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Health Indicators
Tobacco Use

The association between 
tobacco use and adverse health 
outcomes is well established, 
and cigarette smoking is 
considered a leading cause of 
preventable death. Smoking 
harms nearly every organ in 
the body and has a causative 
relationship with many diseases 
including lung cancer, coronary 
heart disease, and chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease.1 
In addition, smoking impacts 
early childhood development 
and reproductive health. 
Females who smoke are at 
increased risk for infertility, 
preterm delivery, or having a 
baby with low birth weight, and 
their infants are also at higher 
risk for Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome (SIDS).

Exposure to secondhand 
smoke can result from being 
in proximity to smoke from 
the burning tip of a cigarette 
or smoke exhaled from a 
smoker’s lungs. Secondhand 
smoke exposes nonsmokers 
to the same carcinogens and 
toxins as smokers.2 Infants and 
children with chronic exposure 
may develop any number of 
health problems including 
exacerbation of asthma, 
respiratory infections, and ear 
infections. Adult nonsmokers 
who are exposed to secondhand 
smoke at home or at work 
increase their risk of developing 
heart disease by 25 to 30 
percent, and increase risk for 
lung cancer by 20 to 30 percent. 

How is it measured? 
Data on tobacco use (namely 
cigarette smoking behavior) 
is commonly ascertained 
through the Behavioral Risk 
Factor Surveillance System, a 
state-based survey of adults. 
Cigarette smoking among youth 
is measured using the Youth 
Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), 
also a state-based survey among 
high school students that 
assesses behaviors related to 
sexual activity, injury, tobacco 
and substance abuse, diet, and 
physical activity. 

Secondhand smoke exposure 
among children and adolescents 
is measured using data from the 
Colorado Child Health Survey 
or YRBS. Statistics on state 
and local tobacco taxes and 
smoke-free indoor air policies 
can provide indirect data 
on the potential exposure to 
secondhand smoke.

How are we doing in El 
Paso County? 
Although cigarette smoking 
rates among adults in El Paso 
County have declined in recent 
years, as of 2010 nearly 18 
percent of adults 18 years and 
older are current smokers 
(Figure 1).3,4 This smoking 
rate is slightly higher than the 
Colorado average for adult 
smokers (16.5 percent) and 
substantially higher than the 
Healthy People 2020 goal of 
reducing smoking prevalence to 
12 percent of adults.5 

There are disparities among 
persons who smoke cigarettes 
in El Paso County, based on 
age, sex, race/ethnicity, and 
other socioeconomic factors 
(Figure 2).6 As indicated, 38.0 
percent of people with less than 
a high school education are 
smokers compared to only 12.6 
percent of people with some 

Figure 1. Percent of adults 18 years and older who report 
being a current cigarette smoker, 1995 to 2010
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college education. Adults whose 
annual household income is 
less than $25,000 smoke at 
almost three times the rate of 
adults in households who earn 
$50,000 or more. Adults ages 
18 to 34 show the highest rates 
of smoking, and more males 
smoke than females. 

Another group showing 
disparities is pregnant females, 
for which data illustrates a 
higher smoking prevalence 
among younger mothers (Figure 
3).7 Between 2008 and 2010, 40 
to 50 percent of females ages 15 
to 24 years who recently gave 
birth reported smoking prior to 
pregnancy. Younger mothers 
tend to smoke more, and all 
mothers regardless of age tend 
to stop smoking while pregnant 
and start smoking soon after 
their baby is born. 

Youth smoking data for 
Colorado demonstrate that 
17.7 percent of high school 
students reported recent use 
of cigarettes, which is trending 
higher than the Healthy People 
2020 goal of 16 percent.5,8 
About one in three high school 
students who ever try smoking 
a cigarette become regular, 
daily smokers before leaving 
high school.9 Cigarette sales 
to minors are prohibited by 
federal and state laws, which 
are intended to curb youth from 
starting smoking. As of 2009, 
only 13.2 percent of Colorado’s 
underage high school student 
smokers were purchasing 
cigarettes from a store or 
vending machine (Figure 4).8 
However, the majority of these 
young smokers are obtaining 
cigarettes from an adult by 
asking them to purchase 
cigarettes or by bumming them 
from another youth or adult. 

The Colorado Clean Indoor 
Air Act was implemented on 
July 1, 2006 to provide strong 
protection against exposure to 
secondhand smoke. This law 
banned smoking from all non-
exempt indoor public places 
such as restaurants, bars, and 
workplaces.10 The smoke-free 
law was amended in 2008 to 
include casinos. 

As a result of such policies, 
private settings such as homes 

Figure 3. Percent of new mothers who smoked before, during, or 
after pregnancy, by age, El Paso County  2008 to 2010

and personal vehicles have 
become a primary source for 
secondhand smoke exposure.11 
Children are exposed to more 
secondhand smoke than non-
smoking adults, and children 
who live with smokers are 
particularly vulnerable. Between 
2007 and 2009, 5.5 percent of 
El Paso County children ages 
1 to 14 years lived in homes 
where someone had smoked 
one or more times in the past 
week.12 In addition, 8.1 percent 

Figure 2. Percent of adults 18 years and older who currently 
smoke, by selected characteristics, El Paso County 2009 to 2010

Note: Error bars represent the 95% margin of error for each value.
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of children frequently rode in 
a car with someone who was 
smoking. 

Federal and state cigarette tax 
increases have helped reduce 
smoking rates, especially among 
youth.13 By the end of 2011, the 
national average for state excise 
cigarette taxes was $1.46 per 
pack, with a range of $0.17 to 
$4.35; Colorado had the 18th 
lowest state cigarette excise tax 
at $0.84.14 Many counties and 
cities nationwide have imposed 
additional, local cigarette 
taxes—the highest being New 
York City, where a pack of 
cigarettes includes $6.86 in 
federal, state, and local cigarette 
taxes.15 Colorado does not have 
any local cigarette taxes, but 
federal and state taxes equate to 
$1.85 per pack. ■ 

Figure 4. Usual method of acquiring cigarettes (in past 30 days) 
among underage high school students who currently smoke, 

Colorado 2009

“Between 2007 and 2009, 5.5 percent of El Paso 
County children ages 1 to 14 years old lived in 
homes where someone had smoked one or more 
times in the past week.”
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