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Abstract

Introduction: The commercial tobacco industry has long targeted Black communities by making menthol cigarettes not only appealing but af-
fordable through marketing, advertising, and pricing strategies, particularly in the retail environment. Policies that focus on restricting the sale of
menthol cigarettes have the potential to significantly reduce the death toll from smoking while also mitigating health inequities and advancing
racial equity. However, limited qualitative research exists on the perceptions of menthol cigarette sales restrictions, including local policies,
among Black adults who smoke menthol cigarettes.

Aims and Methods: In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted between January and September 2021 with self-identified non-
Hispanic Black adults who reported current menthol cigarette use (n = 26). Participants were asked open-ended questions about awareness
and perceptions of the Los Angeles County law banning the retail sale of menthol cigarettes in unincorporated communities, including how it
influences their smoking and purchasing behaviors.

Results: We used three thematic categories to structure the results: (1) Are People Aware of Local Menthol Cigarette Sales Restrictions?
Levels of Awareness and Strategies to Increase Awareness, (2) Why Ban Menthol? Concerns About Equity and Fairness, and (3) Will Menthol
Cigarette Bans Decrease Smoking? Mixed Perceptions About Potential Impact. Most participants (88.5%) had heard about the menthol ban
in their communities. Participants described ambivalence towards the ban and identified several factors that hinder support, participation, and
well-being, including uncertainty regarding the rationale for banning menthol cigarettes; perceptions that the ban specifically targets Black
communities; and concerns regarding government overreach and constraining individual choice. Participants had differing views on whether the
ban would likely help them and others who smoke menthol cigarettes reduce or quit smoking. Participants also described situations in which
they would purchase menthol cigarettes in another state, country, online, or in the illicit market. Furthermore, participants often viewed the ban
as perpetuating criminalization and over-policing of Black communities—arguments used by the commercial tobacco industry to oppose men-
thol bans.

Conclusions: Our community-based sample of Black adults who smoke menthol cigarettes face challenges and concerns about local menthol
bans. Community-centered interventions, messages, and materials about racial equity in menthol bans, access to free cessation services,
and countering commercial tobacco industry interference, in addition to measurable steps toward rectifying injustice from the commercial to-
bacco industry and repeated exemptions of menthol cigarettes from federal legislation through tangible reparations, would be helpful to this
community.

Implications: \We sought to add to the literature on flavored nicotine and commercial tobacco policies in the United States by centering the
voices of Black adults who smoke menthol cigarettes regarding their awareness, perceptions, and opinions of local laws restricting menthol
cigarette retail sales and how such polices influence their smoking and purchasing behaviors. Our findings suggest that Black adults who
smoke menthol cigarettes are aware of local laws restricting menthol cigarette retail sales and are ambivalent about the rationale. Our findings
have implications for the development and delivery of equity-focused strategies and resources to increase awareness of and rationale for the
ban; counter commercial tobacco industry interference; and facilitate smoking cessation among Black adults who experience more combus-
tible tobacco-related morbidity and mortality than their racial/ethnic counterparts. By understanding this relevance, we can also recognize how
individual awareness and perceptions are moored within and contextualized by broader social structures and systemic inequities that warrant
policy considerations.

Introduction States between 1980 and 2018.! An estimated 85% of non-
Hispanic Black Americans who smoke cigarettes prefer men-
thol cigarettes, compared with 30% of their non-Hispanic
White American counterparts.> The underlying reasons for
this racial inequity are rooted in structural racism in U.S. sys-
tems (eg, public health, healthcare, housing, criminal justice)*’

The physical and social harms of menthol cigarette use on
Black Americans who smoke and in Black communities are
well documented.' Black Americans comprise around 12%
of the population but accounted for approximately 40% of
excess deaths due to menthol cigarette smoking in the United
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and perpetuated by unjust policies and practices that harm
Black Americans, including predatory marketing for menthol
cigarettes in Black communities,>®” and exemption of men-
thol cigarettes from the 2009 Family Smoking Prevention and
Tobacco Control Act.® Projections from a 2011 report’ is-
sued by the Tobacco Products Scientific Advisory Committee
to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) estimated
that a federal menthol cigarette ban could have, by 2020,
stopped approximately 4700 premature deaths among Black
Americans. This history of willful neglect has reverberated
through generations and affects the perception of governance
and institutions for many Black Americans.!*!?

