Research Letter

When Is a Cigar Not a
Cigar? African American
Youths’ Understanding of
“Cigar” Use

A study published in 1999 found consid-
erable variability in students’ understanding of
whether specific behaviors constituted “having
sex.”! In the uproar that followed, at least one
point emerged clearly: it is important to under-
stand precisely what common words mean to the
people using them. We found evidence that sim-
ilar issues may be present in research on tobacco
use patterns among African American youths.

In 1999, 6 focus groups® were conducted
in California with 50 consenting African Amer-
ican youths (aged 1418 years) recruited at
schools and community centers in 2 San
Francisco-area cities. The purpose of the groups
was to explore patterns and understandings of
cigar use.

Participants were paid $20 for their time.
Both tobacco users and nonusers were in-
cluded. Short prediscussion and postdiscus-
sion questionnaires included items on demo-
graphic characteristics and cigar use. The
2-hour groups were audiotaped, and transcrip-
tions were analyzed through an iterative process
facilitated by qualitative data management soft-
ware. Findings reported here were identified

across all groups (see Table 1 for information
about the participants).

The word cigar encompasses several types
and sizes of smokable noncigarette tobacco
products, their common factor being a nonpa-
per, tobacco leaf or tobacco-containing outer
wrapper.” In this study, we found that focus
groups described 3 distinct ways of referring
to cigars. First, larger, premium-type products
were defined as “cigars” but were rarely used
by the participants, who associated them with
older or wealthier people (or both). “People . . .
that have more money usually smoke cigars,”
said one youth, to general agreement.

Second, a class of inexpensive thinner ci-
gars marketed heavily to African Americans
was typically referred to only by individual
brand names (e.g., “Black and Mild”). Black
and Mild, a cigar product youths said they gen-
erally purchased singly for about 75 cents, was
the most frequently mentioned product. How-
ever, these products were not necessarily
viewed as “cigars.”” One participant said, “When
I hear cigar, 1 think of old people, with them
big ones. . . . I don’t think of Black and Milds.”

“Blunts,” a third term, described inex-
pensive, typically thicker cigars used exclu-
sively for smoking marijuana. In this practice,
the filler tobacco is discarded, replaced with
marijuana, and smoked by inhaling deeply. All
groups agreed that smoking blunts was com-

TABLE 1—Focus Group Participant Characteristics: San Francisco Area, 1999

Sample (n=50)

Mean age, y (range)
Sex, no.
Female
Male
Ever tried any tobacco product, no.
Yes
No

Prediscussion questionnaire
Postdiscussion questionnaire

Ever smoked a cigar (affirmative responses), no.

16 (14-18)

21
29

28
22

16
22
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mon practice among African American mari-
juana users, stating that most youths used blunts
every time they smoked marijuana.* Smoking
a Black and Mild after smoking a blunt was
believed to “boost” the high from marijuana
or decrease sleepiness.

Findings from the prediscussion and post-
discussion questionnaires also suggested confu-
sion as to what exactly is meant by the word cigar-.
On the prediscussion questionnaire, 16 young
people (32% of participants) reported that they
had ever smoked a cigar; this number increased
t0 22 (44%) on the postdiscussion questionnaire.
While this increase may have been due to other
group-related factors, it suggests that some youths
may have recognized during the discussion that
atobacco product they had known only by brand
name or as a blunt could be considered a cigar.

It has been shown that African American
students are significantly more likely to smoke
cigars than White students (prevalence rates of
8.8% vs 4.9%),” and the percentage of African
American male youths who indicate that they
are frequent users (50 or more cigars per year)
is reportedly higher than that of White or His-
panic male youths or that of female youths.®
Our findings suggest that if some youths do not
regard certain products as “cigars,” prevalence
rates in this group could be underestimated.

These findings serve as a reminder to re-
searchers and public health educators of the
need to seek, understand, and employ defini-
tions used by targeted groups to ensure that
their findings are as accurate as possible. Such
understanding is essential for development of
culturally appropriate strategies to reduce to-
bacco use among all populations. [

Valerie Yerger, MA, ND
Charles Pearson, MA
Ruth E. Malone, PhD, RN

At the time of the study, Valerie Yerger and Charles
Pearson were with the Institute for Health Policy
Studies, University of California, San Francisco.
Ruth E. Malone is with the Institute for Health Pol-
icy Studies, University of California, San Francisco.

February 2001, Vol. 91, No. 2



Requests for reprints should be sent to Ruth E.
Malone, PhD, RN, Institute for Health Policy Stud-
ies, Box 0936, Laurel Heights Campus, University
of California, San Francisco, CA 94143 (e-mail:
rmalone@itsa.ucsf.edu).

This research letter was accepted March 22, 2000.

Contributors

V. Yerger and C. Pearson collected and analyzed data,
contributed to drafting the report, and suggested re-
visions. R. E. Malone conceived and designed the
study, analyzed the data, interpreted the results, and
wrote the report.

Acknowledgments

This study was funded by an award from the UCSF/
Mount Zion Health Systems Cancer center Clinical

February 2001, Vol. 91, No. 2

Investigator research Program (CHR approval no.
H7628-15776-01).

We would like to acknowledge the efforts of
Annie Larson, BA, in data entry and project assis-
tance; Daniel Halperin, PhD, who consulted on study
development and conducted 3 of the focus groups;
Lynn Wenger, MSW, MPH, who assisted with data
cleaning; and the participants of the Writing Semi-
nar at the Institute for Health Policy Studies, UCSF,
who commented on an earlier draft of this letter.

References

1. Sanders SA, Reinisch JM. Would you say you
“had sex” if . . .? JAMA. 1999;281:275-277.

2. Morgan DL. The Focus Group Guidebook.
Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications;
1998.

. Hoffman D, Hoffman I. Chemistry and toxicol-

ogy. In: Shopland DR, ed. Cigars: Health Ef-
fects and Trends. Bethesda, Md: National Can-
cer Institute; 1998:55-104. Smoking and
Tobacco Control Monograph 9.

. Adams M, Ring J, Watts N, Whitaker S, White

L, Stein E. Youth Use of Cigars: Patterns of Use
and Perceptions of Risk. Dallas, Tex: US Dept of
Health and Human Services, Dallas Regional
Office; 1999.

. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. To-

bacco use among middle and high school stu-
dents—United States, 1999. MMWR Morb Mor-
tal Wkly Rep. January 28, 2000;49:49-53.

. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Cigar smoking among teenagers—United States,
Massachusetts and New York, 1996. MMWR
Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. May 23, 1997;46:
433-440.

American Journal of Public Health 317



