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Inboduton
Cigarette smoking kills more than

400 000 Americans each year.1 Most to-
bacco victims are over the age of 351; how-
ever, the addiction that fosters tobacco use
begins for a majority of smokers during ad-
olescence.2 In an effort to deter minors from
initiating and sustaining tobacco use, most
states have enactd laws that restrict the
sale of tobacoo to minors.3 Despite the ex-
istence of these laws, evidence indicates
that most teenage smokers buy their own
cigarettes with little difiUlty.410

In an effort to promote greater aware-
ness of the problem of youth tobacco use
and access, this study presents estimates
of teenage smoldng and the illegal sale of
cigarettes to minors in each ofthe 50 states
and the District of Columbia.

Metos and Matefials
Data collected in the 1989 Teenage

Attitudes and Practices Survey of 12- to
18-year-old youth, sponsored by the Cen-
ters for Disease Control, the National
Cancer Institute, and the American Can-
cer Society, were used to generate state-
specific estimates of the number of teen-
age smokers.11 The survey is based on a
representative national sample of 9965
young people. Since our main interest in
this study was estimating the sale of cig-
arettes to teenagers, we restricted our def-
inition of a smoker to anyone who re-
ported having smoked in the last week.
This definition provides a conservative es-
timate of teenage smoking but is more
likely to capture those who regularly pur-
chase their own cigarettes.7,10

Table 1 shows the age-specific prev-
alence estimates obtained from the Teen-
age Attitudes and Practices Survey. Teen-
agers who reported having smoked in the
last week were asked to indicate the
amount they smoked daily. Daily cigarette
consumption among current smokers is
also reported in Table 1.

Census figures from 1990 were used
to estimate the number of teenagers in
each age group by state. Multiplying the
cigarette use prevalence figures shown in
Table 1 by the number ofteens in each age

group yields an estimate of the number of
smokers between the ages of 12 and 18
years in each state. Multiplying the aver-
age number of cigarettes consumed daily
from Table 1 by the number of teenage
smokers in each age group provides an
estimate of the number of cigarettes con-
sumed daily by teens in each state.

Data from a 1989 study on the ciga-
rette purchasing habits of teenage smok-
ers conducted by the National Automatic
Merchandising Association5 (a trade asso-
ciation for companies that sell cigarettes
from vending machines) were used to es-
timate the percentage of cigarettes con-
sumed by teens that represent sales to mi-
nors. In that study, the purchasing habits
of 1015 teenage smokers interviewed in
shopping malls in 20 US cities were as-
sessed. Seventy-two percent of teenage
smokers indicated that they obtain their
cigarettes by purchasing them, while an
additional 19% reported that they depend
on friends to supply them. Since the
friends of most teenagers are themselves
minors, this study indicates that 91%
(72% + 19%) of all cigarettes consumed
by teens are sold to minors. These findings
are consistent with results from other
studies that have examined the cigarette
purchasing habits ofteenage smokers.10,12

State laws vary in regard to the min-
imum age for selling cigarettes to minors.3
The estimated number of packs of ciga-
rettes illegally sold to minors was calcu-
lated separately by state according to each
state's minimum age law (see Table 2).
Multiplying the number of packs of ciga-
rettes consumed by teens by 0.91 provides
an estimate of the number of packs sold
illegally to minors each day. Sales and tax
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quently than once per week. However,
even using this conservative approach to
computing cigarette expenditures by teen-
agers, we estimate that, in 1991, the ciga-
rette industry derived approximately $190
million in profit from sales to minors ($94.8
million from illegal sales). Of course, the
profit derived from cigarette sales to teen-
agers is tiny in comparison with the profits
obtained from sales to adults. The finan-
cial incentive for the tobacco industry to
persuade teenagers to smoke is not the
short-term profit gained from sellig ciga-
rettes to them but the expected stream of
profit to be gained over a smoker's life-
time.

The federal government and state
governments also benefit financially from
tobacco sales to teenagers. In 1991, we
estimate that combined federal and state
taxes collected on the sale of cigarettes to
teens between the ages of 12 and 18 years
exceeded $240 million ($122 million de-
rived from illegal sales to minors). The
federal and state governments should con-
sider earmarking tax revenues collected
from the illegal sale ofcigarettes to minors
to programs enforcing tobacco age restric-
tion laws.

The public supports stronger limits
on children's access to and use of tobacco
products.14-16 Evidence from several
studies9'17.18 indicates that when tobacco
age restriction laws are enforced, tobacco
sales to minors can be sharply reduced.
Two recent studies'9 20 also provide evi-
dence that active enforcement of age re-
striction laws on tobacco sales can lower
the prevalence of smoking among teenag-
ers. Unfortunately, active enforcement of
tobacco age restrictions laws is the excep-
tion rather than the rule in most US com-
munities.

Until recently, the federal govern-
ment had taken no action to regulate the
access of minors to tobacco. In July 1992,
Congress passed an important amendment
to the Alcohol, Drug Abuse, and Mental
Health Administration (ADAMHA) Reor-
ganization Act designed to discourage to-
bacco use by young people. The Synar
Amendment (named for Congressman
Mike Synar, who offered this amendment
to the ADAMHA bill) provides that, as a
condition of receiving block grant funds
for substance abuse prevention and treat-
ment, states must enact and enforce a law
prohibiting the sale or distribution of to-

bacco products to individuals under 18
years of age. Specifically, states are re-
quired to check retailer compliance with
the tobacco age sale law by conducting
random, unannounced inspections of lo-
cations at which tobacco products are
sold and to submit a report to the secretary
of health and human services describing
their activities aimed at enforcing the law
during the preceding year. If a state fails
to demonstrate a reasonable effort to
enforce the law preventing tobacco sales
to minors, then it will lose between 10%
and 40% (depending on the year) of its
ADAMHAfunds. ADAMHAblock grant
awards tentatively set for fiscal year 1993
range from $2.0 million for Wyoming to
$201.2 million for California. Since no
state wishes to risk losing substantial fed-
eral funding, the Synar Amendment pro-
vides anew impetus for state governments
to enact meaningful legislation and en-
force existing laws to curtail tobacco sales
to minors.

Finally, policymakers should also
consider increasing taxes on cigarettes as
a strategy to reduce teenage smoking. In
comparison with adults, teenagers have
relatively little disposable income and are
therefore more sensitive to increases in
prices.21 A recently completed Canadian
study found that a 10% increase in the
relative price ofcigarettes (over and above
inflation) resulted in a 14% decline in the
prevalence of smoking by 15- through 19-
year-old teenagers.= l
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