Where Did The “Never
Smokers” Come From?

By Norman E. Kjono

From 1985 to 1992 High School Senior Daily Smokers
declined from 19.5 to 17.2 percent (-11.8%). During that pe-
riod adult Current Smokers also decreased from 30.1 to 26.5
percent (-12.0%), and adult Never Smokers increased from
45.8 to 50.1 percent (9.4%).

Those data sets make intuitive sense: as High School Se-
nior smoking decreases we should see adult Current Smokers
decline and adult Never Smokers increase in subsequent years.
If fewer kids are smoking more adults will have never smoked.
Those trends are consistent in the graphic at lower left. Over-
all trends for 1985 to 2000 appear in top graphic below.

1992 to 1997 presented historic increases for High School
Senior Daily Smokers (+43.0%). Based on the previous 1985
to 1992 observations, and one’s intuitive sense, we should
observe increases in adult Current Smokers and a decrease in
adult Never Smoker populations 1992 to 2000. More kids
smoking now equals fewer adult Never Smokers later.

1992 to 2000 High School Senior Daily Smokers increased
from 17.2 to 20.6 percent (+19.8%). 1992 to 2000 adult Cur-
rent Smokers decreased from 26.5 to 23.3 percent (-12.1%),
Never Smokers increased from 50.1 to 54.5 percent (+8.8%).

Those data sets (graphic lower right) conflict. They are
troubling considering that 1992 to 2000 adult Former Smok-
ers also decreased from 23.4 to 22.2 percent (-5.1%), so the
reduction in adult Current Smokers is not accounted for by
higher adult quit smoking rates. If that were the case we should
see increasing, not decreasing, adult Former Smoker percent-
ages. With sharp youth smoking rate increases 1992 to 2000
we should not observe adult Never Smoker populations in-
creasing from 50.1 to 54.5 percent during the same period.

It appears that CDC NHIS survey samples may now be
skewed toward Never Smoker populations. Such a skew would
producc reduced adult Current Smoker prevalence despite
sharp increases in youth smoker populations 1992 to 1997,
while adult Former Smokers also decreased.

During the 1990s CDC redesigned its NHIS procedures.
Are NHIS smoking survey samples now skewed toward Never
Smokers? Where did the adult Never Smokers come from?
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