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Introduction

In 2017, New Jersey became one of the first states to pass legislation to increase the minimum legal
sales age of tobacco from 18 to 21 years (or Tobacco 21, hereafter T21), followed by later federal T21
enactment in 2019. This study examines factors associated with T21 compliance in a 3-wave
longitudinal sample of New Jersey tobacco retailers between 2019 and 2022.

Methods

The Rutgers institutional review board determined this cross-sectional study was non–human
participants research; thus, informed consent was not needed, in accordance with 45 CFR §46.1,2

This study followed the STROBE reporting guidelines. Methods are detailed in the eMethods in
Supplement 1: in brief, we randomly sampled tobacco retailers in high and low population density
municipalities within a 25-mile radius of New Brunswick, New Jersey. We calculated tobacco retailer
availability (TRA) by geocoding retailer addresses and determined the total number of tobacco
retailers per square mile within each census tract. We fit generalized estimating equation models to
account for nesting of visits within retailers and included a year fixed effect. Models tested
associations with 95% CIs between product type, store type, and TRA with 3 dichotomous primary
outcome variables: identification (ID) checked, ID scanned, and sale completed.

Results

Underage buyers (aged 18-20 years) completed 2663 purchase attempts for tobacco products in 70
unique retailers between August 2019 and September 2022. Nearly 40% of purchase attempts were
made in nonchain convenience stores, followed by chain convenience stores (33.2%), other store
types (11.5%), drug stores (8.8%), and gas kiosks (6.7%). Cigarettes (32.7%) and cigars and/or
cigarillos (32.3%) were the most common products attempted for purchase, followed by electronic
cigarettes (24.5%) and nicotine pouches (10.5%). Only approximately 60% of purchase attempts
resulted in an ID check, and nearly one-half (49.5%) resulted in an underage sale (Table 1). Even after
an ID check, underage sales occurred in 15.3% of visits. Electronic ID scanning occurred 22.3% of the
time, and among these, only 17 (3.2%) resulted in an underage sale.

Compared with chain convenience stores, drug stores had a higher odds of checking ID
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sales. Retailers in areas with greater TRA may be less likely to check IDs and may need to be targeted
for T21 compliance checks, especially given neighborhood racialized and socioeconomic inequities
in TRA3 and underage sales violations.4 A growing number of visits implemented electronic ID
scanning, and there were very few completed sales after electronic ID scanning. Electronic ID
verification may help improve tobacco age of sale compliance.5

Our sample of retailers was limited to retailers in New Jersey (2019-2022), and results may not
be generalizable. Additionally, our first wave of data collection ended just as the COVID-19 pandemic
began (March 2020), and the second wave was conducted later in the pandemic (June 2021).

Despite state and federal implementation of T21, our findings suggest that retailers are not
consistently checking IDs, and underage sales of tobacco products are occurring often. This study
demonstrates the urgent need for continued compliance and enforcement of state and federal T21
policies. Without the full implementation of T21, the potential impact on youth and young adult
tobacco use may be substantially hindered.
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