 Cambodian youth smokes (Phnom Penh Post, 

2014). These statistics are concerning because it’s not just adults or the elderly who are smoking but we 

can see there is also a number of teenagers taking part in smoking. The Health Minister has expressed that 

he has wanted to introduce a ban on smoking at work and in public places, prohibit tobacco advertising, 

and stop the sponsorship and promotions by tobacco manufacturers (Khmer Times, 2017). However, 

Cambodian law bans smoking in public places including schools, hospitals, pagodas, museums, amusement 

parks, gyms and gas stations as well as the banning to sell the cigarettes to minors and pregnant women 

(Khmer Times, 2015).  

 



An analysis of data from the Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS) conducted in 2003 in Cambodia 

showed that 67.1% of males and 67.4% of females were being exposed to Environmental Tobacco Smoke 

(ETS). It is also reported that for teenagers who have one or both smoking parents had more than three 

times the odds of ETS exposure at home and were more likely to be exposed to ETS both at home and 

outside home if they had friends who smoke (Rudatsikira, E., Siziya, S., & Muula, A. S., 2010). The survey 

also concluded that there is an urgent need for specific measures, policies and regulations to protect 

nonsmoker Cambodian adolescents both within and outside home. In the same survey, it was reported that 

only 1% of girls in Cambodia and 7.9% of boys in Cambodian smoke which indicated that the number of 

Cambodian teenagers who smoke was still low. 

 

The other point is about the perspective of people towards teenage smokers.  According to the report, there 

are about 60% of non-smokers in Cambodia say they are affected by smoking in their workplace and public 

areas (Khmer Time, 2015). The study on the smoking behavior “Survey in Cambodia” showed that only 

4% of the respondents positively viewed young women smoking. Surprisingly, the percentage went up to 

44% and 34.9% of the people age from 5-17 thinking that women who smoked would have a bad manners 

and would damage her health, while 50% of people age from 18-44 would thought of it as bad manners. 

The study showed that younger people appeared to be less sensitive with smoking while men were less 

likely to consider it as negative as women (Ministry of Planning, 2006). The rise of smoking among women 

in comparison with men has been attributed to social disapproval of women who smoke and to women’s 

lower social and economic status, (WHO, 2011) 

 

III. Research Methodology 

1. Research design 
According to our research, we used questionnaires as our research tool because they help both the researcher 

and respondents in saving time and are easy to understand. They also help researchers analyze the data 

effectively. We used both quantitative and qualitative sections on our questionnaire, though we used 

quantitative data more because we wanted to generalize the overall ideas of the university students’ 

perspectives towards teenagers who smoke. We had two pages of questions and two sections. The first 

section allowed respondents to provide their background information such as age, sex, and university. The 

second section provided multiple choice questions and answers on how they thought about males and 

females who smoked. In the same section, there is a scale to measure the students’ perspectives, and the 

choices range from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The last part of the second section is the open-ended 

questions which allow the respondents to justify their opinions to the questions. We conducted the 

questionnaire in English because English is easier to grab their attention and they can work on it better.  

 

2. Data collection and sample size 
Regarding to the sample size of the research paper, we passed out 100 questionnaires. We randomly selected 

a few universities in Phnom Penh, including UC, Institute for Foreign Languages, Royal University of 

Phnom Penh, Institute of Technology of Cambodia, and a few others. The reason why we gave away 100 

research questionnaires to several universities was because we wanted to generalize the diversity of ideas. 

We used non-probability sampling and chose convenience sampling to give the papers to the respondents. 

It was easy for us as the researchers and saved us time, and we didn’t have a set number of papers to give 

for each university.  

 

3. Data analysis 

After giving and collecting back all of the 100 research papers, we analyzed the data in Microsoft Excel. 

For the open-ended questions, we categorized them into four main parts about their perceptions on teenagers 

who smoke. We also calculated the mean of the scale and counted up our results, and then created graphs 

and charts.  

 

 



IV. Findings 

1. Personal Information 

Table 1: Percentage of both Gender Participants 

 

Figure 1: Universities of participants. 

