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Abstract 
Introduction: Systemic racism and tobacco-industry targeting contribute to disparities in communities of color. However, understanding to-
bacco as a social justice issue and the industry’s role in perpetuating inequities remains limited. This study explored youth and young adult 
awareness of tobacco marketing and perceptions of tobacco marketing as a social justice issue.
Aims and Methods: Focus groups were conducted with youth and young adults in 2020 and 2021, including individuals who used tobacco and 
e-cigarettes and those who did not use either. Online surveys were conducted in 2021 with youth (n = 1227) and young adults (n = 2643) using 
AmeriSpeak’s nationally representative panel, oversampling for black and Hispanic Americans and people who smoke. Perceptions of flavor 
bans, social justice, and industry marketing were assessed. 
Results: Most (>80%) survey respondents agreed that tobacco companies target youth. However, only 20% saw tobacco as a social jus-
tice issue. Focus group participants regardless of their tobacco or e-cigarette use, reported higher prevalence of tobacco advertising in their 
communities relative to survey respondents but did not view it as targeting communities of color. Black non-Hispanic (20.9%) and Hispanic 
(21.4%) survey respondents perceived tobacco as a social justice issue more than white non-Hispanic (16.1%) respondents. The majority 
(>60%) of survey respondents supported bans on menthol and flavored tobacco, regardless of race or ethnicity.
Conclusions: Respondents broadly supported menthol and flavored tobacco bans and recognized tobacco-industry influence on youth. Low 
awareness of tobacco as a social justice issue highlights the need to raise awareness of the underlying factors driving tobacco-related 
disparities.
Implications: The majority of young people see the tobacco industry as targeting them. Most young people support bans on menthol and fla-
vored tobacco bans, with support across racial and ethnic groups. While few young respondents perceived tobacco as a social justice issue, 
some perceived tobacco companies as targeting low-income and communities of color. Black non-Hispanic and Hispanic respondents were 
more likely to perceive tobacco as a social justice issue than white non-Hispanic respondents. Efforts to raise awareness among young people 
of tobacco as a social justice issue may be key in addressing tobacco disparities and advancing support for flavor tobacco bans.

Introduction
Social justice is the concept that all individuals should have 
equal rights and access to opportunities, including the right 
to a healthy life.1 Yet, despite successfully reducing tobacco 
use in the general population, some social groups continue to 
bear a disproportionate burden of tobacco-related morbidity 
and mortality.2 (Tobacco in this paper refers to commercial 
tobacco products, including e-cigarettes, that are manufac-
tured and sold for profit, not tobacco that is used for ceremo-
nial, healing, or traditional purposes.) Among researchers and 
advocates, tobacco has been highlighted as a social justice 
issue for at least two decades2,3; however, only in recent years 
with shifting public discourse around social movements for 
racial equity and growing momentum around advancing eq-
uity has this topic been brought to the forefront. Viewing to-
bacco control through a social justice lens redirects from the 
notion that smoking is solely an individual “choice” versus a 

complex behavior driven and shaped by social, political, and 
economic forces driven by an industry known for predatory 
marketing tactics.2

