
 
 

Tobacco 21 
Protecting youth by raising the minimum sale age for tobacco products from 18 to 21 years old 

 
  

Tobacco Use—Especially Among Young People—Is a Critical Public Health Problem 

 Although tobacco use has decreased, tobacco is still a leading cause of preventable, premature death in the 
United States and New York City, killing thousands of New Yorkers each year.1,2 

 20,000 public high school students currently smoke in NYC.3 
 Almost 100,000 young adults between the ages of 18-24 currently smoke in NYC.4 
 About 80% of NYC smokers started before the age of 21.5 
 The transition from experimental to regular smoking typically occurs around age 20.6 
 Use of electronic cigarettes, which contain the highly addictive drug nicotine, more than doubled among 

U.S. high school students between 2011 and 2012 from 4.7% to 10%.7 

 
Raising the Minimum Sale Age Reduces Access to Tobacco Products in Stores 

 In NYC, 25% of public high school students under 18 who smoke reported purchasing cigarettes in stores.8 
 Currently, teenagers who look older than 16 years old are significantly more likely to succeed in a purchase 

attempt than those who look younger.9 
 The NYS driver license clearly indicates “Under 21”, making it easier for retailers to identify youth at that age 

threshold. 
 

Raising the Minimum Age Reduces Access to Social Means of Purchasing Tobacco Products 

 Friends are a common source of tobacco among underage youth.10,11 
 Between 1997 and 2011, the proportion of public high school students buying their own cigarettes from 

stores dropped, while the percentage who obtain cigarettes from someone else increased from 40% to 
52%.12 

 90% of people purchasing cigarettes for minors were between 18 and 20.13 
 High schools students are less likely to come into contact with 21 year olds than 18 year olds in their social 

circles, reducing opportunities to access tobacco from current legal buyers.14 
 

Raising the Minimum Age Will Save Lives 

 After the minimum sale age was increased from 16 to 18 in England, there was a 30% decline in smoking 
among youth ages 16-17;15 younger students ages 11-15 were also less likely to be regular smokers 
afterwards than before the law.16 

 By one estimate, raising the minimum age would decrease smoking prevalence by 67% for 14-17 year olds 
and 55% for 18-20 year olds.17 Smoking prevalence for those over 21 would decline slowly over time as 
these youth age, ultimately falling 30%.18 

 
Public Support and Precedent 

 Needham, MA raised the tobacco sale age to 21 in 2005.19  Between 2006 and 2012, high school students 
in Needham who reported smoking in the past month declined over 50%.20 

 Neighboring states and counties have raised the tobacco sale age to 19, including New Jersey in 200521, 
Nassau County in 200622, Onondaga County in 200923 and Suffolk County in 2005.24  

 Two-thirds of New Yorkers favor raising the minimum age for sale of cigarettes from 18 to 21, with 69% of 
non-smokers and 60% of smokers supporting this policy.25 
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