WHERE DO YOUTH SMOKERS GET THEIR CIGARETTES?

According to the 2024 Monitoring the Future Survey, about one out of every three (32.4%) eighth graders
and over two-fifths (41.4%) of tenth graders say cigarettes are easy for them to get.! Where and how youth
smokers get their cigarettes, however, can vary considerably from state to state or city to city, depending on
factors such as whether the jurisdiction strictly enforces the laws prohibiting tobacco sales to minors.

Some youth smokers buy the cigarettes they smoke, either directly from retailers or other kids, or by giving
money to others to buy for them. Others get their cigarettes for free from social sources, and still others
obtain their cigarettes by shoplifting or stealing.

Nationwide, older youth smokers are more likely to buy their cigarettes directly than younger smokers, who
are more likely to get their cigarettes from others or by stealing.? Some of this difference is because kids who
look older typically find it easier to buy cigarettes than younger kids; but another powerful factor is that older
youth smokers are more likely to be regular smokers, and regular smokers are much more likely to purchase
their own cigarettes than kids who smoke less frequently or are only "experimenting."3 Not surprisingly, older
or regular youth smokers who buy their own cigarettes also supply them to kids who do not purchase their
own but instead rely on getting them from others.*

Direct Purchases of Cigarettes

While tremendous progress has been made in reducing youth access to cigarettes, research shows that
many underage youth are still able to purchase cigarettes. According to the 2021 National Youth Tobacco
Survey (NYTS), 17.1% of current youth smokers reported directly purchasing cigarettes from a gas station or
convenience store and 7.0% reported directly purchasing cigarettes from a vape shop or tobacco shop.5
Data from previous Youth Risk Behavior Surveys (YRBS) and other independent studies show that older
teens and youth of any age who are daily smokers are more likely to buy their cigarettes from stores than
younger teens and non-daily smokers.6

Social Sources of Cigarettes

Youth smokers also identify social sources, such as friends and classmates, as a common source of
cigarettes. According to the 2021 NYTS, 18.4% of current youth smokers reported getting cigarettes from a
friend and 17.5% reported getting them from a family member.” Some youth also report buying cigarettes
from a social source. According to the 2021 NYTS, 14.7% of current youth smokers reported buying
cigarettes from a friend, family member, or other person.®

Making it More Costly or Difficult For Kids to Buy Cigarettes Reduces Youth Smoking

Numerous research studies have found that making obtaining cigarettes as inconvenient, difficult and
expensive as possible for kids reduces both the number of kids who try or regularly smoke cigarettes and the
number of cigarettes consumed by kids who continue to smoke. On December 20, 2019, President Trump
signed legislation to amend the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act, and raise the federal minimum age of
sale of tobacco products from 18 to 21 years, effective immediately. While raising the tobacco sale age to 21
is a significant milestone, age restrictions alone are insufficient to reduce youth access.

Because youth purchases are a source of cigarettes smoked by kids, increasing cigarette prices and
minimizing the number of retailers willing to illegally sell cigarettes to kids will reduce youth smoking.® While
these measures directly affect youth who buy their own cigarettes, they also reduce the number of kids who
buy cigarettes and supply them to other kids for free. Price hikes may also make it less likely that parents
and other adults will give cigarettes to kids, will be careless about leaving their cigarettes where kids can
easily take them, or won’t notice when some of their cigarettes are missing.
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In contrast to retail enforcement efforts, voluntary tobacco industry programs to reduce illegal retailer sales to
kids have not been found to reduce youth sales effectively.'C Likewise, although the 2009 Family Smoking
Prevention and Tobacco Control Act prohibits vending machine cigarette sales except for in adult-only
facilities, older children and youth who appear older may still be able to obtain cigarettes from these self-
service machines.*!
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More information is available at

http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/facts issues/fact sheets/toll/tobacco kids/ and
http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/facts issues/fact sheets/policies/prevention us state/save lives money/.
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