The long-established history of tobacco-industry targeting 
African Americans and other communities of color, 
LGBTQ + communities, women, and young people is well 
documented.4–7 This targeting has deadly consequences, with 
a recent study estimating that menthol cigarettes were respon-
sible for 1.5 million new smokers, 157 000 smoking-related 
premature deaths, and 1.5 million life-years lost among 
African Americans over 1980–2018.8 In targeting youth with 
menthol cigarettes, the tobacco industry has created a “starter 
product” designed specifically to mask the harsh taste of to-
bacco and increase their appeal.9,10 Moreover, the availability 
of menthol in cigarettes and the appeal of sweet and candy 
flavors in other tobacco products, including e-cigarettes, has 
increased initiation among youth and young adults.11 The 
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FDA exempted menthol from removing all other flavored 
cigarettes in 2009, and the subsequent delays in removing 
menthol from the marketplace have had a disproportionate 
impact on the most vulnerable populations.12 In April 2022, 
the U.S. FDA proposed product standards banning menthol 
cigarettes and flavored cigars.13,14 A pro-equity policy, this 
proposed menthol ban can potentially reduce youth initia-
tion and save thousands of lives, especially among black and 
African Americans and other priority populations who most 
commonly use menthol cigarettes.15 This federal announce-
ment follows years of advocacy at the local, state, and tribal 
levels to restrict the sales of menthol and flavored tobacco. To 
date, over 350 state and local jurisdictions across the United 
States have restricted flavored tobacco sales16; several coun-
tries or jurisdictions, including Canada, the European Union, 
and the United Kingdom have also banned the sale of menthol 
cigarettes.17 In response, the tobacco industry has pursued ag-
gressive efforts to oppose such policies and misdirect public 
opinion.18,19 Industry-sponsored spokespersons assert that 
these policies are discriminatory while touting unsubstanti-
ated claims that such policies will increase criminalization and 
interactions between black smokers and police.18,19 Yet, the 
U.S. FDA announcement specifically details that they “cannot 
and will not enforce against individual consumers for posses-
sion or use of menthol cigarettes or flavored cigars,” but rather 
that enforcement will focus on retailers and manufacturers.20 
While previous research has documented broad support for 
policies banning menthol cigarettes among adults,21–23 less is 
known about youth and young adult perspectives.

This study was designed against the backdrop of the coro-
navirus disease 2019 pandemic and the growing movement 
for racial justice following the police killing of Mr. George 
Floyd. It was designed to address: (1) To what extent are 
young people aware of tobacco-industry targeted marketing?, 
(2) What is young people’s awareness of policy efforts as they 
relate to support for passing menthol and flavored tobacco 
bans?, and (3) To what extent is tobacco perceived as a social 
justice issue? Findings can potentially inform advocacy and 
communication strategies to increase support for policies for 
advancing equity.

Methods
This research employed a mixed-methods design involving 
focus groups and an online survey with youth and young 
adults. Before data collection, an advisory body of 20 tobacco 
control policy advocates, subject matter experts, and thought 
leaders was convened. This advisory body included adults fa-
miliar with tobacco policies affecting youth but did not in-
clude youth and young adults. In-depth interviews with the 
advisory body informed the overarching purpose of the study 
and prioritized topics for the focus groups and surveys. This 
advisory body also reviewed the preliminary findings from 
the focus groups and surveys.

Focus Groups
Four online focus groups were conducted with 22 youth 
(ages 13–17) and young adults (ages 18–30). Participants 
were recruited from jurisdictions with and without policies 
restricting flavored tobacco products. The advisory body 
facilitated recruitment via outreach to youth-serving organ-
izations. Two focus groups were conducted in November–
December 2020, before the fielding of surveys, allowing for 

limited cognitive testing of potential survey items on expo-
sure to advertising and policy awareness. The remaining 
focus groups were conducted with a subset of online survey 
participants in June of 2021, and focused on interpretation 
of survey findings. Participants provided informed consent 
and were informed about the purpose of the study. A semi-
structured focus group moderator guide was developed, in-
cluding questions about participants’ tobacco use, awareness 
of tobacco marketing, support for menthol and flavored to-
bacco bans, and issues of social justice. Each focus group 
lasted about 90 minutes and participants received a $125 
incentive for their time. Skilled moderators and note-takers 
facilitated each session.

Analysis
Focus group conversations were recorded; notes for each 
focus group were cross-checked with the recordings for ac-
curacy. The team used a rapid thematic analysis approach to 
coding the notes to identify major themes. Two team members 
double-coded each set of notes, with the moderator reviewing 
the coding and resolving any inconsistencies.

Online Surveys
Sample
Focus group findings and advisory body insights informed 
questionnaire development for the online surveys with youth 
(n = 1227) and young adults (n = 2643). Data collection 
occurred between March and April 2021.

