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Literature Review: Impact of Tobacco Price and Tax Policies on Children 

Summary 

1. Increasing taxes to raise the price of tobacco products is the most effective policy to 
reduce tobacco consumption. 

2. Higher tobacco taxes are particularly effective in reducing smoking among youth, who 
are typically more price-sensitive than adults.   

3. Tobacco price and tax measures are likely to have a strong impact on youth in low- and 
middle-income countries, where cheap tobacco products are accessible in a variety of 
retail locations.  However, few studies have evaluated the effect of real-world tobacco 
price increases on tobacco prevalence and consumption among youth, with virtually no 
studies from low- and middle-income countries. 

4. There is strong evidence from high-income countries that raising the price of cigarettes 
will lead to significant reductions in rates of youth smoking and consumption. 

5. There is inconsistent evidence on whether increased cigarette prices are effective for 
preventing young people from starting to smoke. 

6. Some research from the United States shows that cigarette tax increases are associated 
with positive health outcomes in children, including reduced risk for low birthweight, and 
decreased rates of hospitalization for asthma and lower respiratory infections. 

7. Youth in many countries around the world, especially those in low- and middle-income 
countries, have easy access to single cigarettes.  The sale of single cigarettes makes 
cigarettes more affordable to youth and undermines tobacco tax policies. 

8. There is evidence to suggest that bans on the sale of single cigarettes are generally 
poorly enforced, particularly in low-and middle-income countries.  However, there is 
currently no research on how such bans affect smoking-related outcomes among youth.   
 

Background 

Globally, an estimated 25 million youth currently smoke cigarettes and 13 million use smokeless 

tobacco products.[1]  Tax increases that raise the price of tobacco products are widely 

recognized as the single most effective population-based strategy to reduce tobacco 

consumption.[2,3]  Higher tobacco prices encourage current users to quit, prevent non-users 

from starting to smoke, and reduce the quantity of tobacco consumed among continuing 

users.[4]   

Youth are likely be more responsive to price and tax measures than adults because they have 

been smoking for a shorter period of time and thus have lower levels of addiction, they are more 

likely to be influenced by reduced smoking among their peers in response to higher prices, they 

have lower disposable income, and they are more likely to be oriented toward present than the 

future.[1,5–7]  Studies from high-income countries (HICs) — predominantly from the US — have 

generally found higher overall cigarette price elasticities for youth (ranging from 0 to -1.44) than 

for adults (ranging from -0.3 to -0.5).[7–11]  In other words, a 10% cigarette price increase 

would potentially decrease smoking by up to 14% for youth compared to 5% for adults, which 

suggests that young people are two to three times more responsive to price increases than 

adults on average.[2,12] 

Article 6 of the WHO FCTC obligates Parties to adopt pricing and taxation measures in order to 

reduce tobacco consumption.  Research has consistently shown that adults in LMICs are often 

more responsive to prices of tobacco products than those in HICs.[1]  Tobacco price and tax 

measures are likely to have an even greater impact on youth in low- and middle-income 
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countries (LMICs), where many young people have access to cheap tobacco products.  Studies 

based on Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS) data have estimated that a 10% increase in 

cigarette prices would lead to larger reductions in smoking among youth aged 13 to 15 years in 

LMICs (21% to 22% decrease) than those in HICs (15% to 18% decrease).[13,14]  Consistent 

with findings from HICs, there is evidence that young people in LMICs are more sensitive to 

changes in cigarette prices than adults.[15–18]  Most existing studies have used simulation 

models to estimate the extent to which youth demand for tobacco products responds to changes 

in price based either on aggregate data (i.e., country or state-level data on the total amount of 

tobacco purchased or taxed for the entire population) or individual-level survey data; however, 

the bulk of the evidence comes from HICs.[1]  Currently, there is very limited research on the 

impact of real-world tobacco price increases on tobacco prevalence and consumption among 

youth, with virtually no studies from LMICs.  In fact, a 2018 systematic review of research on 

WHO ‘best buy’ interventions for non-communicable diseases conducted in low-income and 

lower-middle-income countries from 1990 to 2015 failed to identify any studies on the impact of 

tobacco taxation on youth.[19]  In addition, there are few studies on the price elasticity of 

demand for other types of tobacco products, such as smokeless tobacco, waterpipe, and bidis, 

that are commonly used by youth around the world.[1,20,21]   

Higher cigarette prices will reduce smoking rates and cigarette consumption among 

adolescents and young adults 

A few studies conducted in European countries [22,23] and Canada [24] have found no 

association between cigarette prices and smoking prevalence among adolescents (aged 13 to 

19 years).  However, results from a number of other countries (mostly HICs) consistently show 

that raising the price of cigarettes will lead to significant reductions in youth smoking and/or 

consumption. 

