
 

THE RISE OF CIGARS AND CIGAR-SMOKING HARMS 

 
Despite increases in cigar smoking, especially among youth, cigars are often overlooked by 
legislators and other policymakers who mistakenly believe that cigars are “not that harmful” 
compared to cigarettes and deserve special treatment.  But cigars are addictive and deadly – 
causing lung cancer, other cancers, heart attacks and more – and they are often marketed in a 
wide variety of kid-friendly flavors.  Cigar smokers also produce more secondhand smoke than 
cigarette smokers, and secondhand cigar smoke is often even more harmful and deadly than 
secondhand cigarette smoke. 
 
Health Harms to Users from Cigar Smoking 
 
Like cigarettes, cigars are smoked and contain the same toxic and carcinogenic compounds.1  
While many believe that cigars are safer than cigarettes because cigar smoke is not inhaled, 
studies have shown that cigar smokers actually do inhale – even when smoking large premium 
cigars – thereby absorbing smoke into their lungs and bloodstream, and depositing cigarette 
smoke particles in their lungs and even in their stomachs and digestive tract.  Because large cigars 
do not have filters, smokers are exposed to more tobacco smoke and, especially, more toxins in 
the smoke.2  Moreover, many youth and other smokers are now consuming cigars, especially 
smaller ones, just like cigarettes, with full inhalation.       
 
Accordingly, smoking cigars causes the same kinds of serious health consequences and 
premature death as cigarette smoking.  For example: 
 
> Cigar smokers have much higher rates of lung cancer, heart disease, and heart attacks than 

nonsmokers.3 

> Cigar smoking increases the risk for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD).4 

> Cigarette and cigar smokers have similarly increased risk of oral and esophageal cancers; and 
male cigar smokers are up to eight times more likely to die from oral cancer and ten times more 
likely to die from laryngeal cancers than nonsmokers.5 

> Cigar smokers can spend up to an hour smoking a single cigar, often consuming as much 
tobacco as in a full pack of cigarettes.6 

 
Harms from Secondhand Cigar Smoke 
 
A person smoking a regular cigar creates much more air pollution than a cigarette smoker; but 
even in equal amounts, cigar smoke contains substantially higher levels of carbon monoxide and 
other toxins than cigarette smoke.  For example, because most cigars are larger than cigarettes, a 
burning cigar produces more smoke than a burning cigarette.  Similarly, to the extent that cigar 
smoke is not inhaled as deeply as cigarette smoke, secondhand cigar smoke is less “filtered” than 
secondhand cigarette smoke before bystanders are exposed to it.7   
 
Recent Increases in Cigar Smoking, Interest Among Youth 
 
Although cigarette smoking has been slowly declining in the United States, cigar consumption has 
increased dramatically since 1993.  Between 2000 and 2006, for example, cigarette consumption 
declined by 13 percent, but cigar smoking increased by more than 37 percent.8  Similarly, while 
youth cigarette smoking rates are declining, youth cigar smoking rates have remained steady.9 
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> Cigar smoking is the second most common form of tobacco use among youth.  The most 
recent data available show that 13.6 percent of high school students currently smoke cigars 
(19.4% among boys; 7.6% among girls).10 

> Each day, more than 3,500 additional kids under 18 years old try cigar smoking for the first time 
– almost as many as those who try cigarettes for the first time each day (roughly 3,800).11 

> In some states, cigar smoking among some youth groups is even more popular than cigarette 
smoking.  In New Hampshire, for example, 20.6 percent of high school boys currently smoke 
cigarettes, but 27.2 percent smoke cigars.12  Similarly, a recent study in Ohio found cigars to 
be the most popular tobacco product among high school students.13

> A 2008 study found that adolescents who started smoking cigars were more susceptible to 
smoking cigarettes, and those who smoked both cigars and cigarettes were more likely to be 
frequent dual users.14 

Part of the reason youth cigar smoking rates are relatively high is due to cigars being marketed in a 
range of kid-attracting flavors, such as such as candy, fruit and chocolate.15  As a cigar retailer 
commented, “The flavors attract customers.”16  But the inaccurate belief that cigars are much less 
harmful than cigarettes is also part of the problem.  Interviews with college students, for example, 
found that some smoked little cigars because they believed they were less addictive and less 
harmful than cigarettes.17 
 
The federal government and almost all of the states compound these problems by sharply under-
taxing cigars compared to cigarettes, often making small cigars a less-expensive alternative to 
cigarettes.  In addition, many laws and restrictions pertaining to cigarettes or cigarette marketing 
do not apply to cigars.  For example, federal law now prohibits cigarettes from having flavors that 
attract kids, but does not yet prohibit even small cigars from having such kid-attracting flavors – 
and only one state restricts cigar flavorings that attract kids.     
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