For this study, a probability-based sample (from the 
AmeriSpeak Panel24) and a nonprobability sample (Lucid 
Panel)25 of U.S. adults were combined. Black and Hispanic 
Americans and people who use tobacco were oversampled. For 
teens, AmeriSpeak reached out to all active panelists identified 
as parents of a teen aged 13–17. The parent panelists were 
briefed about the study and asked to consent for AmeriSpeak 
to contact their teens. AmeriSpeak then contacted the teen, 
randomly selected among all eligible within the household, 
with an invitation to participate in the study. For respondents 
aged 13–17, Lucid prescreened parent panelists on their panel 
to get to a teen respondent, who then connected to the survey 
hosted by AmeriSpeak.

NORC calculated panel weights for the completed 
AmeriSpeak and nonprobability samples, and then the two 
samples were blended using NORC’s TruthNorth calibra-
tion26,27 to minimize potential bias from the nonprobability 
sample. Weight calculation incorporated probability of se-
lection, household- and person-level nonresponses, and 
adjustments to Current Population Survey demographic 
benchmarks.

The weighted AAPOR Response Rate 3 cumulative re-
sponse rate was 3.7%,28,29 which was calculated following 
the definition recommended by AAPOR, incorporating re-
cruitment, household retention, and survey completion 
rates. This study was reviewed and approved by NORC’s 
IRB.

Measures
Sociodemographics.

Race and ethnicity, gender, age, highest parental level of edu-
cation (for youth), and level of education (for young adults) 
were assessed.
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Tobacco Product Use.

People who have used tobacco in the past 30 days were 
categorized as (1) e-cigarette only (e-cigarettes and/or heat-
not-burn products), (2) combustible or smokeless tobacco only 
(cigarettes, hookah, cigars, little cigars, and cigarillos (LCCs), 
loose tobacco, pipe, roll-your-own tobacco (RYO), and/or 
smokeless tobacco), and (3) poly use (two or more products). 
Participants who use e-cigarettes and the participants who 
smoke were asked whether the products they used were usu-
ally flavored.

Exposure to Advertising.

Participants reported whether they saw ads for menthol 
cigarettes or flavored e-cigarettes that use someone’s social 
or cultural identity(eg, race, age, gender, social class, etc.,) 
to target specific consumers. Respondents were also asked 
where they saw these ads (eg, on social media, public trans-
portation, internet, events, billboards, and where they buy 
their tobacco). Those who reported seeing such ads on so-
cial media were asked if these posts were made by friends or 
acquaintances, influencers or celebrities, or others. 

Policy Awareness and Exposure.

Respondents were asked about their awareness of a national 
ban on the sale of flavored disposable vaporizer products; a 
local ban on flavored e-cigarettes; and a local ban on menthol 
cigarettes. They were also asked to report their knowledge of 
what levels of government currently have a ban on flavored 
tobacco products. We coded whether survey respondents lived 
in a jurisdiction with or without bans on menthol cigarettes.

Policy Support.

Support for bans on menthol cigarettes, menthol flavored 
e-cigarettes, flavored e-cigarettes, and all flavored tobacco 
(including menthol cigarettes, flavored cigars, little cigars, 
cigarillos, hookah/waterpipe, and e-cigarettes) were assessed 
with response options strongly agree/agree versus disagree/
strongly disagree.

Perceived Policy Impact.

Respondents were asked about potential effects of fla-
vored e-cigarette bans and menthol cigarette bans in their 
neighborhoods and one of the following options: (1) More 
police interaction with underage users, (2) More use of phys-
ical force by law enforcement against underage users, (3) 
More criminal penalties or fines for businesses that sell to-
bacco to youth, (4) No change, or (5) Less police interaction 
with underage users, less use of physical force by law enforce-
ment, and fewer criminal penalties for tobacco product sales 
to youth.

Perceptions of Social Justice:

Respondents were asked whether they believed tobacco use is 
a social justice issue and why. Respondents also indicated how 
much they agreed with the statement: Tobacco companies try 
to get young people to start using their products (strongly 
agree/agree vs. disagree/strongly disagree).

