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Why do tobacco companies add menthol?

Menthol is more than a minty flavor in commercial tobacco products. Menthol’s cooling and numbing
properties mask the harshness of commercial tobacco products, making them easier to use and more
appealing.! Tobacco companies know that flavors like menthol increase the odds that people, especially
young adults and teens, will try their products and use them often enough to become regular users.? 3

The 2009 Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act ended the sale of flavored cigarettes.
However, menthol cigarettes were exempted, and other flavored commercial tobacco products
including cigars, smokeless tobacco, and e-cigarettes (or “vapes”) were allowed to remain on the
market. E-cigarettes come in over 15,000 flavors,* including menthol, and are the commercial tobacco
product used most by teens.®

Impact on Minnesotans: In 2020, 78% of Minnesota teens reported that the first commercial tobacco
product they ever tried was flavored.® Among students who had recently used a commercial tobacco
product, 85% reported having used a flavored product.® “Menthol or mint” was second only to “fruit”
as the flavor most used by Minnesota students who had recently vaped (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Menthol or mint e-cigarettes are popular among teens.

One in three 11th grade students who vape reported having vaped menthol or mint flavor in the past 30
days.
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Source: 2022 Minnesota Student Survey. Denominator: 11th grade students that reported having used an e-cigarette in the
past 30 days. The flavors, “alcohol,” “chocolate,” or “clove/spice” were selected by less than 5 percent of respondents.
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Menthol products are used by younger adults more than older adults. Fifty percent of young adults
(aged 18-24) who use commercial tobacco, reported having used menthol-flavored products versus 30%
of older adults (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Young adults are more likely to use menthol products.

Adults overall, 32%

30%

Ages 18-24 Age 25 and older

Source: 2021 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey. Denominator: Minnesota adults who use tobacco products every day
or some days.

Menthol makes it harder to quit.

In addition to its sensory effects, menthol enhances the addictive effects of nicotine on the brain.
Studies show that people who smoke menthol cigarettes have more nicotinic receptors in their brain
making the brain even more dependent on continued use of commercial tobacco.’ In addition, menthol
added to nicotine increases the communication between a brain area in the reward pathway and
another in memory involved in nicotine addiction and withdrawal.?

People who smoke menthol cigarettes tend to smoke sooner after waking, a measure of physical
dependence.’ While those who smoke menthol cigarettes make more attempts to quit smoking than
those who smoke non-menthol cigarettes, those who smoke menthol are less likely to succeed
compared with those who do not smoke menthol cigarettes.1® 1!

Tobacco companies aggressively market to Black, American
Indian, and LGBTQ2+ communities, and it works.

The portion of adults who smoke has declined for decades, but it is no coincidence that some
communities have much higher smoking prevalence than others. Tobacco companies market to and
promote menthol products to specific populations through tailored advertisements, giveaways, price
discounts and coupons, lifestyle branding, and event sponsorships.!?

Figure 3. Menthol advertising  Tohacco companies knew their customers perceived menthol

Al e cigarettes as healthier than non-menthol cigarettes and used that
= theme in their marketing to persuade health-conscious smokers to

switch to menthol cigarettes rather than quit smoking.?
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Figure 3 shows an advertisement with the message that smoking
menthol cigarettes is healthier and encourages customers to switch
not quit.

Source: Stanford University’s Research into the Impact of Tobacco Advertising online
collection (https://tobacco.stanford.edu/)
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Black Americans: Tobacco companies have heavily marketed
menthol products in Black-owned publications and newspapers
with high black readership, through sponsorship of jazz concerts
and certain civil rights groups, through ads showing people
dressed in clothing popular with rap and hip-hop artists, and in
neighborhoods with more Black residents.! More recently, the A
industry has advertised menthol cigars on social media and has ' =

used hip-hop and rap artists, models, and music that are VMHE “H TH‘ 1|4

appealing to youth. > ** m

American Indians: Tobacco companies manipulated and
exploited some American Indians’ sacred use of tobacco®® by
using images of American Indians to market their products as
“natural” and a spiritual experience.'® - 18 The practice of
marketing to American Indian communities continues today.
Congressional testimony revealed that major e-cigarette
manufacturer JUUL targeted at least eight American Indian tribes
with price discounts and other efforts to promote its products.'®

Figure 4. An example of counter-
marketing in Minnesota against
tobacco industry misappropriation
of American Indian tradition.