(UC=43%, Sec=11%, RUPP=27%, IFL=9%, Other=10%) 

 

For the first section of the questionnaire, we sought some background information of the respondents. As 

what shows in Table 1 and Figure 1, we can see the majority of the participants came from The University 

of Cambodia (43%) and RUPP (27%), while the remaining participants are from the other universities 

including foreign exchange students. Also, the different gap between the number of male and female 

participants is quite small, with a difference of only 8; this can help us to study about the differences 

between the opinions of both genders toward smoking. In addition, we also found that 42% of the 

participants were aged from 16-19, 55% were from 20-24, while only 3% were older than 25. 36% of 

participants were studying in year 1, 15% studying in year 2, 30% studying in year 3, 17% studying in year 

4, and the remaining are still in a preparation for the university or graduated. Moreover, respondents are 

from various majors including 17% in English Literature, 16% in Bio-Engineering, 15% in International 

Relations, and other majors totaled 52%. 

 

1. Perspectives of students toward smoking 

1.1 Exposure to teenagers smoking 

 

Figure 2: How often students seeing Teenagers smoke. 

(Always=60%, Often=19%, Sometimes=60%, Rarely=12%) 

According to the experiences of the respondents, 60% of the students said that they sometimes witnessed 

teenagers smoking. Only 12% of the students said they rarely saw teenagers smoke. These implied that 

teenagers smoking is quite common to take place in Phnom Penh. Hence, there is a huge possibility for 

students to be exposed to the environment of teenagers smoking. 
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1.2 Genders opinions about Teenagers smoking 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Female Opinion about Smoking  Male Opinion about Smoking 

Figure 3: Both Genders react to Teenager Smoking. 

 

Before getting into further discussion, we studied on the differences between both genders reaction on 

teenagers smoking. Out of 58 Female students, 55 of them (approximately 95%) said they don’t like 

teenagers who smoke. On the other hand, 37 out of 42 Male students (approximately 88%) expressed that 

they don’t like teenagers who smoke. Five out of 37 male students (approximately 14%) said they were 

neutral about teenagers smoking. These two observations showed that males appear to be slightly less 

negative about this topic. 

 

1.3 Different treatment between both genders in terms of smoking 

  
How female students see teenager girls smoking / How male students see teenager girls smoking  

Figure 4: Both Genders opinions about Teenager girls Smoking. 

Females: Dirty=45%, Uneducated=33%, Unhealthy=62%, 

Prostitute=7%,Looks Cool=3%, Other=5% 

Males:   Dirty=29%, Uneducated=33%, Unhealthy=60%, 

Prostitute=5%,Looks Cool=5%,Other=10% 

 

As we can easily notice in Figure 4, both genders share similar opinions towards girls who smoke. The 

majority of them agreed that girls who smoke appear to be unhealthy, with 36 out of 58 female students 

(approximately 62%) and 25 out of 42 male students (approximately 60%). However, more females found 

girls who smoked to be “dirty” as compared to male students, with 26/58 female students (approximately 

45%) and 12/42 male students (approximately 29%). 
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How female students see teenager boys smoking  / How male students see teenager boys smoking  

Figure 5: Both Genders opinions about Teenager boys Smoking. 

Females: Dirty=34%, Uneducated=34%,Unhealthy=55%,   

Gangster=43%, Looks Cool=3%, Others=1% 

Males:  Dirty=29%, Uneducated=33%, Unhealthy=54%,  

Gangster=30%, Looks Cool=0%, Other=12% 

 

As Figure 5 points out, both gender share similar opinions towards boys who smoke. However, more female 

students see boys smoking as gangster as compared to male students, with 25/58 female students 

(approximately 43%) compared to 13/42 male students (approximately 30%). Surprisingly, none of the 

male students think boys looks cool when they smoke, and only 2/58 female students (approximately 3%) 

think that boys looks cool when they smoke. 