Eliminating the sale of menthol cigarettes has the potential
to save more than 600 000 thousand lives over time—more
than 250 000 of them Black Americans’; and would lead
to decreased cigarette smoking, increased quit attempts, and
increased switching from menthol cigarettes to less harmful
products.'* Efforts to ban menthol cigarettes herald the begin-
ning of the end of predatory marketing for menthol cigarettes
targeting Black communities. On April 28, 2022, the FDA
announced a proposed product standard to restrict menthol in
cigarettes and all flavors in cigars, stating that “for far too long,
certain populations, including African Americans, have been
targeted, and disproportionately impacted by tobacco use.”'?
Although the FDA’s proposed ban has not yet been enacted,
at least 120 local laws in California restrict sales of menthol
cigarettes,” and on November 8, 2022, California voters
passed a ballot measure to uphold a 2020 law to end the sale
of menthol cigarettes and most flavored non-cigarette products
(ie, e-cigarettes, small cigars).'® The State law will not override
laws passed by local jurisdictions that have enacted compre-
hensive flavor restrictions (including mint, menthol, and win-
tergreen flavors) with no retailer or product exemptions.'®

A Los Angeles Times article!'” reported that commercial to-
bacco companies like Reynolds American (maker of Newport
menthol cigarettes) have hired lobbyists, consultants,
protestors, and sponsored civil rights organizations (eg,
National Action Network) to spread fear that eliminating
menthol cigarettes will put Black Americans who smoke
at risk of “racially discriminatory government action while
leaving all others who smoke cigarettes to enjoy the product
of their choice.”'® While the enforcement of menthol cigarettes
and other flavor bans will be implemented in the retail envi-
ronment and not against individual consumer possession or
use, the commercial tobacco industry and its allies talk of
increased illegal sales and criminalization of Black Americans
who smoke menthol cigarettes and Black communities. An
understanding of reactions to menthol bans among Black
Americans who smoke could help federal, state, and local
policymakers maximize community health interventions to
redress persistent tobacco-related health inequities and mini-
mize tobacco industry interference.

On September 24, 2019, the Los Angeles County Board
of Supervisors passed a comprehensive ordinance restricting
the sale of menthol cigarettes and other flavored nicotine and
commercial tobacco products (ie, flavored vapes, flavored
little cigars, flavored hookah) in unincorporated communities
of the County!® (unincorporated communities are governed by
the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors). The ordinance
went into effect on May 1, 2020. To minimize unintended
consequences (ie, low uptake of smoking cessation treatments
and services, distrust of local government) and maximize the
health of Black Angelenos, understanding why they support
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or oppose the local ordinance is critical to inform current and
future policy around menthol cigarettes, including the new
statewide law. Thus, we sought to give voice to the aware-
ness, perceptions, and opinions of the local ordinance in Los
Angeles County unincorporated communities among black
Americans who smoke menthol cigarettes, including how it
influences their smoking and purchasing behaviors.

Methods

We conducted 26 in-depth, semi-structured, one-on-one
interviews with a convenience sample of self-identified non-
Hispanic Black adults (221 years) who currently smoke (de-
fined as those who indicate that they have ever smoked 100
cigarettes and now smoke every day or some days) and usu-
ally smoke mentholated brands. Participants were recruited in
Los Angeles County unincorporated communities (eg, View-
Park Windsor Hills, Westmont) from January to September
2021 in partnership with community-based organizations
(eg, California Black Women’s Health Project, faith-based or-
ganizations) via events (eg, health fairs), physical flyers, on-
line postings (ie, Facebook, Craigslist), and email listservs.
Participants completed a brief survey before the interview
about their demographics and smoking history. During the
interview, participants were asked open-ended questions
from a semi-structured interview guide about their aware-
ness of, attitudes, and perceptions regarding the local ordi-
nance. Follow-up probes and questions were used to clarify
participants’ responses and/or get more depth and detail re-
garding their responses. After the interview, participants were
given a $50 gift card for their time. Interviews lasted approx-
imately 60 minutes each and were conducted via telephone.
Assurances of confidentiality and anonymity in the reporting
of findings were given and permission for the interview to
be recorded was obtained from each participant in advance.
Institutional Review Board approval was obtained from the
University of Southern California (UP-20-00975).

Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using
the “Rigorous and Accelerated Data Reduction” (RADaR)
technique' to identify key themes characterizing participants’
awareness and perceptions of the local ordinance and how it
influences their smoking and purchasing behaviors. RADaR
is a deductive, structured rapid qualitative data analysis ap-
proach? that involves the use of multiple rounds of data ta-
bles to reduce, synthesize, and summarize raw textual data
and identify cross-cutting thematic patterns in the data. Rapid
analytic approaches are particularly beneficial within the con-
text of community-engaged, tobacco regulatory science to en-
sure that findings can be quickly disseminated for the purpose
of informing real-time intervention and policy development,
implementation, and evaluation.?"?? Prior research finds that
rapid qualitative data analysis approaches produce equally
valid findings with fewer resources relative to more tradi-
tional qualitative analysis processes.?>° The RADaR analytic
approach was particularly useful for the present study given
the semi-structured interview guide and the overarching goal
of expeditiously analyzing the data to ensure timely dissemi-
nation of results to key stakeholders (eg, Black Los Angelenos
who smoke menthol cigarettes, community-based organiza-
tions; policymakers) via peer-reviewed scientific channels
(manuscripts, conference presentations) and lay/public
channels (community engagement reports, infographics, and
feedback sessions).
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Our RADaR analysis process began with “data immersion’
in which the first author and a second trained researcher read
and re-read the transcripts across a 2-month period, leading
to the identification of preliminary codes germane to the over-
arching study aims, including “right to smoke,” “personal
choice,” “government involvement,” “paternalism,” and “ha-
rassment from law enforcement.” Both authors then organ-
ized verbatim text segments from the interviews into a series
of tables structured by interview questions and topics and ap-
plied codes to segments as relevant. The authors engaged in
regular dialogue to resolve any discrepancies between these
data reduction and coding approaches. This process resulted
in a series of tables progressively more reduced and concise
than the prior, until the data were sufficiently reduced to
only the key ideas and phrases from the interview. For the
findings described herein, the authors reviewed and narra-
tively summarized the reduced, coded segments (ie, “code
summaries”) for selected interview questions, topics, and
codes, and then engaged in multiple rounds of dialogue to
identify key thematic patterns across the data with atten-
tion to generating meaningful insights within equity-focused
research.?
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Results

Participant characteristics are found in Table 1. Of the 26
participants interviewed, 14 (53.9%) were women and 12
were men, with an average age of 44.3 (SD = 10.0). Most
(69.2%) had an annual income of less than $25 000. More
than half (73.8%) had at least 1 year of college education.
Participants’ mean age at cigarette initiation was 15.6 years
old (SD = 5.3). Nearly all participants (96.2%) reported that
they wanted to quit smoking menthol cigarettes. Below we
organize our findings by the following thematic categories,
with sub-themes as-relevant: (1) Are People Aware of Local
Menthol Cigarette Sales Restrictions? Levels of Awareness
and Strategies to Increase Awareness; (2) Why Ban Menthols?
Concerns About Equity and Fairness; and (3) Will Menthol

Table 1. Participant (N = 26) Demographics, Smoking Behaviors, and
Awareness of Los Angeles County Ordinance Restricting Retail Sales of
Menthol Cigarettes Unincorporated Communities

Characteristics N (%), Mean
(SD)
Gender
Female 14 (53.9%)
Male 12 (46.1%)
Age range 31-61
Average age 44.3 (10.0)
Education level
High school graduate or GED 23 (88.5%)
Some college education or higher 19 (73.8%)
Annual Income <$25 000 18 (69.2%)
Average age first tried cigarette 15.6 (5.3)
Want to quit smoking menthol cigarettes 25 (96.2%)
Awareness of ordinance restricting men- 23 (88.5%)

thol cigarette retail sales in Los Angeles
County unincorporated communities

Smiley et al.