• A systematic review of literature on the effects of tobacco price and tax measures on 

smoking behavior among six high-risk subpopulations found strong evidence that 

increased prices lead to decreased smoking prevalence and consumption among youth 

(<19 years) and young adults (aged 18 to 24 years) in HICs.[12] 

• A study on the effect of tobacco control policies on adolescent smoking in Australia from 

1990-2005 found that 12 month cigarette price increases were associated with reduced 

smoking prevalence among adolescents (aged 12 to 17 years).[25] 

• A 2010 systematic review found strong evidence for an association between cigarette 

prices and smoking participation among young people (aged ≤ 25 years).  Estimates 

based on longitudinal data indicated that a 10% price increase will lead to a 1.1% to 

2.4% decrease in smoking participation, while estimates based on repeated cross-

sectional data found that a 10% price increase will lead to a 1.3% to 7.7% decrease in 

smoking participation.  There was also strong evidence that increased cigarette prices 

are associated with a decrease in the quantity of cigarettes smoked (up to a 7% 

decrease) by young people.[26]   

• Following the implementation of several increases in the federal and provincial excise 

taxes for cigarettes in Canada from 1998 to 2002, there was a decline in smoking 

participation among young people (aged 12 to 24 years) over this time period (from 25% 

to 17%).[27] 
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• A study based on data from the US estimated that higher cigarette prices would lead to 

significant reductions in smoking participation and average cigarette consumption 

among high school students.[28] 

• Analysis of data from the US and Canada estimated that increases in the price of 

cigarettes would reduce smoking participation among high school students (aged 13 to 

16 years), with boys being more price-sensitive than girls.[29] 

• A study based on GYTS data from 17 LMICs estimated that a 10% increase in the price 

of local brand cigarettes would reduce smoking participation among youth (aged 13 to 

15 years) by 7%, and reduce the average number of cigarettes consumed by 14%.[13] 

• Study based on GYTS India data estimated that higher tobacco prices would reduce 

smoking participation among youth (aged 13 to 15 years). Estimated price elasticities 

suggest that a 10% price increase would lead to a 27% reduction in youth bidi smoking, 

a 5.8% reduction in gutka use, and a 4.0% reduction in cigarette smoking.[30] 

On the other hand, there is some evidence from HICs to suggest that tobacco price increases 
may have a limited impact in terms of reducing the likelihood that young people will go on to 
smoke as adults.   
 

• Study from Canada estimated that a 10% increase in average cigarette prices during 
youth (over ages 12 to 18 years) would reduce the probability of adult smoking by just 
under 1%.[31] 

• Longitudinal US study found no evidence that higher taxes faced by high school 
students when they were ~18 years old prevented them from smoking when they were 
~26 years old.[32] 
 

Inconsistent evidence for impact of increased cigarette prices on smoking initiation 

among young people 

There is some evidence that increasing the price of tobacco products can prevent or delay 

smoking initiation among youth from HICs and LMICs. 

• Study based on GYTS data from 40 LMICs estimated that cigarette prices would have a 

significant impact on smoking initiation among youth (aged 13 to 15 years) — gender-

combined estimates suggest that a 10% cigarette price increase would correspond to an 

8.2% decrease in smoking initiation, with girls being more responsive to price increases 

than boys.[33] 

• Longitudinal study in Canada found that decreased cigarette prices were significantly 

associated with higher smoking initiation among young adults (aged 20 to 24 years).[34] 

• A systematic review of tobacco prevention and control policies and interventions in the 

US concluded that increasing excise taxes and the price of cigarettes is likely to reduce 

youth smoking.[5]  

• Study of youth (aged 14 to 24 years) in Vietnam found that increases in average tobacco 

prices and in the prices of two popular brands had a significant effect on youth smoking 

onset.  It was estimated that doubling tobacco prices at the mean age youth started 

smoking (17 years) delayed smoking onset by nearly 4 years.[35]   

On the other hand, other studies from HICs have shown that cigarette price and tax measures 

have a limited (if any) impact on youth smoking initiation and experimentation.   
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• Systematic review identified 22 studies on the impact of price in preventing smoking 

initiation among youth (<19 years).  Of these, seven found that increased price prevents 

smoking initiation, nine found no effect, and six found that price prevents smoking 

initiation in some cases only.  Similarly, only 1 of 4 studies found that increased price 

prevents smoking initiation among young adults (aged 18 to 24 years).[12] 

• Study in the US found no association between cigarette prices and smoking 

experimentation among youth (aged 10 to 22 years).[36] 

• Results of another US study suggest a weak association between cigarette taxes and 

smoking onset among adolescents in Grades 8 to 12.[37] 

Increasing cigarette taxes can improve children’s health outcomes  

Studies from the US suggest that the implementation of cigarette tax increases can lead to 

significant improvements in children’s health outcomes. 

