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Where and how youth smokers get their e-cigarettes 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 or requires retailers to keep all tobacco products behind the counter. Some youth buy the e-cigarettes 
they use, 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 (usually other kids). According to the 2023 Monitoring the Future 
Survey, over half (54.7%) of 10th grade students say it would be easy to get vaping devices.1  
 
Social Sources of E-Cigarettes 
 
Social sources, such as friends and classmates, are the most common source for accessing e-cigarettes 
among youth: 
 

• According to the 2021 NYTS, 32.3% of youth e-cigarette users report getting e-cigarettes from a 
friend, the most commonly reported source for accessing e-cigarettes. Another 10.2% reported 
getting e-cigarettes from a family member.2  

• The 2021 NYTS also found that 28.7% of youth e-cigarette users reported having someone else buy 
e-cigarettes for them, undermining the impact of youth access and age-of-sale laws.3   

• A 2018 study found that among surveyed youth JUUL users (ages 12-17), half had gotten JUUL 
from a social source.4 While the up-front cost of some e-cigarettes, like JUUL, is high (a JUUL 
starter kit, which includes the device, charger and four JUULpods of various flavors, is $29.99 on 
the JUUL website), there have been anecdotal reports of kids pooling together money to share a 
device and sell “hits” from the device to recoup the cost.  

 
Social sources have to get the products they distribute from somewhere, so they likely purchased from the 
Internet or from a retail store before distributing to others. 
 
In-Store Purchases of E-Cigarettes 
 
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.5  
 

• According to the 2021 National Youth Tobacco Survey (NYTS), 22.2% of youth e-cigarette users 
report obtaining e-cigarettes from a vape shop or tobacco shop in the past month and 17.7% from a 
gas station or convenience store.6  

• Older data from the 2018 NYTS found that among youth who had tried to buy tobacco products, only 
one quarter reported that they were denied sale because of their age.7  

• 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.8 

 
Online Purchases of E-Cigarettes 
 
Studies have found that youth successfully purchased e-cigarettes over the internet in 94 to 97 percent of 
their online purchase attempts.9 Many online retailers have not used adequate age verification,10 with some 
retailers simply requiring purchasers to check a box affirming that they are over age 18 to enter the site. 
According to the 2021 NYTS, 2.9% of youth e-cigarette users report buying e-cigarettes online. 11  
 
In 2020, the Preventing All Cigarette Trafficking (PACT) Act was extended to cover e-cigarettes, which, 
among other things, required that online and remote sellers comply with all state, local, Tribal, and other 
applicable laws regarding tobacco sales, distribution, and delivery, including age verification.12 In addition, 
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under the PACT Act, e-cigarettes cannot be mailed through the U.S. Postal Service, and other major delivery 
services, including FedEx13 and DHL14 have stopped allowing shipping of e-cigarettes. However, a recent 
study found that, despite the PACT Act restrictions placed on e-cigarettes, online e-cigarette vendors still do 
not use adequate age-verification methods that would prevent youth purchasing, and while many private 
delivery companies have opened to ship products for online vendors, some continue to list USPS as their 
delivery service.15 
 
Making it More Difficult for Kids to Buy E-Cigarettes Reduces Youth Smoking  
 
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.16 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 the 2022 NYTS, 84.9% of youth e-cigarette users use flavored e-cigarettes17 
and according to the PATH study, 70.3% say they use e-cigarettes “because they come in flavors I like.”18 
Restricting or prohibiting the sale of flavored e-cigarettes will therefore reduce the availability of the products 
most popular among youth. At least 360 localities and 5 states have passed restrictions or complete 
prohibitions on the sale of flavored e-cigarettes, along with other flavored tobacco products.19  
 
Increasing the price of e-cigarettes is an effective way to discourage youth use because youth are 
particularly price sensitive.20 Price hikes may also make it less likely that parents and other adults will give e-
cigarettes to kids.  
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