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America’s Most Wanted Tobacco Villains
The Usual Suspects, New Villains and Emerging Threats

The United States has made enormous progress in reducing youth smoking, with the smoking 
rate among high school students falling from a record high of 36.4 percent in 1997 to 18.1 
percent in 2011.  Nevertheless, tobacco use among youth – and among all Americans – remains a 
serious problem.  Every day, nearly 1,000 U.S. kids become regular smokers – one-third of them 
will die prematurely as a result.

A 2012 U.S. Surgeon General’s report – Preventing Tobacco Use Among Youth and Young Adults 
– found that more than 3.6 million middle and high school students still smoke.  It called youth 
tobacco use a “pediatric epidemic” that immediately harms children’s health and puts them on a 
path to debilitating diseases and premature death.

The 2012 Surgeon General’s report also concluded that tobacco marketing causes kids to start 
and continue using tobacco products.  Despite legal settlements and laws that have restricted 
some of their marketing, tobacco companies still spend huge sums – $8.5 billion a year – to 
promote their deadly and addictive products, according to the Federal Trade Commission (FTC).  
This amounts to nearly $1 million spent each hour to market tobacco products.

This marketing has a huge impact on kids.  Tobacco companies continue to heavily promote 
traditional tobacco products such as cigarettes and smokeless tobacco (also called chewing or 
spit tobacco). As cigarette smoking has declined, they also have introduced a new generation of 
tobacco products that put kids at risk, including cheap, sweet small cigars and novel forms of 
smokeless tobacco, some of which look and are packaged like candy.

This report and an accompanying infographic highlight the biggest tobacco threats to kids today.  
These include:

• The Usual Suspects: The tobacco industry aggressively targets kids with marketing for 
cigarettes and smokeless tobacco. Unfortunately, this marketing works.  Among youth 
smokers, 85.8 percent prefer Marlboro, Camel and Newport, which are three of the most 
heavily marketed cigarette brands.

• New Villains:  Tobacco companies have introduced cheap, sweet and colorfully-packaged 
small cigars that entice kids.  Many look just like cigarettes, and they come in candy and fruit  
flavors such as strawberry, vanilla, peach and apple.

http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/sgr/2012/
http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/sgr/2012/
http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/infographic/tobaccovillains
http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/infographic/tobaccovillains
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• Emerging Threats:  Tobacco companies are also marketing novel smokeless tobacco 
products that look like breath mints, teabags and toothpicks – they’re tobacco in disguise.  
These products are addictive and easy for kids to hide.

Tobacco use is the nation’s number one cause of preventable death, killing 443,000 Americans 
and costing $96 billion in health care bills each year.  Ninety percent of adult smokers started by 
the age of 18, making prevention of youth tobacco use a key to reducing tobacco’s deadly toll.

The Usual Suspects: Top Cigarette and Smokeless Tobacco Brands Used by Kids

According to the latest FTC data, tobacco companies spend $8.05 billion a year to market 
cigarettes and another $492.1 million to market smokeless tobacco.  This marketing has a big 
impact on kids.  According to the latest CDC data, 18.1 percent of high school students smoke, 
while 7.7 percent – including 12.8 percent of high school boys – use smokeless tobacco.

Not surprisingly, kids prefer some of the most heavily marketed cigarette and smokeless tobacco 
brands.  Among cigarettes, 85.8 percent of youth smokers prefer three heavily marketed brands – 
Marlboro, Newport and Camel, according to the 2011 National Survey on Drug Use and Health.  
The youth market shares for these three brands are:

• Marlboro – 42.9 percent (made by Philip Morris USA)
• Newport – 27.8 percent (made by Lorillard)
• Camel – 15.1 percent (made by R.J. Reynolds)

To keep these youth-favored brands fresh and appealing, tobacco companies have introduced 
new variations in recent years.  R.J. Reynolds and Philip Morris have introduced new versions of 
their Camel and Marlboro brands, called Camel Crush and Marlboro NXT, that come with 
menthol-filled capsules that provide menthol flavoring when crushed. 

