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EDITORS: Results of this year’s Monitoring the Future survey are being released at the White 
House at 10:00 A.M. on Thursday, December 11, 2008, and at a subsequent briefing for the press at 
the JW Marriott Hotel at 1:00 P.M. in Washington, D.C. The results are being released by the 
National Institute on Drug Abuse, which sponsors the study, and the University of Michigan, which 
designed and conducts the study. Participating will be the director of the White House Office of 
National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP), John Walters; the acting surgeon general, Rear Admiral 
Steven Galson; the director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), Nora Volkow; and the 
principal investigator of the study, Lloyd Johnston. For further information, contact Johnston at 
(734) 763-5043.   

 
More good news on teen smoking: Rates at or near record 
lows 
 
ANN ARBOR, Mich.----Cigarette smoking rates among American teens in 2008 are at the lowest 
levels since at least as far back as the early 1990s, according to the Monitoring the Future (MTF) 
study based at the University of Michigan, which has been surveying national samples of 8th-, 10th-, 
and 12th-grade students each year since 1991.  
 
MTF tracks tobacco use with surveys administered to a national sample of over 45,000 students in 
about 400 secondary schools each year. This year represents the low point for smoking in all three 
grades. The proportions of students indicating any smoking in the prior 30 days (called “monthly 
prevalence”) stands at 7 percent, 12 percent, and 20 percent in grades 8, 10, and 12, respectively. 
These rates reflect large declines since the recent peaks in the mid-1990s: 8th graders’ smoking rates 
are down by two thirds, 10th graders’ by more than half, and 12th graders’ by nearly half.  
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“I can’t begin to tell you what a dramatic difference this is going to make in the health and 
longevity of this generation,” said Lloyd Johnston, the study’s principal investigator. “The fact that 
teen smoking is still declining is particularly encouraging, because a couple of years ago it looked 
like the long decline in youth smoking might be coming to an end.” 
 
Across the three grades combined, there was a statistically significant decline in monthly smoking 
prevalence from 13.6 percent in 2007 to 12.6 percent in 2008. All grades showed some decline this 
year, but it was greatest in the upper grades. This year’s declines are also greatest among males and 
students who say they are college-bound. 
 
The study has actually tracked the smoking behavior of 12th graders for a considerably longer 
period, going back to 1975. Their smoking rate today is the lowest it has been over that entire 33-
year period.  
 
The investigators note that in the early 1990s cigarette smoking was making a rapid comeback 
among American teens, one to which the MTF study drew considerable public attention. A number 
of governmental and other institutional responses to the growing threat followed, perhaps the most 
important of which was the tobacco settlement between the industry and the state attorneys general.  
 
That settlement brought about some immediate changes in cigarette advertising in the country, 
including the termination of the Joe Camel ads, and it launched the American Legacy Foundation, 
which has sponsored national antismoking ad campaigns aimed at youth in the years since. It also 
forced the tobacco companies to raise the price of cigarettes considerably in order to cover the costs 
of the settlement, and increasing the price has been shown to be a deterrent to youth smoking. A 
number of states and some municipalities have raised prices still further by increasing their excise 
taxes on tobacco.   
 
One important reason that smoking rates have been dropping for over 10 years is that fewer students 
even try cigarettes. The proportion of 8th graders who ever smoked a cigarette is down from 49 
percent in 1996 to 21 percent in 2008—a decline of nearly six tenths. 
 
Attitudes About Smoking 
 
One belief that has proven to influence the likelihood that young people use a drug is their belief 
about whether its use poses a danger for the user. For cigarettes, there has been a substantial 
increase since 1995 in the proportions of teens who see pack-a-day smoking as involving “great 
risk” to the smoker.  
 
And the proportions of teens who said that they “disapproved” of pack-a-day smoking began to rise 
a year later and continued into recent years. However, the increase in perceived risk did not 
continue into 2008; indeed, there was a significant decline in this measure in 2008 among 12th 
graders. Disapproval of smoking, while quite high, appears to have leveled off in 2008, as well.  
 