Cigarette Bans Decrease Smoking? Mixed Emotions About
Potential Impact.

Are People Aware of Local Menthol Cigarette Sales
Restrictions? Levels of Awareness and Strategies to
Increase Awareness

Most participants (7 =23, 88.5%) reported being aware
of the ordinance banning menthol cigarette retail sales in
Los Angeles County unincorporated communities. Some
explained that people are aware of the ban because retailers
have begun to tell customers that they will soon discontinue
sales of menthol cigarettes at their stores, and because people
who smoke are discussing the ban with one another:

So, you know, going to a hair salon or something and talk-
ing to people, everybody is talking about the fact that they
can’t get their favorite cigarettes anymore. It’s very annoy-
ing. (female, age 43)

Despite the perception that many people are aware of the
ban, participants suggested more needed to be done to ensure
information about it was effectively disseminated to people
who smoke menthol cigarettes. One participant explained
that more needed to be done to inform Black residents about
the ban, especially given that tobacco companies will want
to circumvent it so as to continue selling menthol cigarettes:

I don’t think that the education was adequate enough, be-
ing Black you see it for a little while then it was gone. And
so, out of sight out of mind. And while they’re doing that,
the store is pumping the cigarettes [out to people). The big
bully tobacco companies are advertising and they’re mak-
ing it so accessible and easy to get, you know. So, the little
man has a fight with the big one-eyed giant. And the one-
eyed giant sees one thing — dollars. (male, age 47)

Several participants suggested that efforts to increase aware-
ness should leverage social media (eg, Twitter, Facebook) and
general media including TV news as communication channels,
and distribute information in stores:

Put it on billboards, make a few commercials about it or
you know put it in the stores, which I doubt they would
do. (female, age 34)

These recommendations by participants suggest that while the
majority of participants are aware of the ban, they believed
many people were not familiar with the ban and as such,
more efforts are needed to increase awareness.

Why Ban Menthols? Concerns About Equity and
Fairness

Participants expressed a variety of reactions to the men-
thol ban and perceptions of the motivations behind it. Some
perceived the ban as motivated by politics and money, as
opposed to community health promotion. For example,
participants suggested that if the ban was related to health,
then the sale of other harmful products would be similarly
banned:

If you want to do things on health, okay, then we need to
do it with alcobol. [Alcohol] shouldn’t be legal, cigarettes
shouldn’t be legal either. Get rid of both. (female, age 53)
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[ think it’s probably more political than it is out of concern
for people’s health. Pm sure money is involved. (female,
age 31)

Similarly, several participants questioned why the ban targeted
menthol cigarettes rather than all cigarettes:

[ don’t see why you’re picking on menthol. I¥’s all the same
to me. (male, age 40)

I think it’s kind of hypocritical. A cigarette is a cigarette.
They‘re all equal in harm. (male, age 35)

Within this broad theme are two nuanced sub-themes related
to government restrictions affecting freedom of choice re-
garding cigarette purchases, and menthol cigarette bans as
structural racism. These two sub-themes are described below.

Constrained “Choice” as a Function of Government
Overreach

Participants’ general concern about banning menthol
cigarettes reflected opposition to government overreach and
limits on personal choice. For example, they felt the govern-
ment should not limit smoking or the types of cigarettes avail-
able, decisions they felt lay outside the government’s purview:

I think people smoking menthols is none of their business,
and 1 think the government is getting way too involved
in people’s choice to smoke. Everybody has a choice, and
it’s basically really kind of like a big brother telling people
what they want people to do. (female, age 47)

Even when participants acknowledged that the ban promotes
health, they expressed frustration that the government would
have the ability to constrain or prevent individual choice, par-
ticularly if it does not fund individuals’ basic needs. For ex-
ample, one participant stated emphatically:

I understand it’s for my health. If I choose to quit smok-
ing, isn’t that my choice? How are you going to make
a choice for me? You’re not my mom, my dad, and you
don’t take care of me. You don’t pay my rent, you don’t
buy my food, so how dare you sit up and tell me what 1
can and cannot do regardless of whether it’s good for my
health or not. (female, age 53)