Among smokeless tobacco products, the top three brands preferred by youth are:

• Grizzly – 43.4 percent of youth market (made by American Snuff, subsidiary of Reynolds 
American)

• Skoal – 20.5 percent (made by U.S. Smokeless Tobacco, subsidiary of Altria/Philip Morris)
• Copenhagen – 19.8 percent (made by U.S. Smokeless Tobacco)

New Villains: Cheap Small Cigars in Various Fruit and Candy Flavors

In recent years, the tobacco industry has introduced a growing number of smaller cigar products 
(called little cigars, cigarillos and blunts) with cheap prices, sweet flavors and colorful packaging 
that make them appealing to kids.  In fact, while cigarette smoking has been declining in the 
U.S., cigar sales have more than doubled since 2000, driven by this explosion of cheap, sweet 
small cigars.
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National surveys show that high school students are twice as likely as adults – 13.1 percent 
compared to 6.6 percent – to report smoking cigars in the past month. Among high school boys, 
17.8 percent currently smoke cigars.  Cigar smoking is the second most common form of tobacco 
use among youth after cigarette smoking.

In at least six states – Florida, Georgia, Maryland, Massachusetts, Rhode Island and Wisconsin – 
youth cigar smoking now equals or surpasses cigarette smoking.

The most popular cigar brands among youth – including top three brands Black & Mild, Swisher 
Sweets and White Owl – come in a variety of fruit and candy flavors.  Flavors include peach, 
strawberry, chocolate, grape, blueberry, wild apple, and watermelon.  Some cigars also have 
flavor-oriented names, such as “Da Bomb Blueberry” and “Banana Split,” with obvious appeal to 
kids. 

With their colorful packaging and sweet flavors, these cigar products can be hard to distinguish 
from the candy displays near which they are sometimes placed in stores.  Because some are 
taxed at lower rates than cigarettes and all can be sold individually or in small packs, while 
cigarettes must be sold in packs of 20, small cigars are usually much cheaper than cigarettes.  
Discount pricing such as "3 for 99¢” is common. 

According to recent report by the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids – Not Your Grandfather's 
Cigar: A New Generation of Cheap & Sweet Cigars Threatens a New Generation of Kids  – 
tobacco companies have manipulated their products to evade regulations and higher tobacco 
taxes aimed at reducing smoking, especially among kids.

Under a landmark 2009 law, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) banned candy- and fruit-
flavored cigarettes. However, because the FDA does not currently regulate cigars, tobacco 
companies continue to market similarly flavored cigars. Some companies have modified their 
flavored cigarettes to meet the legal definition of cigars (e.g., by adding tobacco to the wrapper) 
and continued to market them with sweet flavors.

When another 2009 federal law significantly increased taxes on cigarettes and small cigars, but 
taxed larger cigars at lower rates, some manufacturers added weight to their products to qualify 
for the lower tax rate. According to a recent Bloomberg News report, one manufacturer has 
increased the weight of its cigars by adding a clay material used in kitty litter.

These regulatory and tax loopholes should be closed:
• The FDA, which currently regulates cigarettes, smokeless tobacco and roll-your-own 

tobacco, should extend its jurisdiction to all tobacco products, including cigars, as allowed by 
law.

• Congress and the states should equalize taxes on all tobacco products at the same rate as 
cigarettes to eliminate incentives for tax evasion.

http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/content/what_we_do/industry_watch/cigar_report/2013CigarReport_Full.pdf
http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/content/what_we_do/industry_watch/cigar_report/2013CigarReport_Full.pdf
http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/content/what_we_do/industry_watch/cigar_report/2013CigarReport_Full.pdf
http://www.tobaccofreekids.org/content/what_we_do/industry_watch/cigar_report/2013CigarReport_Full.pdf
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-03-01/tobacco-firms-save-1-billion-with-kitty-litter-in-cigars.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-03-01/tobacco-firms-save-1-billion-with-kitty-litter-in-cigars.html
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• Congress should reject pending legislation that would totally exempt some cigars from 
regulation.

While the colorful packaging and sweet flavors of many cigars may imply otherwise, cigar 
smoking seriously harms health.  According to the National Cancer Institute and the U.S. 
Surgeon General, cigar smoking causes cancer, heart disease and chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD). Cigar smoke contains the same toxins as cigarette smoke, and many new cigar 
products are more easily smoked and inhaled just like cigarettes.

Emerging Threats: Tobacco in Disguise

With smoking on the decline in the U.S. and increasingly restricted in workplaces and public 
places, tobacco companies have also introduced an array of new, even dissolvable products with 
potential appeal to kids.

• They have introduced teabag-like smokeless tobacco products, called snus, that bear the 
brand names Marlboro and Camel, which are the most popular cigarette brands among youth.  
Camel Snus are sold in colorful tins and have been marketed with elaborate ads in magazines 
and newspapers.  These products come in flavors such as spearmint and “winterchill.”