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed accounting for survey weights using 
SAS version 9.4. Descriptive statistics were used to examine 
sample characteristics and tobacco use patterns. Analyses 

were limited to the groups with the greatest representation 
in our sample: (1) Hispanic, (2) white, non-Hispanic, and (3) 
black, non-Hispanic. Rao-Scott Chi-square tests and 95% 
confidence intervals were used to examine differences in ex-
posure to advertising and awareness, support, and perceived 
impact of policy by race and ethnicity.

Results
Focus group participants were predominantly female and 
black or African American and the remainder identified as 
Asian, Hispanic, white, or multiracial. Almost all focus group 
participants reported using tobacco or e-cigarettes. The mean 
age for the youth focus group participants was 15 years old, 
and for the young adult participants, 22 years old.

Demographics of survey respondents are presented in Table 
1. Among survey respondents, 16.0% of youth and 21.6% 
of young adults used any tobacco product in the past 30 
days. One in 10 (9.2) of young adults reported poly use with 
slightly lower (8.5%) rates of youth reporting using more 
than one tobacco product in the past 30 days. Among young 
adults, white non-Hispanic (10.5%, 95% CI: 7.5, 13.5) and 
black non-Hispanic (8.8%, 95% CI: 6.0, 11.5) respondents 
were more likely to use more than two tobacco products 
than were Hispanic (5.0%, 95% CI: 3.5, 6.5) respondents 
(p < .0001). There were no differences by race/ethnicity for 
polyuse among youth. E-cigarette was the most commonly 
used tobacco product and most youth (83.4%) and young 
adults (86.3%) who use e-cigarettes reported using flavored 
e-cigarettes. Among cigarette smokers, 58.4% of youth and 
44.9% of young adults reported smoking menthol/mint-
flavored cigarettes.

Almost half of youth survey respondents (48.5%) and 
41.6% of young adults reported exposure to tobacco ads that 
use social or cultural identity in their messaging; there were 
no significant differences by race/ethnicity in exposure to 
such ads (Supplementary Table 1). Focus group participants 
noted that while tobacco advertising is more prevalent 
in their communities, they did not view this as targeted at 
communities of color, but rather felt this marketing is directed 
towards low-income communities and young people regard-
less of race. “I think it’s messed up they’re taking advantage 
of younger people. It’s not fair to them especially kids don’t 
know what’s going on, they just see someone do it and they 
just go ahead and do it. They don’t know what’s right and 
what’s wrong. They haven’t been taught much about it.” 
(Participant currently using tobacco, age 17 years).

Overall 35.4% of youth and 41.9% of young adult survey 
respondents indicated exposure to menthol cigarette ads 
and this type of exposure was also noted by focus group 
participants. “It’s [marketed] in poor communities, and people 
of color in different neighborhoods. Where I live in, and it 
is marketed that way here. If you go to a local convenience 
store you see nothing but posters for menthol cigarettes.” 
(Participant currently using tobacco, age 15 years).

The surveys indicated that the most commonly reported 
sources of exposure were social media (30.6%) followed 
by the internet (29.4%). Nearly 4 in 10 (37.0%) youth and 
28.3% of young adults indicated seeing menthol cigarette ads 
in social media, with no significant difference by race/eth-
nicity. Among those who reported exposure to menthol cig-
arette ads on social media, more than 60% saw posts made 
by influencers or celebrities. Among those who reported 
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exposure to flavored e-cigarette ads on social media, 59.3% 
saw posts made by influencers or celebrities. Among focus 
group participants, marketing for menthol tobacco was seen 
on TV, in magazines, and on social media. Several focus group 
participants also described seeing celebrities promoting to-
bacco products.

