
 

Menthol Cigarette Use Among African 
Americans in Wisconsin 

 
In 2007-2008, the UW Tobacco Surveillance and Evaluation Program 
developed the Minority Health and Tobacco Survey–African 
Americans. A sample of African Americans in Wisconsin was surveyed 
to examine this population’s tobacco use, including menthol cigarette 
use.  
 
This program brief reviews the prevalence of menthol cigarette use 
among African American smokers with regards to age, gender, 
educational attainment, marital status, employment status, and smoking 
status. 
 
Major findings: 
 

• In 2007-2008, 92% of African American smokers reported 
using menthol cigarettes (see Figure 1). By comparison, 
mentholated cigarettes make up approximately 27% of the 
cigarette market. 

 
• Regardless of age, gender, educational attainment, marital 

status, employment status and smoking status, all socio-
demographic subgroups were more likely to use menthol 
cigarettes than non-menthol cigarettes. 

 
Figure 1 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Prior research has shown that African American smokers tend to prefer menthol cigarettes 
compared to non-menthol cigarettes.1,2 Although a 2005 report by the Federal Trade Commission 
stated that mentholated cigarettes made up only 27% of the cigarette market,3 the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention reported that approximately 75% of African American smokers 
chose to use mentholated cigarettes (based on data presented in the 1998 Surgeon General’s 
Report.)4 According to data collected in 2000 on over 18,000 smokers, approximately 69% of 
Blacks reported using mentholated cigarettes.5 A more recent study, using 2002 data on 2,500 
smokers, found that 78% of black smokers used menthol cigarettes.5  
 
By comparison, studies of smokers have shown that approximately 20-30% of Whites use 
menthol cigarettes,1,,4,5,6,7 and roughly 28% of Hispanics smoke mentholated cigarettes.5 Prior 
research suggests that marketing has had a disparate impact on menthol cigarette use among 
Blacks and Whites. Since the 1960s, cigarette manufacturers have intensely marketed menthol 
cigarettes to black smokers; this marketing is believed to explain, at least in part, why such a 
high percentage of black smokers continue to use menthol cigarettes today.2 
 
Research indicates that mentholated cigarettes are associated with worse smoking-related health 
outcomes compared to smoking non-mentholated cigarettes. For example, earlier studies suggest 
that African Americans who smoke mentholated cigarettes have a more difficult time quitting as 
compared to those who smoke non-mentholated cigarettes.6,7,8 Also, a 1996 report found that 
menthol cigarettes were significantly associated with higher cotinine (a metabolite of nicotine) 
levels, and were perhaps linked to a higher absorption of cigarette smoke carcinogens than non-
menthol cigarettes.9 Additional reports suggest an association between smoking menthol 
cigarettes and having an increased risk of developing esophageal cancer.10,11 The 1998 Surgeon 
General’s Report stressed the need to investigate the relationship of menthol cigarettes with 
African American smokers’ high levels of serum cotinine, as well as the higher rate of 
esophageal cancer rates.12  

 
The purpose of the current study was to update our knowledge of African American menthol 
cigarette use, specifically in the state of Wisconsin. In addition, we examined whether menthol 
cigarette use varies by select socio-demographic factors. 
 
 
METHODS 
 
This Program Brief used data collected from the Minority Health and Tobacco Survey–African 
Americans. Data collection occurred from October 2007 through April 2008. The survey was 
conducted in Wisconsin via a telephone interview of non-institutionalized African American 
adults, aged 18 years or older. The study included 640 people; 24.2% reported they currently 
smoked cigarettes. The question used in these analyses was “Do you smoke menthol cigarettes?” 
This question was asked of respondents that reported they were current cigarette smokers at the 
time of interview. 
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RESULTS 
 
The data found that 91.6% of African American smokers used mentholated cigarettes (see Figure 
1). Additional analysis, as presented in Table 1, showed that regardless of age, gender, 
educational attainment, marital status, employment status, or smoking status, the use of menthol 
cigarettes was high across all socio-demographic subgroups.  
 
Table 1 

Menthol Cigarette Use Among African American Smokers,  
by Socio-demographic Subgroup, Wisconsin, 2007-2008 

Overall Menthol Cigarette use: 91.6% 

Age   Education   
18-24 95.2% Less than HS 87.0% 
25-44 87.7% HS Grad/GED 90.0% 
45-54 96.2% Some College 97.4% 
55+ 83.3% College Grad + 92.3% 

Gender   Smoking Status   
Males 87.9% Smoke Every Day 94.9% 
Females 93.3% Smoke Some Days 85.7% 

Employment Status   Marital Status   
Employed 91.7% Married 84.0% 
Unemployed 96.3% Divorced 95.5% 
Other 87.1% Never Married 86.7% 

* Homemaker, student, retired, or disabled 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Analysis of data from Wisconsin’s Minority Health and Tobacco Survey–African Americans 
revealed that, among current smokers, smoking menthol cigarettes is common across all age, 
gender, employment, educational, smoking, and marital groups. The minimal variation found 
within each of these subgroups may be a result of small sub-sample sizes.  
 
Based on prior research, we expected to find a high percentage of Wisconsin African Americans 
smoking mentholated cigarettes. However, the prevalence of African American menthol cigarette 
use in this study, 92%, was higher than that previously reported (69%-78%).4,5 In addition, our 
findings were substantially higher than the market share of 27% for menthol cigarettes.3 Given 
these findings are based on the first Wisconsin African American menthol cigarette study, it is 
not known how the current prevalence compares to previous levels. 
 
Previous research has suggested the preference for mentholated cigarettes among African 
American smokers is associated with manufacturer marketing, as well as the shared social norm 
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of menthol cigarette use.2,13 Further investigation, using data from the Minority Health and 
Tobacco Survey–African Americans, will reveal whether these factors hold true in Wisconsin. 
Moreover, other reasons for the preference of mentholated cigarettes among African Americans 
may be illuminated. 
 
In 2007, menthol cigarettes became a controversial topic as a bill was introduced to Congress 
that required the Food and Drug Administration to regulate tobacco. While this bill bans the 
addition of flavoring agents in cigarettes, it does not ban the incorporation of menthol. It does, 
however, allow menthol to be subject to FDA regulation. In 2008, public health professionals, 
the Congressional Black Caucus, and other groups raised concerns that the lack of a menthol ban 
would disparately affect African American smokers due to the high prevalence of menthol 
cigarette use among this population. 
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