• Study conducted across 28 states and Washington, DC found that cigarette tax 

increases were significantly associated with improved health outcomes among the 

highest-risk mothers and infants.  Specifically, for mothers with the least amount of 

education, cigarette tax increases significantly reduced their level of smoking, as well as 

their risk of having low birthweight, preterm, and small-for-gestational-age babies.[38] 

• Study in Pennsylvania found a significant decrease in the level and trend of asthma-

related hospitalizations after a state-level cigarette tax increase, with the largest decline 

among children aged 18 years or younger.[39] 

• There was a significant association between the implementation of cigarette taxes in 12 

states and reductions in asthma hospital discharges for children.[40] 

• Study in Massachusetts found that cigarette taxes were effective for improving children’s 

health — every $1.00 increase in state cigarette taxes was associated with a 9% 

reduction in hospital emergency department visits for lower respiratory infections among 

children (aged 0 to 17 years).[41] 

The sale of single cigarettes weakens the potential benefits of tobacco tax policies 

The sale of single cigarettes is a public health concern, particularly for vulnerable younger 

populations.  Single cigarettes are often cheaper than a full pack, making them more affordable 

to youth.[42–44]  Access to single cigarettes may also encourage young people to experiment 

with smoking.[45]  The sale and use of single cigarettes also weakens tobacco control policies 

that are known to be effective for youth smoking prevention.  In addition to evading tobacco 

taxes, single cigarettes lack health warnings, can be easily accessed by minors in many 

countries, and are a strong cue for smoking which may then make it harder for smokers to 

quit.[44–46]   

Single cigarettes are widely available to youth around the world 

It is very common for vendors to sell cigarettes in single sticks in many LMICs, including those 

countries that have implemented legislation to prohibit the sale of singles.   

• Global Adult Tobacco Survey (GATS) data show that more than 25% of cigarettes are 

purchased as single sticks in Brazil, Mexico, Thailand, and Vietnam.[47] 

• Based on the data collected from 10 jurisdictions across India, it is estimated that 59% to 

87% of all cigarettes are sold as single sticks annually.[45] 
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• Another study from India found that 96% (46) of shops located within a 100 yard radius 

of schools sold single cigarettes.[43] 

• A survey of 10 capital cities in Africa found that it was possible to purchase cigarettes in 

single sticks in all cities, including those with bans on the sale of single sticks.[48] 

• Findings of ITC surveys show that many smokers in African countries purchase their 

cigarettes as single sticks.  In 2014, 51% of smokers in Zambia stated that their last 

purchase of cigarettes was loose (single) cigarettes.[49]  In Kenya and Mauritius, 

compliance with legislation that prohibits the sale of single cigarettes is low.  In 2012, 

83% of smokers in Kenya stated that their last purchase of cigarettes was loose (single) 

cigarettes.[50]  In Mauritius, nearly one-third of smokers reported purchasing single 

cigarettes in 2011, and half of smokers reported that it is easy to buy singles.[51] 

• A study from Guatemala found that despite a ban on the sale of individual cigarettes, 

91% (275) of stores and street vendors sold single cigarettes.[52] 

Given the widespread availability of single cigarettes in LMICs, it is not surprising that many 

youth in these countries regularly purchase cigarettes as single sticks.  For example, GYTS 

data show that more than half of students (aged 13 to 15 years) in most countries in the South-

East Asia region reported purchasing their cigarettes from a store/shop/vendor as individual 

sticks in the past 30 days: 85% in Bangladesh, 74% in Indonesia, 62% in Sri Lanka and 

Myanmar, 53% in Bhutan.[53]   

Single cigarettes are also available in some high-income countries, where youth of low 

socioeconomic status (SES) are typically more likely to purchase singles than high SES youth. 

• In the US, a substantial proportion of young people from socioeconomically 

disadvantaged minority groups report that they regularly buy single cigarettes [54,55], 

and there are wide variations in the violation of bans on the sale of singles across 

states.[56] 

• A GYTS study found that a substantial proportion of adolescents in Argentina reported 

the purchase of single cigarettes: 61% of those aged ≤13 years, 51% aged 14 years, 

34% aged 15 years, and 34% aged ≥16 years.  Adolescents from low SES schools were 

more likely to purchase single cigarettes compared to those from high SES schools.[57] 

No studies to date have evaluated the impact of bans on the sale of single cigarettes on 

smoking-related outcomes among youth.   
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