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95% 
of tobacco users 
start before the age of 
21



2019 North Carolina Youth Tobacco Survey Results
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E-cigarettes #1 Product Used by Youth

2019 estimates may not represent the full population due to low response rate
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E-Cigarette Use Continues to Increase

*2019 estimates may not represent the full population due to low response rate
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Nicotine Poses Unique Dangers to the Developing Human 

Source: England, Lucinda J et al. Nicotine and the developing human: A neglected element in the electronic cigarette debate. Am Journ Prev Med 2015. 

Nicotine is toxic to 

developing fetuses and 

impairs fetal brain and lung 

development

Nicotine use while 

adolescent brain is 

developing can disrupt brain 

circuit formation 

Poisonings occur among 

users via ingestion of 

nicotine liquid, absorption 

through skin, and inhalation

And associated with 

combustible tobacco use 

as well as other drug use
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69.9% of young people who 
currently use e-cigarettes want to 
use one within an hour of waking up

19.4% want to use within 

5 minutes of waking



NC School Study Conducted in Collaboration with CDC

Online survey of 
574 school staff

35 in-person semi-
structured interviews 

with school staff

Environmental assessment: 
(e.g. collected e-cigarettes 

confiscated by 6 schools for 
student policy violations)



19E-cigarette devices and e-liquids confiscated by 6 N.C. Schools
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School Staff Reported that E-cigarettes are Somewhat or Very...

Problematic

Harmful

Contributory to 
learning disruptions

High priority issue for 
school administration

Percent of school staff



Young people use e-cigarettes for social 
reasons and because they come in flavors
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I used them for some other reason

They are often used in TV shows or movies

They cost less than other tobacco products, such as cigarettes

They are easier to get than other tobacco products, such as…

To try to quit using other tobacco products, such as cigarettes

They are popular on social media sites, such as Instagram,…

They are less harmful than other forms of tobacco, such as…

They can be used in areas where other tobacco products, such as…

They are available in flavors, such as mint, candy, fruit, or…

Friend or family member used them

I used them in social situations with friends, such as at parties or…

Percent of Respondents

What are the reasons you have used e-cigarettes? Select all answers that apply.
Among ever users (n=324)

Source: CDC Foundation. North Carolina Cross-Sectional, Online Survey Summary Tables. 2021: 1-104.



Young people primarily get their e-cigarettes 
from retail locations and vape shops

The most common social source of e-cigarettes among youth 
aged 13-17 is from a friend under the age of 21

13.7%

28.6%

40.7%

54.3%

Internet

Social Sources (family member,
friend, some other person)

Vape Shops

Retail (gas station, grocery store,
drugstore, mall/shopping center)

All Respondents

32.7%

35.2%

59.2
%

Youth Under 21 

53%

43.5%

Young Adults 21-24

Categories with fewer than 25 responses not reported



Raising the purchase age of tobacco and 
nicotine products would result in 4.2 million 
fewer years of life lost for today's children.

Improve maternal, fetal and infant outcomes 
by reducing the likelihood of maternal and 
paternal smoking. 

The U.S. Surgeon General and the National 
Academy of Medicine have identified the 
licensing of tobacco retailers as an evidence-
based measure to reduce tobacco sales to 
youth.



Tobacco 21 Policies

 In December 2019, Congress increased the 

federal minimum legal sales age of all tobacco 

products, including e-cigarettes, from 18 to 

21. 

While a majority of states (39 states) as of 

November 2021, have increased their 

minimum tobacco sales age to 21 to match 

federal law, North Carolina’s minimum sales 

age remains 18. 

34

IOM (Institute of Medicine). 2015. Public health implications of raising the minimum age of legal access to tobacco products. Washington, DC: The National Academies 
Press. Public Health Law Center, ChangeLab Solutions, Tobacco 21 Model Policy, 2019. https://tobacco21.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/450-T21-States-4-18-2019.png



Federal Synar Amendment

• Federal law,  known as the Synar Amendment, requires states to annually 
inspect a random sample of tobacco retailers to determine what 
percentage are selling to underage youth. 

• If the percentage of underage sales goes above 20%, the state may be 
forced to forfeit millions of federal Substance Abuse Prevention and 
Treatment block grant monies that fund prevention, treatment, and 
recovery initiatives, such as funding to address the opioid epidemic.

• Recent high violation rates in North Carolina have sounded the alarm to 
focus on reducing sales to youth.



Licensing or Permitting of Tobacco Product Retailers is an 
Effective Means to Reduce Sales to Youth

• Currently, N.C. is one of only 10 states without a tobacco retailer permitting 
system

• Tobacco retailer permitting is beneficial because:

- Allows the state to know where tobacco products are being sold; . 

- Allows the state to inspect for responsible retail practices; (Alcohol Law 
Enforcement (ALE) does not have inspection authority for tobacco retailers 
like it has for alcohol retailers)

- Provides a more effective mechanism for enforcing the law when violations 
are detected; and 

- Provides a funding mechanism for inspections, retailer education and 
enforcement can result in large reductions in youth use of tobacco products, 
especially e-cigarettes.

• The N.C. ABC Commission is well situated to oversee permitting of tobacco 
retailers. 



Tobacco 21 Interagency Workgroup

NC Department of Health and Human Services
• NC Division of Public Health

• NC Division of Mental Health, Developmental Disabilities and 
Substance Abuse Services 

NC Department of Public Safety 
• Alcohol Law Enforcement

NC Alcohol Beverage Control Commission

NC Department of Revenue



An Effective 
Law to Raise 
Tobacco 
Sales Age to 
21

• Applies to all tobacco 
products

• Requires retailer permit
• Requires ID checks
• Imposes minimal 

penalties for purchasers 
under 21

• Holds retailers 
responsible for violations

• Requires signage
• Requires employee 

training
• Prohibits internet sales to 

people under 21
• Allows local government 

authority 
• Provides enough time for 

the state to implement 
and to educate retailers 
about the new law 

Source: 
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/
stateandcommunity/tobacco_
control_programs/surveillance
_evaluation/tobacco-21-
policy-evaluation/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/stateandcommunity/tobacco_control_programs/surveillance_evaluation/tobacco-21-policy-evaluation/index.html


Conclusions

• N.C. has experienced an alarming increase in the use of tobacco products 
by young people—especially e-cigarettes, which are mostly acquired from 
retailers. 

• It’s important to prevent the sale of tobacco products to people under age 21. 

• To match federal law and most other states, N.C. needs to raise the age of 
purchase to 21. 

• N.C. is at risk of losing millions of federal dollars for substance use disorder 
treatment if it does not effectively prevent underage sales of tobacco products

• A tobacco retailer permitting is an evidence-based measure to reduce tobacco 
sales to youth.

• N.C. needs a level playing field among tobacco retailers—making it easier to 
educate and inspect all retailers to reduce illegal sales to underage youth. 
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