  
How students see teenager girls smoking / How students see teenager boys smoking  

Figure 6: How both genders see Teenagers smoking as 

Students view Teenager girls as Dirty=38%, Uneducated=33%, Unhealthy=61%, 

Prostitute=6%, looks cool=4%, other=7% 

Students view Teenager boys as Dirty=32%, Uneducated=34%, Unhealthy=55%, Gangster=38 %, looks 

cool=2%, other=6% 

 

For Figure 6, we totaled all the number of all students’ opinions towards both genders smoking. It showed 

that students think both teenager boys and girls appear to be unhealthy if they smoke, with 61% believing 

that girls smoking is unhealthy compared to 55% of boys. Thus, there is a bit different treatment between 

both genders in terms of smoking. We can see that only 6% of students think that girls who smoke are 

prostitutes when they smoke, while 38% of students think that teenager boys are gangsters if they smoke. 

Students from both gender shared similar opinions about other factors. 
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1.4 Observation of university students’ statements on teenagers smoking 

Table 2: Students’ statements on teenagers smoking 

My opinions about teenagers who 

smoke  

1 2 3 4 5 

1. I want to make friends with 

them. 

49 25 21 02 03 

2. I think they are so cool. 55 37 05 02 01 

3. I see teenager boys as 

gangsters if they smoke. 

10 24 27 26 13 

4. I see teenager girls as sex 

workers if they smoke. 

12 36 22 22 08 

5. I want to avoid them. 10 04 26 38 22 

6. I feel uncomfortable staying 

near teenagers who smoke. 

11 02 07 35 45 

7. I feel unhealthy staying near 

teenagers who smoke. 

11 05 02 33 49 

8. I hate having teenagers 

smoking in public places 

(restaurant, coffee shop, 

hospital, park, school…) 

08 05 07 26 54 

9. I would like to have a friend 

who smokes. 

52 28 16 02 02 

10. I think girls should smoke if 

they want. 

41 32 18 05 04 

11. I think teenagers should smoke 

if they want. 

44 34 17 03 02 

(1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= neutral, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree) 

 

The scales include both positive statements as well as negative statements so that respondents will not just 

cling to only a certain side of the scale. There were 3 statements which express positive opinions on 

teenagers smoking (statements 1, 2, 9). We can see that most of the opinions gather on the disagreement 

points which means that the majority of students disagree with the ideas. Also, there were two statements 

encouraging teenagers to smoke if they want (statements 10, 11), but there were just a few students agree 

on this. 

  

Statements 5, 6, 7, 8 briefly described about the students’ ideas on having teenagers smoking around them. 

The majority of students tended to agree or strongly agree, which implied that students are more likely not 

to welcome teenagers who smoke staying around them. On the other hand, for statements 3 and 4, students 

were split. We can conclude that some students think of teenagers smoking as gangsters and sex workers 

while some would not have the same ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1.5 Should teenagers smoke or not? 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: University Student opinions on why Teenagers should not smoke 

 

According to Figure 7, based on the total survey, 82% of respondents think teenagers should not smoke as 

it could cause them to be unhealthy, while only a few respondents said it’s ok to smoke, and smoking could 

help them to release stresses. 31% of university students considered smoking to be inappropriate for 

teenagers. On the other hand, 15% of student think that teenagers smoking is a waste of money. However, 

we can see that only 10% student think that teenagers smoking would cause negative effects on their 

education. And the other 14% considered teenagers smoking could provide bad impacts in other ways. After 

all, we can observe that students care a lot about the health factor when it comes to smoking and the 

surrounding environment. 

