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Big Tobacco Targets People with Limited Incomes 
While overall smoking rates have declined in recent years, smoking rates remain higher among specific 

populations, including people with limited incomes. These differences are in large part due to the tobacco 

industry’s targeted marketing through advertising, price discounting and other strategies.i  Every year the 
tobacco industry spends $9.1 billion in the United States marketing their deadly and addictive products.ii   

   

Tobacco Use by People with Limited Incomes 
In 2020, smoking rates were particularly high for adults with an annual household income of less than 
$35,000, for whom the smoking rates was 20.2%, well above the overall adult smoking rate of 12.5%.iii 

Examining use of any tobacco product, 25.2% of adults with household incomes below $35,000 annually 

used tobacco products, compared to 19.0% of the adult population overall.iv   
  

Tobacco Industry Targeting of People with Limited Incomes  
The tobacco industry has a long and well-documented history of targeting people with limited incomes with 

discounts and promotions of its deadly and addictive products dating back over 60 years.v,vi,vii  Previously 

secret tobacco industry documents confirm the companies have utilized a variety of tactics to target people 
with limited incomes. Historically the tobacco industry has engaged in the following tactics to target people 

with limited incomes: 

• Handed out free cigarettes to children in housing projects, particularly targeting Black children from 
households with limited incomes.viii  

• Provided tobacco coupons with food stamps by enclosing coupons for 25 cents off a pack of 

cigarettes in the envelope with food stamps.ix This program was targeted at Black and Hispanic 

families living in inner-city neighborhoods with limited incomes. 

• Targeted coupons at women with limited incomes.x 

• Gave away gas cash cards and other rewards debit cards, targeted at women with limited incomes.xi 

 

Big Tobacco’s targeting of people with limited incomes continues today. Tobacco retailers are 
disproportionately located in communities with limited incomes where tobacco retailers are more likely to 

be near schools than in other neighborhoods.xii One study of 30 U.S. cities found that there are nearly 5 

times more tobacco retailers per square mile in the neighborhoods with the lowest income compared to the 

neighborhoods with the highest income.xiii Individuals  are exposed to increased amounts of tobacco retail 

advertising in areas with high concentrations of tobacco retailers. In fact, retail marketing, including in-

store advertising, product displays, and discounts accounts for a large portion of the tobacco industry’s 

marketing budget. In 2020 Big Tobacco spent 97% of their total cigarette and smokeless tobacco 
advertising and promotion budgets on strategies that facilitated retail sales, such as price discounts, point-

of-sale advertising, coupons, and payments to ensure prime retail space.xiv   

 
Big Tobacco is using the same playbook to addict people with e-cigarettes by selling them at significant 

discounts and initially distributing free e-cigarettes.  In 2018 the six largest e-cigarette manufacturers spent 



Big Tobacco Targets People with Limited Incomes  I  November 2022 

 

American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network | 655 15th Street, NW, Suite 503 | Washington, DC 20005 
     @ACSCAN |       @ACSCAN | fightcancer.org                 Updated 11.11.22 
 

©2022, American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network, Inc. 

 

over $36 million on coupons and over $11 million on retail-added-value promotions, such as “bogo deals,” 

offering to distribute a free e-cigarette upon the purchase of another e-cigarette.xv 

 

Big Tobacco’s Deceptive and Targeted Marketing Costs Lives  
Big Tobacco’s deceptive marketing practices, coupled with current low tobacco prices they have fought for, 

continue to incentivize smoking for people with limited incomes and other 
populations at higher risk of being targeted by Big Tobacco, causing these 

groups to shoulder a disproportionate share of the real cost of tobacco use.  

Smoking harms nearly every organ in the body and remains the number one 
cause of preventable death.xvi Smoking is the single largest contributing risk 

factor to cancer in the United States, increasing the risk of at least 12 cancers.xvii   
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Smoking causes 
approximately 30% 
of cancer deaths.xvii 
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