Most survey respondents lived in areas with no current ban 
on menthol cigarettes. Overall, 40.0% of youth and young 
adults reported awareness of the proposed national flavored 
e-cigarette ban. Young adults focus group participants living 
in comprehensive ban locations were aware of flavor bans 
while those not living in areas without a ban were not. For 
example, one young adult noted that, where they lived, there 
were “not really any restrictions. [They are] trying to crack 
down on people buying a whole 5-pack one. You can’t buy 
a single Backwood. They are trying to cut down on flavors 
- grape swishers, honey back woods.” (Participant currently 
using tobacco, age 21 years) However, another participant 
noted that “Honestly I don’t really know what the restrictions 

are. Just have friends get them for me.” (Participant currently 
using tobacco, non-ban area, age 19 years)

Responses to support for a menthol cigarette ban, men-
thol flavored e-cigarette ban, a flavored e-cigarette ban and 
a ban on all flavored tobacco products are presented in 
Supplementary Table 1. Greater than 75% of youth and 60% 
of young adult survey respondents supported these policies, 
with no significant difference by race/ethnicity. Among focus 
group participants, the majority of which were people who 
use tobacco, youth, and young adults were typically not inter-
ested in supporting anti-tobacco/vaping efforts because they 
perceived most people who use these products as unwilling to 
quit. They were therefore unreceptive and felt that bans were 
ineffective: “if somebody wants something they are going to 
get it.” (Participant currently using tobacco, comprehensive 
ban area, age 21 years).

When asked about the policy impact, some focus group 
participants were skeptical: “I don’t think there would be a 
lot of change. I don’t see it being enforced really or anything 

Table 1. Demographics and Tobacco Use Characteristics Among Youth and Young Adults in the Online Survey Sample (n = 3870; Weighted Percentages) 

Overall Youth (ages 13–17) Young adults (ages 18–30)

Variables n1 %2 n1 %2 n1 %2

Demographics

Gender

 � Female 2088 49.1 619 49.9 1469 48.9

 � Male 1782 50.9 608 50.1 1174 51.1

Race/ethnicity

 Hispanic 1638 23.0 549 25.8 1089 22.0

 White, non-Hispanic 981 53.4 320 50.3 661 54.4

 Black, non-Hispanic 866 13.3 294 12.9 572 13.5

 Other/multi-race, non- Hispanic 385 10.3 64 10.9 321 10.1

Parental education (youth)/education (YA)

 � Less than high school 223 8.1 201 10.2

 � High school graduate 163 19.0 586 29.4

 � Voc/tech/some college 320 26.7 1041 37.2

 � College degree 266 20.9 627 17.7

 � Postgrad study/professional degree 255 25.3 188 5.4

Tobacco use characteristics

Past 30-day tobacco use (product type)

 � Any product 1342 20.1 299 16.0 1043 21.6

 � E-cigarette 701 13.4 268 13.5 433 13.3

 � Cigarette 474 8.9 158 8.2 316 9.2

 � Cigar, cigarillo, and little cigar 485 8.1 129 6.3 356 8.8

 � Hookah 320 4.0 127 3.8 193 4.1

 � Pipe 192 2.9 67 1.8 125 3.3

 � Heat not burn 244 3.1 110 4.2 134 2.6

 � Smokeless 139 2.4 58 2.7 81 2.3

Past 30-day tobacco use (category)

 � People who use more than 2 tobacco products 526 8.7 200 9.2 326 8.5

 � Combustible or smokeless only 289 5.5 41 3.8 248 6.0

 � E-cigarette only 198 4.4 73 4.4 125 4.4

 � Non-user 2857 81.5 913 82.6 1944 81.1

1unweighted frequency.
2weighted percentage.
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currently in place being enforced, so not sure how a different 
ban would be different.” (Participant formerly using tobacco, 
age 16 years).

