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T21 policies are increasingly common in 
communities across the US
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National T21 policy is in effect
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What does the National T21 policy cover?

• All tobacco products
• Applies to everyone under 21 years (no 

exemptions)
• Age verification: FDA expects retailers 

would verify the age of anyone under 27 
years

• No sunset provision
• Enforcement: FDA has begun using 

individuals under 21 years in its compliance 
checks
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IOM 2015 report findings
25%   smoking initiation

12%   overall smoking rates

16,000 preterm and low birth 
weight averted within first 5 years 
of policy
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So what’s in T21 
laws besides 

restricting sale to 
21 or older?

Preemption
Penalties
Licensing

Signage
Enforcement
Exemptions
Compliance 

checks

Age verification
Products covered



• METHODS
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Policy identification and retrieval

• State legislature 
websites

www.tobaccowatcher.orgwww.tobacco21.org
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Data extraction

Preemption

Penalties

Licensing

Signage

Compliance 
checks

Age verification

Products covered

Enforcement
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Model T21 policy
• https://tobacco21.org/tobacco-21-model-policy/

https://tobacco21.org/tobacco-21-model-policy/
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Color coding

Strong

Weak

Medium
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Product covered; sale to minors <21
  Green (Gold standard) Yellow (somewhat compliant) Red (weak)

Definition Includes current and future tobacco 
products

Does not include future tobacco 
products

Only applies to combustible 
tobacco

Sale to minors Prohibits sale to minors under 21 years Prohibits sale to minors and 
purchase by minors

Prohibits purchase by minors
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Age verification; signage
  Green (Gold standard) Yellow (somewhat compliant) Red (weak)

Age verification Requires age verification prior to sale  Does not require age 
verification prior to sale

Signage Requires signage on the prohibition of 
sale to minors under 21 years

  Does not require signage
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Enforcement; licensing
  Green (Gold standard) Yellow (somewhat compliant) Red (weak)

Enforcement 
agency

Designates an enforcement agency 
and establishes a clear enforcement 

protocol

Designates an enforcement 
agency or enforcement 

protocol

Does not specify an 
enforcement agency or 

protocol
Retail licensing Creates a retail licensing 

program/retail licensing system 
already in place

  Does not create a retail 
licensing program/no retail 

licensing system in place



© 2014, Johns Hopkins University. All rights reserved.

Enforcement; compliance checks
  Green (Gold standard) Yellow (somewhat compliant) Red (weak)

Funding for 
enforcement

Dedicates funding to fully cover 
enforcement costs, either through 
licensing fees or as a provision in a 

state statute or local ordinance

  Does not list an enforcement 
funding source

Compliance checks Provides authority for the state, county, 
or municipality to inspect tobacco 

retailers for compliance, and a 
mandated minimum number of annual 

compliance checks for every tobacco 
retail establishment

Requires compliance checks 
but does not stipulate a 

minimum number of annual 
checks

Does not require compliance 
checks
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Penalties; preemption
  Green (Gold standard) Yellow (somewhat compliant) Red (weak)

Penalties Provides penalties focused on the 
tobacco retailer or licensee rather than 

the youth purchaser or non-
management employee and establishes 

a civil penalty structure for violations 
rather than a criminal penalty structure

Provides a mix of criminal 
penalties focused on tobacco 
retailer and civil penalties on 

youth

Does not provide penalties, or 
provides only criminal 

penalties, or stipulates criminal 
penalties for youth

Preemption Does not preempt development of 
stronger tobacco control policies at the 

local level

  Preempts stronger local 
tobacco control policies



• KEY FINDINGS



© 2014, Johns Hopkins University. All rights reserved.

Strength of US state T21 policies as of Dec 2019
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Strengths of policies
• Policies were generally strong in: 
• Applying definition to include all tobacco 

products
• Retail licensing authority
• Signage
• No preemption



© 2014, Johns Hopkins University. All rights reserved.

Weak areas: Enforcement agency
• Best practice: Policy should designate an enforcement agency and 

establish a clear enforcement protocol Strong

Weak

Medium
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Weak areas: Funding for enforcement
• Best practice: Policy should dedicate funding to fully cover enforcement 

costs, either through licensing fees or as a provision in a state statute or 
local ordinance Strong

Weak

Medium
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Weak areas: Compliance checks
• Best practice: Policy should provide authority for the state, county, or 

municipality to inspect tobacco retailers for compliance, and mandate a 
minimum number of annual compliance checks for every tobacco retail 
establishment Strong

Weak

Medium
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Weak areas: Age verification
• Best practice: Policy should require age verification prior to sale

Strong

Weak

Medium



• Strengths and limitations
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Strengths
• Examines in detail the policy domains of 

T21 policies across US states
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Limitations
• Policies not reviewed with in-state experts 

or legal counsel
• Study may not have picked up parts of the 

policy that may have been addressed in 
earlier amendments/versions of the law or 
rules may have been implemented after the 
fact to address loopholes/deficiencies

• Does not use a validated policy analysis tool 
to score and determine cut-offs.
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Next steps
• Validate work with TC legal experts 

• Identify factors that influence the strength 
of T21 policies

• Identify strategies to strengthen state T21 
laws



© 2014, Johns Hopkins University. All rights reserved.

Discussion questions
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