Some participants expressed frustration with the ban in the
context of a perception of limited access to or governmental
support for affordable access to cessation for those who want
to quit or reduce smoking:

I really think that Americans should have the choice to
choose. I think that’s really important that we’re able to
choose whether or not we want to have menthol or regular
cigarettes, or if we want to smoke, period. But, for people
that realize that it is harmful to our bealth, and we really
do want to quit, there should be a way to do it for an af-
fordable price. (female, age 43)

Overall, participants expressed frustration that the govern-
ment could regulate their smoking behavior and felt it was
an overreach of the government to restrict access to menthol
cigarettes.
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Bans as Structural Discrimination/Racism Against Black
Americans

Many participants across interviews expressed that the men-
thol ban “regulates” Black people and is specifically dis-
criminatory against their racial group relative to others. For
example, one participant discussed how substances that are
disproportionately used by White people are not banned,
such as alcohol:

I mean we already get — we’re driving while Black, walking
while Black, it doesn’t make a difference. We’re already
under siege. To me, it’s just more regulating Black people.
We’re really under a lot of regulation. Are White people
under the same regulations, are they scrutinized? No. You
know, smoking while White, no. Drinking while White,
no. (female, age 53)

It was evident across interviews that the ban was perceived
by participants as targeting Black people while their racial/
ethnic counterparts’ smoking behaviors and choices were not
being regulated.

Connected to the overarching perception of menthol cig-
arette bans as discriminatory were several participants’
concerns that bans would lead to forms of racialized violence
propagated by structural racism: Over-policing and criminali-
zation of Black people. For example, one participant suggested
that the ban would allow law enforcement to weaponize the
ban as a reason to enact physical violence against people who
attempt to circumvent the restrictions by purchasing menthol
cigarettes in another state:

They’re going to get them illegally if they have to go to
Nevada, whatever they have to do to go get them. So,
when you bring them back here, you’re breaking the law.
If youw’re caught with it, you’re breaking the law and that
gives law enforcement another reason to crack you over
the head or kill you. (female, age 39)

Other participants lamented the potential for bans to lead to
even more criminalization than is already wielded by police
against Black people. For example, one participant explained
that if people purchase menthol cigarettes in anticipation of
a ban, police will be on the lookout for those who may be in
possession of multiple packs of cigarettes:

If they use that law to target Black people in a criminal
way, you know, tell you that at a certain date that men-
thol cigarettes are illegal, so people might go out and buy
up all the menthol cigarettes they can get. And so, knowing
how the police department works in Black neighborboods,
you know, riding down on people because they think you
got five packs of menthol cigarettes in your house. You just
don’t know how they’re going to use these laws, especially if
these laws are targeted towards Black people. (male, age 35)

Another participant explained that menthol cigarette bans
could enflame existing tensions between law enforcement and
residents in Black communities:

I think the police in LA are way too busy to be worrying
about whether you’re smoking. Although, I did have a po-
lice officer come up to me because I threw a cigarette butt
down. I think it could result in increased harassment by
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police and there’s already tension in the community. (fe-
male, age 47)

Finally, some participants suggested the ban would create a
“black market” for menthol cigarettes or contribute to an ex-
isting black market for illegal goods:

People have the power of choice and will, and so you create
a black market for things when a ban happens. Then you
have illegal crime, you know, illegal things happening as
a result of the ban on menthol cigarettes. (female, age 31)

I already have a black market, so if I really wanted to
smoke menthols, I just wouldn’t be able to smoke Newport,
maybe. There are hundreds and hundreds of people out
there selling cigarettes all day long. There are black market
brands. So that’s really what T would do, just smoke the
black market brands. (female, age 53)

Overall, many participants shared concerns about the potential
harms of menthol bans on Black people: “You just don’t know
how they’re going to use these laws especially if these laws are
targeted towards Black people” (male, age 35).