• Tobacco companies have also introduced an array of novel smokeless tobacco products, 
including R.J. Reynolds’ Camel Sticks, Strips and Orbs, which look like toothpicks, breath 
strips and breath mints.  These products could appeal to kids because of their candy-like 
packaging, appearance and flavor, and also because they dissolve like mints and could be 
used without detection at school or even at home.

• Philip Morris USA is test-marketing “smokeless tobacco sticks” that carry the Marlboro and 
Skoal brand names popular with kids.  These look like chocolate-covered toothpicks.

These products appear so different from traditional smokeless tobacco products and are so easily 
concealed that kids could be using them without parents or teachers realizing that they are using 
tobacco. Despite their appearances, these products cause and sustain nicotine addiction.

Despite Restrictions, Tobacco Companies Still Market to Kids

These tobacco industry strategies come as tobacco marketing has been restricted by the 1998 
Master Settlement Agreement that ended the states’ lawsuits against the major tobacco 
companies and by a 2009 federal law, the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act, 
which gave the FDA the authority to regulate tobacco products and marketing.

The settlement and the FDA law have eliminated several highly visible forms of tobacco 
marketing, including tobacco billboard and transit advertising, tobacco-brand sponsorships of 
sports and entertainment events, and distribution of non-tobacco items, such as hats and T-shirts, 
marked with tobacco brand names or logos.
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The FDA law also banned the sale of candy and fruit-flavored cigarettes, sales of cigarettes in so-
called “kiddie packs” of less than 20, vending machine and self-service sales of cigarettes and 
smokeless tobacco except in adult-only facilities, and the use of misleading terms such as “light” 
and “low-tar” that imply some cigarettes are less harmful.

These are all positive steps that make it more difficult for tobacco companies to target children.  
But these actions have not eliminated tobacco marketing that appeals to kids, and the tobacco 
companies have a long history of responding to marketing restrictions by circumventing them 
and shifting their marketing dollars to new strategies.  In fact, their business model depends on 
continuing to target new, young customers because they know that 90 percent of all smokers 
begin while in their teens, or earlier.

Numerous internal tobacco industry documents, revealed in various lawsuits against the industry, 
show that the tobacco companies have long perceived adolescents as a key market, studied their 
smoking behavior and developed products and marketing campaigns aimed at them.  One Philip 
Morris document stated, “Today’s teenager is tomorrow’s potential regular customer.”  Similarly, 
a Lorillard Tobacco document stated, “[T]he base of our business is the high school student.” 
And an R.J. Reynolds document infamously referred to younger customers as “the only source of 
replacement smokers” for those who quit smoking or die from tobacco-related disease.

In August 2006, U.S. District Court Judge Gladys Kessler issued a landmark ruling finding that 
the tobacco companies have violated civil racketeering laws and defrauded the American people 
by lying for decades about the health risks of smoking and their marketing to children.  Judge 
Kessler’s final opinion found that, from the 1950s to the present, the tobacco company 
defendants “have intentionally marketed to young people under the age of twenty-one in order to 
recruit ‘replacement smokers’ to ensure the economic future of the industry.”

The 2012 Surgeon General’s report found that, while the tobacco industry has stated that its 
marketing only promotes brand choices among adult smokers, this marketing actually 
encourages underage youth to smoke: “Tobacco companies have long argued that their marketing 
efforts do not increase the overall demand for tobacco products and have no impact on the 
initiation of tobacco use among young people; rather, they argue they are competing with other 
companies for market share.  In contrast, the weight of the evidence from extensive and 
increasingly sophisticated  research conducted over the past few decades shows that the 
industry’s marketing activities have been a key factor in leading young people to take up 
tobacco, keeping some  users from quitting, and achieving greater consumption among users.”

So it is no surprise that, despite the restrictions on their marketing, the tobacco companies 
continue to promote their products in ways that appeal to kids, and to introduce new products 
that entice young customers.
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The aggressive marketing of tobacco products to our children underscores the need for elected 
officials at all levels to take equally aggressive action to protect our children.  Proven strategies 
to reduce tobacco use include higher tobacco taxes, comprehensive smoke-free air laws, well-
funded tobacco prevention and cessation programs that include mass media campaigns, and 
effective regulation of tobacco products and marketing.  These strategies can protect our children 
and reduce the terrible toll of tobacco use, the number one cause of preventable death in the 
United States.