When asked about potential unintended consequences 
almost half (47.8%) of youth and young adult survey 
respondents believed there would be no change in police in-
teraction with people who use or sell tobacco (Supplementary 
Table 1). Fewer than a third believed there would be additional 
consequences such as more use of physical force by law en-
forcement, or criminal penalties for businesses resulting from 
flavored e-cigarette bans and menthol cigarette bans. There 
was no significant difference in these perceptions by age or 
by race/ethnicity. Many focus group participants said that the 
ban would not increase police interactions in communities of 
color, while others reported feeling blasé about bans and their 
effects. One young adult expressed frustration that tobacco 
companies labeled increased police interaction due to bans 
a tobacco issue instead of a policing issue. “I’m mad they’re 
making this a tobacco issue and not a police issue . . . Black 
people are incarcerated at far higher rates than white people, 
but they don’t smoke more. Black people don’t smoke more 
weed than white people, but are incarcerated more than white 
people. So why are we making it [a] marijuana or tobacco 
issue rather than a police issue. And we’re not looking at the 
right problem. Tobacco companies don’t care.” (Participant 
currently using tobacco, age 24 years). Others described po-
tential unequal application of legislation by the police against 
communities of color, also positioning the issue as a police 
and racism issue.

Most (>80%) survey respondents agreed that tobacco 
companies target young people; however, fewer than 20% of 
youth and young adults agreed with the statement that to-
bacco use is a social justice issue. This is illustrated in the 
words of a focus group participant who reported, “I don’t 
see it as a social justice issue at all. They’ve been marketing 
cigarettes for years even before me but it’s something they’ve 
been doing but it’s more aimed towards kids now. My 
grandma used to send my mom to the store at 11 or 12 and 
not get in trouble for it. It has always been going on so it’s not 
a social justice issue.” (Participant currently using tobacco, 
age 15 years).

Black non-Hispanic (20.9%) and Hispanic (21.4%) 
respondents were more likely to perceive tobacco as a social 
justice issue than white non-Hispanic (16.1%) respondents, 
with these differences presenting marginal significance 
(p = .07). Reasons cited for why respondents believe tobacco 
is a social justice issue include tobacco-industry marketing 
that is targeted toward minorities and youth, perceiving the 
tobacco industry as unethical corporations, societal or peer 
pressure, discrimination of users based on race, as well as 
health impacts of tobacco-related disease and disparities 
among minorities. In focus group discussions, most youth 
and young adults did not recognize tobacco as a social justice 
issue. When asked to define social justice, many youth defined 
social justice as “standing up for what you believe in,” and 
“getting the word out.” One youth noted that “I would say 
pretty much standing up what you believe in. BLM situation, 
LGBT communities, standing up for what you believe in. But 
cigarettes? Menthol? I don’t see people rioting trying to do 
anything about this.” (Participant currently using tobacco, 
age 15 years).

Some young adult focus group respondents noted that 
the target demographic for tobacco was poor communities 

and acknowledged that people of color tend to fall in that 
demographic. “It is my perception that tobacco companies 
target low-income and communities of color for advertising 
in hope of getting people addicted and buying their products. 
You don’t see billboards for cigarettes in neighborhood 
associations or fancy white neighborhoods.” (Participant 
currently using tobacco, age 21 years). Others noted that 
products were not targeted to any particular demographic, 
but to everyone to support company profits.

Discussion
This mixed-methods study adds to the literature by focusing 
on youth and young adult perspectives on tobacco-industry 
marketing and menthol and flavored tobacco bans. Our results 
indicate that youth and young adults continue to be exposed 
to menthol marketing, with the greatest exposure appearing in 
pop culture (ie, social media and movies/tv/music) compared 
to physical locations such as public transportation, bus 
stops, billboards, or places of purchase. Hispanic and black 
respondents were more likely to report seeing menthol ads 
in physical locations than white respondents, which aligns 
with documented evidence of the tobacco-industry’s targeted 
marketing practices in communities of color.30 Survey and 
focus group respondents also described the involvement of 
influencers and celebrities in tobacco promotions on social 
media, reflecting current tobacco-industry tactics to use so-
cial media to promote tobacco products to young people,31 
specifically circumventing restrictions on tobacco advertising 
through engaging influencers to make undisclosed posts.31 
While the tobacco industry has clearly leveraged social media 
and popular culture to promote their products,32–35 these same 
strategies represent a potent opportunity for health commu-
nication campaigns to bolster support for menthol tobacco 
bans and provide a competing narrative to the industry’s op-
positional tactics.

