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Senate Democrats want to increase the smoking age to 21. That
would save lives.
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Senate Democrats this week made a surprising proposal that could save lives: raise the smoking age to 21.
"We can help prevent a new generation from falling prey to this deadly epidemic by passing another common-sense
measure to reduce youth tobacco use: raising the minimum tobacco age of sale to 21," Sen. Dick Durbin (D-IL) told
the Hill's Jordain Carney.
The proposal follows Hawaii's decision to raise its smoking age to 21, making it the first state to do so. Most states set
the age at 18, while some set it at 19. And some localities, including New York City, have already raised their age to
21.
Many people, citing their own experiences smoking and drinking before they were of legal age, are likely skeptical of
the arguments for the law. But the research on this point is actually pretty clear: A higher minimum legal age for buying
cigarettes really does save lives. Not only that, but the research shows that the logical comparison point — the
minimum legal age for buying alcohol — saves lives, too.

A higher nationwide smoking age would save lives
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A report released earlier this year by the highly prestigious Institute of Medicine (IOM) found raising the smoking age
to 21 could prevent approximately 223,000 premature deaths among Americans born between 2000 and 2019.
The analysis, which reviewed the available research and used a mathematical model for its projections, concluded
that increasing the minimum legal age to 21 would decrease smoking initiation rates by 25 percent among 15- to 17year-olds, while other age groups up to 21 years old would see smaller but significant decreases. In total, IOM's model
projected the increased minimum legal age would drive a 12 percent decrease in the prevalence of tobacco use by the
time today's teenagers became adults.

Institute of Medicine
Richard Bonnie, a University of Virginia professor of health and law who headed the analysis, said delaying when
people start smoking is crucial because older people — perhaps more aware of their mortality and the health effects
of tobacco — are less likely to initiate smoking. About 90 percent of adults who become daily smokers report first
using cigarettes before 19 years of age, and almost 100 percent report first use before 26, according to the IOM report.
So preventing people from starting to smoke at a young age could very well stop them from smoking for a lifetime.
The higher legal age for smoking would delay the initiation rate in two ways. Most obviously, it would prevent 18- to
21-year-olds from legally purchasing cigarettes. But it would also have trickle-down effects on younger groups —
particularly 15- to 17-year-olds — by limiting their access to friends and family who can buy cigarettes legally. The
logic is simple: It's possible that middle and high school students may have access to 18-year-old peers to purchase
cigarettes now, but they're likely not going to have as much access to people who are 21 or older, who will likely be in
college or living their adult lives.
Older friends and family members "are largely where young people get their tobacco," Bonnie said. "If you raise [the
smoking age] to 21, over time we think that's going to have a significant effect on separating these social networks."

The drinking age saves lives, too
Raising the smoking age lends itself to comparisons to the minimum legal age for alcohol. Indeed, several people on
social media and Reddit immediately drew the comparison when Hawaii hiked its smoking age.
Bonnie cautions against putting too much emphasis on this comparison. For one, there's a much bigger stigma
against smoking than against drinking, which surely plays some role in people's obedience of the age laws.
Furthermore, the age policies for drinking and smoking have different goals: Raising the smoking age is supposed to

deter people from smoking altogether by delaying their initiation, while raising the drinking age is supposed to stop
people from drinking only until they're more responsible adults.
Still, Bonnie notes that the research does show the drinking age works to delay some drinking. "The evidence is
overwhelming [that] raising the age reduces consumption," he said. "Even though consumption remains significant
among the younger population and increases as people get older, it's still lower than it would be if you lowered the age
to 18."
A 2014 review of the research published in the Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs bore this out: Although many
young people disobey the drinking age, the evidence overwhelmingly suggests that it has depressed drinking and
saved lives.
""The evidence is overwhelming [that] raising the age reduces consumption""
The review found the drinking age saves up to hundreds of lives annually as a result of reduced alcohol-age-related
traffic fatalities among underage drivers. One study cited in the analysis found the number of fatally injured drivers
with a positive blood alcohol concentration decreased by 57 percent among those ages 16 to 20, compared with a 39
percent decrease for those 21 to 24 and 9 percent for those 25 and older, between 1982 and 1995, after the passage
of the National Minimum Drinking Age Act of 1984 raised the legal drinking age from 18 to 21. Other studies had
similar positive findings.
Critics of the drinking age commonly argue that it forces youth to drink in secret, which may lead to binge drinking as
people stash booze to secretly consume all at once. But the review of the research found no evidence for this, and
instead concluded that the national drinking age law reduced access to alcohol and consumption. And New Zealand,
which reduced its drinking age from 20 to 18 in 1999, saw increases in drinking among ages 18 to 19 and even bigger
increases among those 16 to 17 years old, as well as a rise in alcohol-related crashes among 15- to 19-year-olds.
William DeJong, a professor at Boston University School of Health and a co-author of the research review, suggested
his findings for the drinking age may apply to the smoking age, too. "The basic idea behind these laws is to reduce
youth access to these substances," he wrote in an email. "The evidence is clear that, the later a young person takes a
first drink, the less likely they are to experience negative alcohol-related consequences as adults. And the later a
young person starts to smoke, the less likely they are to develop a lifelong habit."
So the laws may not be perfect, and they may be disobeyed at times. But the overall evidence is suggestive: Higher
minimum legal ages for smoking and drinking reduce use and save lives, and they do so by working exactly as one
would expect.