Will Menthol Cigarette Bans Help Decrease
Smoking? Mixed Perceptions About Potential
Impact

Participants shared mixed perceptions of the potential for the
menthol ban to help them to quit smoking or reduce their men-
thol cigarette use. For example, some participants explained
that while they felt the ban had the potential to benefit the
health of Black people who smoke menthol cigarettes (even
decreasing smoking for a substantive proportion of people),
they did not agree with the ban overall:

I think the ban would help just because of the number of
African Americans that do smoke menthol is quite high.
I do think that it might reduce it to maybe another 20%
lower or something like that. But, for me, I don’t agree
with it. (female, age 43)

Other participants felt that by taking away a “stress re-
liever,” the menthol ban might do more harm than good for
some people who smoke menthol cigarettes. One partici-
pant suggested that the potential unintended consequences
of restricting access to menthol cigarettes may vary across
individuals depending on their reasons for smoking:

It really depends on people’s reason behind smoking. Is
it addiction, is it because they’re stressed out and it helps
them get over stress? (male, age 35)

Relatedly, some participants stated that the menthol ban could
lead to an increase in other substance use, including alcohol:

The ban would hurt, I think. It would drive people to more
alcobol use, too. (female, age 34)

Some participants indicated that they did not think the menthol
ban would lead to increases in other substance use; however,
they also did not think that the ban would facilitate smoking ces-
sation or reduce menthol cigarette use (suggesting a null impact).
For this reason, some participants expressed ambivalence about
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supporting the menthol ban due to the belief that people would
continue to smoke menthol cigarettes, regardless of policy-level
interventions. For example, one participant shared:

I wouldn’t support the ban, but I wouldn’t be against it,
but I feel people that are going to smoke if they are going
to smoke. The people that want to smoke crack they’re
going to smoke crack. (female, age 53)

In addition, some participants noted that they would pur-
chase menthol cigarettes in another country, state, or online,
given the menthol ban in their community, suggesting that
while the ban would be a nuisance, it would not have a sig-
nificant impact on their individual smoking behavior. For ex-
ample, one participant noted:

I feel like I have an opportunity to buy them either online
or get my family to send them to me. I could also think
of driving to another state like going over to Vegas and
picking up some. So, I could see myself saying I'm taking a
road trip or, you know, when the next time I'm out of state,
I'm stocking up and bringing some back. (female, age 43)

Another participant explained that because Los Angeles,
California is close to the Mexico border, she would simply
purchase cigarettes there if they are not available for purchase
in her community:

I will go across the border, Mexico, and get it. (female,
age 55)

In contrast to those who expressed a concern that the ban
would have a negative or null impact, several participants
did believe the menthol ban would have a positive impact on
their individual smoking behavior because they would stop
smoking or reduce menthol cigarette use. Among those who
felt the ban would have a positive impact were participants
who thought the ban would facilitate their switching to vaping
electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS) or smoking non-
menthol cigarettes and perhaps even quitting cigarette use
completely. For example, two participants explained:

Pve tried vaping as opposed to actual cigarettes. That will
probably help me to stop even more. (female, age 31)

I probably will try to switch to non-menthol cigarettes and
see if 1 can deal with them. In fact, it would help me quit.
(male, age 40)

For others, switching to other nicotine and commercial to-
bacco products was either unappealing or not worth the
hassle and thus, would lead to them outright quitting, which
some indicated they would like to do:

LIl quit. Yeah, just quit. May as well quit. (female, age 61)

I do want to quit. The ban would be the catalyst to help me
quit. (male, age 31)

Taken together, these views highlight the divergent perspectives
of participants regarding the potential for a menthol ban to
facilitate health and address commercial tobacco-related
harms among Black Americans.
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Discussion

