
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

Flavors Attract Youth & Young Adults 
 

• Most youth start and continue smoking using menthol or other flavored products.1 Each year, 2,100 Washington 
youth begin smoking daily.2 

• Youth are disproportionately impacted by flavored and mentholated products. 4 out of 5 youth who vape or smoke report 
using flavors, and appealing flavors are reported as the primary reason for initiating.3 In fact, nearly 7 in 10 of all youth 
who vape use flavored e-cigarettes.7 

• Although smoking rates have decreased overall in recent years, use of menthol cigarettes has actually increased 
among young adults.1 Youth are the single largest users of menthol cigarettes compared to all other age groups.1  

• People who initiate smoking at younger ages become more addicted faster and experience much more difficulty in 
quitting. In fact, nearly 3 out of 4 teens who smoke continue to smoke into adulthood.4 

 
 
Flavors and Vapor Products Accelerate Nicotine Use     
 

• The emergence and fast growth of flavored vapor products (also known 
as e-cigarettes, ENDS, and JUUL) further increases the risk of lifelong 
nicotine addiction and dangerous vaping-related health effects among 
youth and youth adults.  

• Youth who vape are much more likely to use tobacco or marijuana.5 
• While youth use of conventional cigarettes has been declining for most 

groups, the overall nicotine use rate has increased due to the popularity of vapor products, 
the majority of which are flavored.6  

• Among Washington State 10th graders who reported using vapor products in the past 30 
days, 56% reported vaping nicotine and 20.5% reported vaping THC (marijuana).6 This 
means a majority of vaping youth are at risk for long-term nicotine dependence. 

• High school use of vapor products flavored with menthol and mint has increased 
dramatically – from 16% in 2016 to 57% in 2019.7 This shows that if only some vape flavors 
are banned, youth and young adults will migrate to other flavors. 

• Vaping exposes users to numerous harmful chemical additives, for which acute and chronic 
health effects are still being investigated. The FDA is proposing to declare a host of 
constituents found in tobacco and vapor products as harmful or potentially harmful.8  

• 68% of 10th graders reported borrowing their vapor products, asking someone to purchase 
them, or getting them from family.6 This means that there is both the presence of illegal 
underage sales of such products and that a 21+ minimum legal sales age is not sufficient 
by itself in protecting youth from flavored nicotine and tobacco products. 
 

 

 
 

 
W A S H I N G T O N S T A T E D E P A R T M E N T O F H E A LT H 

Commercial Tobacco Prevention Program 

Flavors in Tobacco and Vapor Products: The federal 2009 Family Smoking Prevention 
and Tobacco Control Act only banned characterizing flavors in cigarettes. The act exempted menthol from all 
flavor restrictions, and it did not regulate flavors in other tobacco or vapor products. As a result, the health of 
Washington’s youth, LGBT, and people-of-color communities is severely threatened by flavored/menthol vapor 
products, little cigars, nicotine pouches, and hookah products that flood the market. 
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https://www.doh.wa.gov/portals/1/Documents/Pubs/340-320-TobaccoEcigMarijuanaHealthyUseSurvey.pdf


Flavors Worsen Inequities & Disparities:  
 

• Disparities in tobacco use remain across certain groups defined by race, ethnicity, 
educational level, and socioeconomic status across the state. Flavored vapor products, 
menthol cigarettes, and other flavored tobacco products exacerbate disparities by 
attracting vulnerable populations to nicotine use early in life. 

• Menthol cigarettes are used at higher rates by racial and ethnic minority individuals who 
smoke, including African Americans, Hispanics, and Asian Americans. Use of menthol 
products is also prevalent among LGBT-identifying youth and among populations with 
lesser resources. 

• Menthol continues to disproportionately impact Washington’s African American 
communities. Among all Black Americans who smoke, nearly 90 percent smoke menthol 
cigarettes. Broken down by age group, this figure is 93 percent among all African 
American young adults (18-25 years) who smoke and 70 percent among all Black youth 
(12-17 years) who smoke.1,9  

• The tobacco industry advertises and markets its products at a rate of about $1 million an hour nationally – around $90 
million each year in WA – to the most marginalized populations.10,11 

 
States and Communities are Taking Action: 
 

Given the significant threat to public health posed by flavored tobacco and vapor products, many local and state 
governments are using their authority to pass legislation to regulate the sale and promotion of these products:  

 
• Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York State, Rhode Island and over 290 of localities including San Francisco, Chicago, 

Boston, Minneapolis and New York City have already passed restrictions on the sale of flavored tobacco and/or vapor 
products, which disproportionately impact the health of their most vulnerable communities.12 Over 100 of these 
communities restrict the sale of menthol cigarettes, in addition to other flavored tobacco products.13 

 
However, Washington State preempts most local government action to prevent and control use of tobacco and vapor 
products. This has prevented communities from addressing acute and chronic health issues arising from youth vaping, 
menthol cigarettes, and flavored tobacco. The tobacco industry’s support for preemptive policies, at the expense of local 
control, is well documented.4  
 

Policy Topics & Resources 
 

More information can be found at the Centers for Disease Control & Prevention, Public Health Law Center, and 
ChangeLab Solutions regarding: 
 

o Impacts of Preemption & Local Control 
o Barrier-free access to FDA-Approved Cessation Services and Medications 
o Regulating Nicotine Concentration in Vapor Products & Accessories 
o Tobacco and Vapor Product Retailer Density Restrictions 
 

FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
Frances Limtiaco, frances.limtiaco@doh.wa.gov 
Jacob Delbridge, jacob.delbridge@doh.wa.gov 
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9 (Menthol and Cigarettes, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, August 2019.) 
10 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: Tobacco Industry Marketing, 2018) 
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Menthol: Given its 
numbing properties, 
menthol reduces the 
harshness of tobacco 

and makes it easier and 
smoother to smoke. 
Because it is inhaled 

deeper, menthol 
increases nicotine 

dependence and makes 
smoking harder to quit.1 

To request this document in another format, 
call 1-800-525-0127. Deaf or hard of hearing 
customers, please call 711 (Washington 
Relay) or email civil.rights@doh.wa.gov. 
 

https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/assets/factsheets/0398.pdf
https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/assets/factsheets/0398.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/about/osh/index.htm
https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/topics/commercial-tobacco-control
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/tobacco-prevention
https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/Untangling-the-Preemption-Doctrine-in-Tobacco-Control-2018.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/quit_smoking/cessation/coverage/index.htm
https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/tclc-guide-reg-ecigarettes-2016.pdf
http://changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/CLS-BG214-Tobacco_Retail_Density-Factsheet_FINAL_20190131.pdf
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