Learn more about sacred tobacco at Traditional Tobacco and
American Indian Communities in Minnesota
(www.health.state.mn.us/communities/tobacco/traditional/
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LGBTQ2+: Tobacco companies designed marketing materials

tailored for LGBTQ2+ persons earlier than most other industries,

depicted tobacco use as part of the LGBTQ2+ experience, and used corporate philanthropy and
sponsorships of social events and pride festivals to gain acceptance and support within the
community.®

Impact on Minnesotans: These focused promotional efforts to increase commercial tobacco
consumption and addiction among members of Black, American Indian, and LGBTQ2+ communities
resulted in commercial tobacco use prevalence that is higher among these groups than others in
Minnesota (Figure 5).%°

Figure 5. Menthol use is higher among communities targeted with menthol marketing.

Adults overall, 32%
53%
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Black American Indian LGBT
Source: 2021 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey. Denominator: Minnesota adults who use commercial tobacco
products.

Among Minnesota adults who use commercial tobacco, the percentage who report having used menthol
is higher among Black, American Indian, and LGBTQ+
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What if menthol sales ended?

In 2011, the Tobacco Products Scientific Advisory Committee reported to the FDA that the removal of
menthol cigarettes would benefit public health in the United States.?! A recent study shows that nearly
two-thirds of U.S. adults approve of policies to end menthol cigarette sales, and more than half support
ending the sale of all tobacco products.?

Studies show young adults’ and adolescents’ willingness to use commercial tobacco products is lower
when flavored options, such as menthol, are unavailable. For example, while younger (aged 16-24)
nonsmokers were interested in trying all e-cigarettes presented to them, with a marked preference for
coffee and cherry flavors, they were substantially less interested in trying tobacco-flavor e-cigarettes.?
Similarly, Minnesota teens were less susceptible to using e-cigarettes when the flavor offered was
tobacco compared with menthol, unspecified, or no flavor at all, and this was true for teens who had
never tried e-cigarettes and those who were showing signs of e-cigarette dependence, suggesting that
ending sales of flavored commercial tobacco products would advance commercial tobacco prevention
and cessation goals in Minnesota.?

A 2014 survey revealed that 46% of Minnesota adults who smoke menthol cigarettes reported they
would quit smoking if menthol cigarettes were banned.? A 2022 survey showed that a ban on flavored
e-cigarettes would more effectively reduce public health harms if combined with a ban on menthol
cigarettes and flavored cigars, because e-cigarette users would be motivated to quit rather than switch
to an unflavored commercial tobacco product.®

Minnesotans Taking Action: Several states, large cities, and many localities have enacted policies to
limit or prohibit sales of menthol tobacco products.?” In Minnesota, the cities of Minneapolis, Saint
Paul, and Duluth restricted sales of menthol commercial tobacco products. Once these policies were
enacted, outlets that sell menthol products substantially decreased and reduced the availability of
these products in these communities.?® After Minneapolis and Saint Paul restricted sales of flavored
commercial tobacco and later menthol commercial tobacco products, youth use of any commercial
tobacco product remained stable or increased less than communities without flavor policies.?

Summary

Menthol makes commercial tobacco products more appealing to new users and interacts with nicotine
to make commercial tobacco products more addictive. Tobacco companies disproportionately market
menthol products to Black, Native American, LGBTQ2+ communities, and young people. Ending sales of
menthol and other flavored tobacco products would improve the health of Minnesota communities
targeted by Big Tobacco and protect future generations from nicotine dependence.

Free help to quit smoking, chewing, or vaping

Free quitting help is available to all Minnesotans. Quit Partner
(http://quitpartnermn.com/) offers a variety of tools, including U It
coaching, quit guides, and starter kits with patches, gum, or

lozenges. Minnesota residents with Medical Assistance or pa rt n e r

MinnesotaCare also have free access to tobacco cessation
counseling and medications with a prescription.



http://quitpartnermn.com/
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