Our study found broad support for proposed bans on men-
thol and flavored tobacco among youth and young adults, with 
no differences by race and ethnicity. These results complement 
previous research examining policy support among adults in 
the United States.21,23 However, more recent surveys suggest 
the need to continue building support for these policies, par-
ticularly among menthol smokers.21 It was also encouraging 
to note that few respondents across both the focus groups and 
online surveys reported concern about increased police inter-
action, more use of physical force, more criminal penalties, 
or fines for businesses because of potential bans. The tobacco 
industry has a long record of strategic efforts to position the 
menthol ban as discriminatory and leading to increased police 
interactions.36 While extensive evidence strongly contradicts 
these ideas,37–39 it will be important to continue to monitor 
public opinion related to policing and the bans to assess and 
counter industry tactics.

Although we found high awareness of tobacco-industry 
influence on young people, few respondents viewed tobacco 
as a social justice issue, regardless of race and ethnicity. 
These findings may reflect that tobacco-industry influence 
is not considered a high-priority social justice issue, given 
the backdrop of police brutality and health inequities stem-
ming from the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic at the 
time of the study. These findings underscore an opportu-
nity for strategies to increase public awareness about the 
underlying social, political, and economic factors that drive 
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tobacco-related disparities. The unprecedented events of 
2020 and ongoing social movements for racial equity allow 
public health advocates to capitalize on the current public 
discourse to inform the public not only about the role of 
tobacco industry in addicting their communities but also 
actively working against policies intended to ameliorate 
disparities.18,19 As one focus group participant suggested, 
more social media engagement is needed to connect the dots 
between tobacco use, tobacco promotions, and social justice 
for young people.

Limitations
Given the project resources, we were able to recruit relatively 
large, nationally representative samples of youth and young 
adults (1227 youth and 2643 young adults), oversampling for 
black and Hispanic respondents, as well as for people who use 
tobacco; thus, our analyses focused on Hispanic, white, non-
Hispanic, and black, non-Hispanic groups. Unfortunately, 
even with these efforts to ensure diverse representation 
among our respondents, there was insufficient power to con-
duct analyses on other racial and ethnic subgroups along 
with tests for subgroup differences beyond race and ethnicity. 
Additionally, focus group findings provide meaning and con-
text to the qualitative findings, but are not intended to be 
generalizable to the larger population.

Our findings may also have been constrained by our ap-
proach in asking about tobacco as a social justice issue, 
without defining the term or providing context. While we 
tested the concept of social justice in our early focus group 
research, we did not provide more detailed operational 
definitions of the meaning of social justice in the context of 
our survey questions. Additionally, the second set of focus 
groups occurred up to 7 months after first focus groups, 
when issues of equity and social justice may have been expe-
rienced differently by participants. Further research is needed 
to better understand how youth and young adults conceptu-
alize social justice across various issues, including tobacco, to 
inform advocacy and communication strategies.

Conclusions
Most youth and young adults see the tobacco industry as 
targeting them and many report exposure to tobacco product 
advertising that uses social or cultural identity in their mes-
saging. Nonetheless, few youth and young adults perceived 
this targeting as a problem; rather, they considered it standard 
practice, against which there is no recourse. Furthermore, 
many compared tobacco use to other social justice and public 
health inequities, noting that tobacco use and the menthol 
ban were far less important to address, in comparison. This 
perception of a trade-off between broad social inequities and 
specific efforts to reduce tobacco-industry-induced inequities 
represents another potential opportunity for crafting commu-
nication campaign strategies. Most young people supported 
bans on menthol and flavored tobacco across all racial and 
ethnic groups but few respondents perceived tobacco as a 
social justice issue—one shaped by larger societal forces and 
driven in large part by the predatory marketing of the in-
dustry. Findings suggest an opportunity to raise awareness 
among young people of tobacco as a social justice issue to 
mobilize support for menthol and flavored tobacco bans 
among those most targeted by the industry.
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