
 

American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network | 655 15th St. NW, Ste. 503 | Washington, DC 20005 |  @ACSCAN     FB/ACSCAN | fightcancer.org 
©2019, American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network, Inc.        

Health Impact of Menthol Cigarettes 

and Flavored Cigars 
 

 

 

Flavors are a marketing ploy tobacco manufacturers use to target youth and young people to a lifetime of 

addiction. Adding flavors can improve the ease of use of a product by masking harsh effects, facilitating nicotine 

uptake, and increasing a product’s overall appeal.i  

Menthol is derived from natural mint products or developed synthetically ii Menthol was first added to tobacco 

products in the 1920s and 1930s as a way to reduce the harshness of cigarette smoke and to advertise cigarettes as 

a “smoother, healthier” option.iii Tobacco manufacturers add menthol to cigarettes to improve the taste, flavor, 

aroma of cigarettes and create a smoothing or cooling effect - making it easier for non-users, especially youth, to 

start smoking. iv 

Candy, fruit, mint and menthol flavorings in tobacco products are a promotional tool to lure new, young users, and 

are aggressively marketed with creative campaigns by tobacco companies.v Cigars, cigarillos, and little cigars are all 

sold in many flavors that are appealing to young people, such as banana, mango, chocolate, and grape. The negative 

health impact of menthol cigarettes and flavored tobacco products have been substantial. 

Initiation, Addiction, and Cessation 
Menthol has been shown to increase smoking initiation, decrease 

successful quitting, and lead to greater addiction, all independent of 

the damaging effects of nicotine. Menthol may also contribute to 

youth progressing to regular smoking as compared to non-menthol 

cigarettes. Many youth report starting to use tobacco with a flavored 

product.vi First use of a flavored cigar was associated with current 

regular use of these products compared to first use of an unflavored 

cigar.vii Furthermore, youth report flavors as a leading reason why 

they use tobacco products and perceive flavored products as less 

harmful.viii,ix 

All tobacco products, including cigars, contain nicotine, which may 

induce dependence and harm health.x Use of flavored cigars are 

associated with increased tobacco dependence.xi And unfortunately, 

young people who use tobacco products are more likely to become 

addicted than adults.xii 

In addition, adults who smoke menthol cigarettes make more quit 

attempts but have less success compared to adults who smoke non-

menthol cigarettes.xiii This is exacerbated by race/ethnicity where 

non-Hispanic Black adult smokers report the greatest interest in 

quitting, but the least success.xiv  

  

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and its tobacco products advisory committee have concluded 

that menthol poses additional risks as compared to cigarettes without menthol.xxiii, xxiv 

Cancer in the Black 

Community 

Black people have the highest death 

rates and shortest survival rates of 

any racial/ethnic group in the US for 

most cancers. 

• 25,690 Black people will be 

diagnosed with and 14,160 

will die from lung cancer in 

2022. 

• Lung cancer is the most 

common cause of cancer 

death among Black men. 

Cancer disparities are largely driven 

by social mechanisms like structural 

racism, but also the direct actions of 

the tobacco industry in targeting its 

products to these communities. 
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Disease and Death 
From 1980 to 2018, menthol cigarettes were responsible for 10.1 million more people smoking, 3 million life-years 

lost and 378,000 premature deaths.xv African Americans made up 15% of the increase in people smoking, 41% of 

the life-years lost and 50% of premature deaths despite only comprising 12% of the total U.S. population.xvi This 

amounted to 1.5 million new people who smoked, 1.5 million life-years lost, and 157,000 smoke-related premature 

deaths among African Americans.  

In 2011, FDA’s Tobacco Products Scientific Advisory Committee concluded that without FDA’s action on menthol, 

by the end of 2020, over 4,700 excess African America deaths will have been caused by menthol and over 460,000 

more African Americans will have started smoking because of the presence of menthol in cigarettes.xvii 

Cigarette smoke, including menthol, is responsible for 480,000 preventable premature deaths in the U.S. every 

year, and costs more than $300 billion in medical costs and lost productivity.xviii Smoking accounts for almost 30% 

of all cancer deaths, including 80% of lung cancer deaths, as well as contributing to other illnesses like heart and 

lung disease.xix 

Regular cigar smoking increases the risk of cancers of the lung, oral cavity, larynx, and esophagus.xx In fact, people 

who smoke cigars are four to ten times more likely to die from laryngeal, oral or esophageal cancers than non-

smokers.xxi Heavy cigar smoking also increases the risk of developing lung diseases, such as emphysema and 

chronic bronchitis.xxii   
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