This qualitative study provides contextual understanding
of Black adults who smoke menthol cigarettes’ awareness
and perceptions of a Los Angeles County ordinance ban-
ning menthol cigarette retail sales in their communities. We
found that participants, while aware of the ban, had mixed
opinions about its purpose and potential benefits, identifying
several barriers and challenges to ensuring that it achieves eq-
uitable outcomes for Black Los Angelenos who smoke men-
thol cigarettes. Participants described several reasons that
may impact well-being, including uncertainty regarding the
County’s rationale for banning menthol cigarettes; concerns
regarding government overreach; and discomfort with the
lack of policy support for accessing smoking cessation.
Participants had differing views on whether the ban would
likely help them quit smoking menthol cigarettes. Participants
also described situations in which they would purchase men-
thol cigarettes in another state, country, online, or the illicit
market. Furthermore, participants often viewed the ban
as constraining individual choice and criminalizing Black
communities—arguments used by the commercial tobacco
industry to challenge menthol bans. Future research is needed
to explore how tobacco industry rhetoric has permeated some
of our participants’ comments. Our findings contribute to the
emerging body of knowledge?”% in this area.

From these findings, we extrapolated and highlighted spe-
cific opportunities for advancing racial equity within policies
restricting the sale of flavored nicotine and commercial to-
bacco products. First, although most participants had heard
about the menthol ban, they suggested more needed to be
done to raise awareness. This can be addressed by the de-
velopment and dissemination of community-engaging health
communication campaigns, educational materials, and con-
sistent messages that use multiple channels, including mass
media (ie, billboards, radio, and television) and social media
(eg, LA County Board of Supervisors’ Twitter Account).
Second, participants described uncertainty about the ra-
tionale for the ban on menthol cigarettes, which could be
ameliorated by local and state policymakers more effectively
communicating that the law prohibits retailers from selling
or possessing with the intent to sell menthol cigarettes and
other flavored nicotine and commercial tobacco products,
along with dissemination of current scientific evidence re-
garding potential benefits (ie, preventing combustible
tobacco-related morbidity and mortality, reducing menthol
cigarette smoking prevalence, increasing smoking cessation),
and harm of menthol cigarettes, including addictiveness and
industry targeting Black communities. In addition, increasing
the visibility of trusted stakeholders (eg, Black-owned media
outlets, citizen activists, scientists, and clinicians) to deliver
community-centered messages and educational materials is
important to restore participants’ trust in government. Third,
promoting and ensuring equitable access to free smoking
cessation for communities that have restricted the sale of
menthol cigarettes is necessary, along with funding to sup-
port and sustain community-based organization cessation
services. Fourth, local and state policymakers can engage
residents, retailers, and community leaders in communica-
tion strategies aimed at protecting Black communities from
commercial tobacco companies that are attempting to un-
dermine menthol bans. Finally, after decades-long commer-
cial tobacco industry targeting of Black communities with
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menthol cigarettes, in addition to repeated exemptions of
menthol cigarettes from federal legislation, a fundamental
question remains: why are reparative justice measures
not at the center of policies restricting the sale of menthol
cigarettes? We argue for a process towards truth, recon-
ciliation, and tangible reparations that rectify the injustice
inflicted on Black communities by the commercial tobacco
industry and U.S. government, and that increase awareness
of sociostructural drivers of menthol cigarette-related harms
among Black Americans and systemic racism in nicotine/
commercial tobacco. This could mean investing commercial
tobacco tax revenue into Black communities, institutions,
and organizations.

An important strength of this study is its methodological
rigor. This study meets the main trustworthiness criteria:
Credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability.*
Data analysis complies with the criteria of comprehensiveness,
relevancy, and objectivity, and were guided by an established,
pragmatic approach. In terms of limitations, while our small
sample may limit the findings’ transferability beyond the scope
of this study, the sample size was adequate to identify themes
among a relatively homogenous group.’' Studies in other
localities could assess the extent to which the themes observed
in this study are transferable and applicable to other contexts.

Conclusion

Our community-based sample of Black adults who smoke
menthol cigarettes faces challenges and concerns with local
menthol sales restrictions. By understanding this logic, we
can also recognize how individual awareness and perceptions
are moored within and contextualized by broader social
structures and system inequities that warrant public health
research, practice, and policy considerations. Community-
centered interventions, messages, and materials about racial
equity in menthol bans, smoking cessation, and commer-
cial tobacco industry interference, in addition to measurable
steps toward rectifying physical and social harms from the
commercial tobacco industry and repeated exemptions of
menthol cigarettes from federal legislation through tangible
reparations, would be helpful to this community.
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