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Adolescents greatly overestimate the rate of adult smoking in Japan:

A cross-sectional survey of junior high school students

Masayuki Kaji* and Akira Sugawara*
*Shizuoka Graduate University of Public Health

Objectives

In recent years, the prevalence of smoking initiation among junior and senior high school students in Japan has dropped significantly,
to only a few percent of both males and females. However, the smoking rate among people in their 20s remains significantly higher,
at 20.6% in men and 5.2% in women, suggesting that many people start smoking after high school graduation. The misperception that
“most adults smoke” could therefore weaken the effects of school-based smoking prevention education. This study quantified junior
high school students’ estimates of adult smoking prevalence and examined whether those estimates vary according to household
smoking exposure.

Methods

From November 2023 to November 2024, a self-administered questionnaire was completed in nine public junior high schools in Shi-
zuoka City immediately before smoking prevention classes. Students indicated, in 10% increments, what proportion of Japanese adult
men and women they believed smoked. Household smoking status, parental smoking, and in-home second hand-smoke exposure
were also recorded. Mean estimates were compared with unpaired t-tests (o = 0.05).

Results

Of 1,791 eligible students, 1,529 (85.4 %) provided responses (male = 798, female = 721, missing = 10). Overall, 39.7 % lived with at
least one smoker. Male students estimated that 54.0 % of adult men and 36.6 % of adult women smoke, and female students estimat-
ed 58.9 % and 40.9 %, respectively. Both sex differences were significant (p < 0.001). Students from households with smokers con-
sistently provided higher estimates than those from households without smokers (p < 0.01 for both sexes).

Conclusions

National surveillance data show that 25.6 % of adult men and 6.9 % of adult women in Japan currently smoke; however, our results
indicate that junior high school students greatly overestimate the prevalence of adult smoking, with those in our study placing it at
more than twice the actual rate. School-based smoking prevention classes should incorporate accurate prevalence data and address

household smoking to help correct these normative misperceptions and prevent post-graduation uptake.

Key words: adult smoking rates, questionnaire survey, smoking prevention education
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