
Big Tobacco recruits new smokers early: 
Nearly 90% of adult smokers started in their teenage years1 – and the 
tobacco industry knows it. A report issued by Phillip Morris in 1986 stated, 
“Raising the legal minimum age for cigarette purchaser to 21 could gut our 
key young adult market.”2 

		
Raising the minimum smoking age to 21 will 
drastically reduce this problem: 
Only 10% of smokers start at age 21 or older.3 If someone reaches 21 without 
becoming a smoker, there’s only a 2% chance they will start.4 The Institute of 
Medicine estimates that raising the minimum age will result in a 12% overall 

reduction in the smoking rate, resulting in 223,000 fewer premature deaths.5		

Raising the minimum 
smoking age to 21. 
Teens enlist in the  

military for 4 years… 
They start smoking for life. 

 

Old enough to serve shouldn’t 
mean old enough to smoke. 
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Raising the minimum age works: 
Drinking among persons ages 18-20 declined almost 20% in the first six years after the legal 
drinking age was raised to 21 in 1984; it declined even more sharply among those ages 
21-25, dropping 26% over the same time period.6 

 

After raising the minimum smoking age to 21 in 2005, the town of Needham, MA saw the 
youth smoking rate drop from 13% to 6.7% in the first five years. Meanwhile, surrounding 
towns where the smoking age was still 18 only saw youth smoking decrease from 15% to 
12.4%.7 

 

Raising the minimum age has ripple effects on youth smoking: 
Many of the cigarettes smoked by minors are purchased by people between ages 18-21. 
By raising the minimum smoking age, we greatly reduce the accessibility of cigarettes for 
minors.8 

 

Raising the minimum age will not hurt local business: 
One of the groups most opposed to raising the minimum age is not smokers, but retailers, 
who claim they will go out of business. However, tobacco sales to 18-21 year-olds account 
for only 2% of retail tobacco sales. (Yet create 90% of new smokers!)9  
 
Not a single convenience store went out of business in Needham after the town raised the 
minimum smoking age. Furthermore CVS and Target have voluntarily stopped selling 
tobacco products, leaving more market share to convenience stores.10 

 

The military doesn’t want Big Tobacco recruiting young 
smokers either: 
The Army’s own Surgeon General says soldiers who smoke are less ready for combat and 
take longer to heal from injuries.11 Earlier this year, Secretary of Defense Ash Carter issued 
new policies to raise cigarette prices on military bases and enlarge smoke-free areas as 
part of the military’s efforts to reduce smoking rates. 
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     Don’t let Big Tobacco enlist another  
generation of young smokers.  

Learn more about how you can help at tobaccofree-ri.org.  

Raising the minimum 
smoking age to 21. 