The great majority of teens today say that they “prefer to date people who don’t smoke”: 83 percent, 
80 percent, and 75 percent in grades 8, 10, and 12, and nearly two thirds of them think that 
“becoming a smoker reflects poor judgment.”  
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These attitudes became more widespread after the mid-1990s, but have not grown much over the 
past few years, except in 12th grade, where the earlier cohorts of 8th graders are still working their 
way up the age spectrum, bringing their more disapproving attitudes toward cigarette smoking with 
them. The investigators say that teens should take note that becoming a smoker will make them less 
attractive to the great majority of the opposite sex—a high price to pay.   
 
Availability of Cigarettes to Teens 
 
The proportion of teens reporting that they could get cigarettes “fairly easily” or “very easily,” if 
they wanted some, has been declining for some years, particularly among younger teens. Today, 57 
percent of 8th graders—most of whom are 13 or 14 years old—say they could get cigarettes fairly 
easily.  
 
As high as that number is, it is down considerably from 77 percent in 1996. Availability for 10th 
graders is higher, as might be expected, but fewer of them say they could get cigarettes easily in 
2008 (77 percent) than in 1996 (91 percent). It appears that the efforts of many states and 
communities to get retail outlets to stop selling to underage smokers have been having some 
success, the researchers say. Despite that, however, the majority of teens—even younger teens— 
still say that they can get cigarettes if they want them. 
 
Smokeless Tobacco 
 
Like cigarettes, the 30-day prevalence of using smokeless or “spit” tobacco reached a recent peak in 
the mid-1990s and then declined. All three grade levels have shown a reduction of about one half in 
their 30-day prevalence rates since those peak levels, but the declines appear to have ended in all 
grades, and use remained fairly level this year. 
 
At present, the prevalence rates for any use of smokeless tobacco in the prior 30 days are 4 percent, 
5 percent, and 7 percent in grades 8, 10, and 12, respectively. That means that one in every fifteen 
high school seniors is a current user of smokeless tobacco. However, among boys, who account for 
almost all smokeless tobacco use, the rates are considerably higher: 6 percent, 8 percent, and 12 
percent. In other words, nearly one in eight boys in 12th grade is a current user of smokeless 
tobacco. 
 
 

#  #  # 
 
 
Monitoring the Future has been funded under a series of competing, investigator-initiated research 
grants from the National Institute on Drug Abuse, part of the National Institutes of Health. Surveys 
of nationally representative samples of American high school seniors were begun in 1975, making 
the Class of 2008 the 34th such class surveyed. Surveys of 8th and 10th graders were added to the 
design in 1991, making the 2008 nationally representative samples the 18th such classes surveyed. 
Sample sizes in 2008 are 16,253 eighth graders in 144 schools, 15,518 tenth graders in 122 schools, 
and 14,577 twelfth graders in 120 schools, for a total of 46,348 students in 386 secondary schools. 
The samples are drawn separately at each grade level to be representative of students in that grade 
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in public and private secondary schools across the coterminous United States. Schools are selected 
with probability proportionate to their estimated class size. 
 
The findings summarized here will be published in a forthcoming volume: Johnston, L. D., 
O’Malley, P. M., Bachman, J. G., & Schulenberg, J. E. (2009, in preparation). Monitoring the 
Future national results on adolescent drug use: Overview of key findings, 2008. Bethesda, MD: 
National Institute on Drug Abuse. 
 
The content here is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily represent the 
official views of the National Institute on Drug Abuse or the National Institutes of Health. 
 
 



 % who used in last 30 days or more per day

  % seeing “great risk” in smoking a pack

    FIGURE 1
    Cigarettes: Trends in 30-Day Use, Risk, Disapproval, and Availability

    Grades 8, 10, and 12
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 % who used in last 30 days   % seeing “great risk” in using regularly

    FIGURE 2
    Smokeless Tobacco: Trends in 30-Day Use, Risk, and Disapproval

    Grades 8, 10, and 12
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