 

1.6 How would other people in society think if they see teenagers smoke? 

 
Figure 8: How society would classify teenagers who smoke 

    

From Figure 8, we asked students what could be the social judgments over teenagers who smoke, and what 

do they think people in society would view teenagers smoking as. The result came out as 74% of total 

students think people would view teenagers smoking as lower class and 44% of total students think people 

would view teenagers smoking as uneducated. This showed that the criticism over teenagers smoking act 

is very high, and smoking would also presents young people as bad and uneducated. Only 11% of students 

think people would view teenagers smoking as unhealthy, while 13% of students think people would care 

about smoking to effect teenagers’ lives and their future. This means that the people would give see 

teenagers as uneducated and lower class (people who have no proper job) rather than as being concerned 

about their health and other relevant factors. 
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V. Discussion 

The purpose of this research study was to explore about the ideas of university students regarding teenagers 

who smoke on how they would judge or react to the smoking teenagers. Moreover, we wanted to see if 

there were any differences between the genders, if people would react differently when they see a boy 

smoke compare to when they see a girl smoke. Throughout the analysis, it came out that more than 90% 

students do not like teenagers who smoke [Figure 3]. Also, the male respondents were likely to react on 

smoking a bit less negative as compared to female respondents. [Figure 3] 

 

Similar to the Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS) conducted in 2003 which showed that 67.1% of males 

and 67.4% of females were being exposed to tobacco smoke environment (Rudatsikira et.al, 2010), our 

survey also found that up to 60% of respondents has agreed that they witnessed teenagers smoking 

sometimes [Figure 2].  On the same survey of GYTS, it showed that 40-50% of people think women 

appeared to have bad manners if they smoke. Hence, if we take a look at our survey, it is also likely to show 

that students have negative reactions on teenager girls who smoke [Figure 4, Table 2]. Moreover, we found 

that both the survey of Smoking Behavior in Cambodia and our survey have similar answers to the factors 

that males appear to have less sensitive reactions toward smoking compared to females [Figures 4 & 5] 

.  

Additionally, our research finding illustrates that most of the reasons why students think negatively on the 

teenagers smoking issue are related to health and education [Figure 6, Table 2]. Most of the students said 

they feel uncomfortable and unhealthy staying near teenagers who smoke and they would chose to avoid 

them [Table2]. Students also suggested that teenagers should not smoke as it is unhealthy and inappropriate 

[Figure 7]. Last, the survey showed us that both teenager boys and teenager girls got the same negative 

reaction if they smoke which justified that people would criticize and judge both genders the same way 

when it comes to smoking [Figure 6]. 

 

At the end, we asked the students how the other people would think of teenagers smoking. We found that 

74% of the respondents considered teenagers who smoke as the lower class (gangs, night workers, drug-

users, etc.) and 44% considered them as uneducated people [Figure 8]. All of these provide us evidence 

that people still have a negative opinion on teenagers who smoke, and that the topic is still very sensitive.   

 

VI. Conclusion and Recommendations 

This research study illustrates that most of the university students tend to think that smoking is a bad idea 

and they recommended that teenagers should not participate. We tried to seek for many reasons as to why 

students would not like teenagers to smoke and we found that most of the factors are due to the concerns 

over the health, as well as for the image of both boys and girls. People think they are way too young and it 

is not appropriate for young boys and girls to show the act of smoking or holding a cigarette. Moreover, 

students also expressed their concerns over the education of teenagers who smoked, saying that they were 

afraid smoking would cause teenagers to lose their concentration on studying. Along with the findings, we 

also noticed that most of the students do not react to the teenager girls as bad as prostitutes or sex workers 

even if they see them smoke. However, it is not enough to say that teenager girls smoking are acceptable 

in the society. The other relevant ideas suggested that people would not prefer to have teenagers smoking 

around them especially in a public places or even in a group of friends, according to the reasons that they 

would feel uncomfortable as well as unhealthy. 

 

After a detailed and critical study over the research sample by 100 questionnaires from university students, 

we can know better of how people especially young adults (university students) have their own 

understandings and perspectives on the matter of smoking.  

 

We would likely to give a recommendation to the next researchers and scholars to do more of the updated 

research on the relevant topics related to teenagers and the smoking issue, either to focus more on the 

solutions to reduce the teenagers smoking or go into more detail about the factors that influence teenagers 



to smoke. We believe that studying about this issue will be a great help and to reduce most of concerns of 

the teenagers in Cambodia in this modern society.   
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