YOUTH ACCESS AND EXPOSURE TO E-CIGARETTES AT THE
POINT OF SALE

E-Cigarettes Are Easy for Kids to Purchase
While tremendous progress had been made in reducing youth access to cigarettes, research shows that
e-cigarettes are significantly easier for underage youth to purchase than cigarettes. Underage purchase
attempts of vaping products are 35% less likely to trigger an ID request and 42% more likely to result in a
sales violation, compared to purchase attempts for cigarettes. 1 In 2019, about two-thirds of 10th grade
students reported that it would be easy for them to get vaping devices and e-liquids.2
For youth who purchase their own e-cigarettes, vape shops are the most common source for illegal sales
to minors. 16.5% of middle and high school e-cigarette users under 18 report obtaining e-cigarettes from
a vape shop in the past month and 9.8% from a gas station or convenience store.3 A study in JAMA
Pediatrics found that in California, e-cigarette sales to minors violations are significantly higher in tobacco
and vape shops than any other type of retailer, with 44.7% selling to underage buyers.4
E-Cigarette Marketing and Promotions in Retail Stores Appeals to Youth
While little data is available on e-cigarette marketing expenditures, cigarette and smokeless tobacco
manufacturers spend 96% of their marketing expenditures in the retail environment (also called the
pointof sale).5 Consequently, it’s no surprise that retail stores are the most common source of exposure to
e-cigarette marketing among youth. Nearly 60% of middle and high school students reporting marketing
exposure in retail stores in 2019.6
An assessment of vape shops in six cities across the US found that 29.1% had signage indicating health
claims prohibited by the FDA, 16.3% offered free e-liquid samples, and 27.4% had signage with cartoon
imagery.7 In addition, 83.2% offered price promotions of some kind, and 89.9% had signage for product
and price promotions.8 A 2012 report of the U.S. Surgeon General concluded that, “…the industry’s
extensive use of price-reducing promotions has led to higher rates of tobacco use among young people
than would have occurred in the absence of these promotions.” 9
Consistent with research on marketing of other tobacco products, studies have found that e-cigarettes are
often stocked near kid-friendly products like candy. A national study found that in 2015, 20% of ecigarette retailers had e-cigarettes displayed near candy, gum, soda, or ice cream.10 Another study of ecigarette retailers in North Carolina found that 13.6% stocked e-cigarettes next to candy and 14.8%
stocked them next to cessation aids, sending mixed messages to consumers about the health risks of ecigarettes.11
Neighborhood Access to E-Cigarette Retailers
An assessment of vape shops in six cities across the US found that one-third of vape shops were within
two blocks of schools.12 However, e-cigarettes are widely available in other retailers, including
convenience stores. In 2015, 80% of tobacco retailers sold e-cigarettes (an increase from 72% in 2014);
e-cigarette sales and use data suggest availability has likely continued to increase in recent years.13
With nearly half of adolescents visiting a convenience store at least once a week,14 the chance a kid will
have easy access to an e-cigarette retailer is high. Stanford researchers found that in 30 large U.S. cities,
an average of 62.6% of public schools are within 1,000 feet (about 2 city blocks) of a tobacco retailer
(ranging from 32.8% in Sacramento to 94.1% in New York City). They also found that on average, 70% of
city residents live within a half mile (about a 10 minute walk) from a tobacco retailer. 15 Tobacco retailer
density is associated with greater youth initiation of cigarette smoking,16 and evidence is emerging that
this pattern may hold true for e-cigarettes as well. A study in New Jersey found that e-cigarette retailer
density around schools was positively associated with ever and past-month use of e-cigarettes.17
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For decades, research has also shown that tobacco retailer density and marketing is higher in minority
and low income neighborhoods.18 Stanford researchers recently found that in 30 large U.S. cities, there
are on average nearly five times more tobacco retailers per square mile in the lowest-income
neighborhoods than in the highest-income neighborhoods. 19 The e-cigarette retail landscape is rapidly
evolving and more research is needed on the distribution of e-cigarette retailers, including vape shops.
However, states and communities that are considering exempting vape shops and/or adult-only tobacco
retailers from regulations like flavor restrictions should consider the potential unintended consequences
on tobacco-related disparities in their community.
Making it More Difficult for Kids to Access E-Cigarettes
Research shows that making obtaining tobacco products as inconvenient, difficult and expensive as
possible for kids reduces both the number of kids who try or regularly use tobacco products. 20 To the
extent that these measures directly affect youth who buy their own e-cigarettes or be sources for other
youth, then they can also reduce the supply to other kids.
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.
Restricting the sale of flavored tobacco products is an important strategy that can help reduce youth
access to e-cigarettes. According to PATH data, 97% of current youth e-cigarette users have used a
flavored e-cigarette in the past month and 70.3% say they use e-cigarettes “because they come in flavors
I like.”21 Restricting or prohibiting the sale of flavored e-cigarettes will therefore reduce the availability of
the products most popular among youth. At least 270 localities and 4 states have passed restrictions or
complete prohibitions on the sale of flavored e-cigarettes, along with other flavored tobacco products.22
Increasing the price of e-cigarettes is an effective way to discourage youth use because youth are
particularly price sensitive.23 Price hikes may also make it less likely that parents and other adults will give
e-cigarettes to kids.
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