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Abstract

Objectives: We used focus groups to understand cigar product features that increase the appeal
of blunts (hollowed out cigars filled with marijuana) among adolescents and young adults.

Methods: With a standardized focus group guide, we assessed cigar use behaviors and
perceptions among lifetime cigar users (N = 47; 8 focus groups separated by sex and age group
[adolescents, young adults]) in 2016. We analyzed data related to blunts.

Results: Overall, 85.5% of the participants had smoked a blunt in the past 30 days (38% used
daily). Participants perceived that cheap cigar brands were used primarily for blunts. Cigar product
features that made them useful for blunts included wide availability, easy accessibility (easy to
bypass underage purchasing restrictions), attractive flavors, inexpensive cost, perforated wrappers
that make cigars easy to open, and ability to remove the inner wrapper (also referred to as “cancer
paper”) to reduce the risk of harm.

Conclusions: Various product features of cigars make it easy for adolescents and young adults
to manipulate them to create blunts. Tobacco regulations that include restrictions on product
characteristics, as well as enforcement of prohibition of sales of cigars to underage minors are
needed. Youth also need to be educated about harms of blunt use.
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United States (US) national data indicate that past 30-day cigar use (which includes little
filtered cigars, big premium cigars, and cigarillos) among adolescents decreased from 11.6%
in 2011 to 7.7% in 2016.1 Despite the decrease in prevalence of use, it is still the third
highest used tobacco product among adolescents following e-cigarettes and cigarettes.
Furthermore, a growing body of evidence suggests that the prevalence of cigar use among
adolescents may be underestimated because questions used to assess cigar use often do not
use brand names that adolescents often use to refer to the product.24 Moreover, adolescents
who use cigars for blunts (ie, hollowing out the tobacco in the cigar, replacing it fully or
partly with marijuana, and rolling it back to the original shape®®) do not identify themselves
as cigar users.’-8

Cigar use is not safe and it is not a safer alternative to cigarette smoking.%19 Like cigarettes,
cigars are a combustible tobacco product that cause various cancers and coronary heart
diseases.?10 However, cigars have not been subjected to strict regulations like cigarettes, and
such gaps in regulations allow for a diverse range of cigar products on the market, such as
premium large cigars, inexpensive machine-made cigars that are medium-sized cigarillos
(usually unfiltered and which sometimes come with plastic or wooden tips), and littles
cigars, which are essentially indistinguishable from cigarettes.11 These inexpensive cigars
like cigarillos or little cigars are widely available and have features that are appealing to
youth, such as enticing flavors and packaging.12:13 Cigars also are widely used by youth to
co-use tobacco and marijuana by creating blunts; about two-thirds of adolescent cigar
usersl# and nearly half of young adult cigar users report that they are using cigars to create
blunts.1®

Blunt use also is not without health risks. Even when all of the filler tobacco is removed,
blunt users are still exposed to nicotine through cigar wrappers that contain nicotine. One
analysis showed that cigar wrappers contained nicotine levels ranging from 1.2 mg to 6.0
mg.16 Blunt use is especially concerning given the additive adverse health effects of co-use
of tobacco and marijuana than use of either substance alone.1”:18 For instance, co-use of
tobacco and marijuana is associated with other substance use and psychological
disorders!”19 and increased use and greater dependence on both nicotine and marijuana
among adolescents and adults.20-22 Additionally, relative to joint use (marijuana wrapped in
a cigarette paper that does not contain nicotine), blunt use exposes users to greater carbon
monoxide and health risks, such as increased heart rate.2324

Existing qualitative studies conducted among adolescents and young adults have shed some
light on perceptions and use behaviors related to blunts.>25-28 The existing studies indicate
that blunts may be popular among youth because cigars used to create blunts are inexpensive
and they are widely available in local stores.29 Furthermore, the process of creating and
smoking blunts often occurs as a social activity among adolescents and adults.>30 Blunts
also are marketed heavily by popular celebrities, which also appeals to youth.>:31 Existing
evidence from adult cigar users has further provided insight into the unique product
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characteristics of cigars that make them particularly useful to create blunts.25 For instance,
certain cigar brands have perforated lines on the wrappers or have wrappers that can be
easily unrolled to facilitate blunt making, and these cigar brands are perceived to be used
exclusively for blunts.

The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has the authority to regulate cigars, along
with other tobacco products as of 2016.32 Many of the cigar product features that appeal to
youth can be regulated under this new law. Thus, information on the appeal and use
behaviors of cigars for blunt creation among adolescents and young adults is critical to help
the FDA develop evidence-based regulations to prevent youth cigar and blunt use. Our goal
in the current study was to use qualitative information from focus groups conducted with
adolescent and young adult cigar users to identify specific cigar features that enhanced their
appeal for creating blunts. We examined cigar product features used for blunt creation, such
as cigar types, brands, as well as the role of flavors, filler tobacco and wrappers. We also
assessed perceptions related to blunt use, including comparative harm perceptions to other
marijuana use methods (eg, joints).

METHODS

Participants

We conducted 8 focus groups (N = 47; 42.6% female participants, 53.2% adolescents, 46.8%
young adults, range of participants per group = 4 to 8) among ever cigar users (ie, lifetime
cigar users), separated by sex and age group (ie, 2 male adolescent, 2 female adolescent, 2
male young adult, and 2 female young adult groups) in New Haven County, Connecticut (a
large, mixed urban-suburban-rural county 90 miles northeast of New York City), February-
July 2016. The mean age of adolescents was 16.36 (SD = 0.91); the mean age of the young
adults was 20.91 (SD = 1.51). The sample was 29.8% white, 19.1% black, 14.9% Hispanic,
and 36.2% mix/other races. Race/ethnicity did not differ by sex and age group.

Procedures

Detailed focus group study procedures could be found in Kong et al.12 In brief, adolescent
cigar users were recruited in 2 high schools in Connecticut using flyers in schools, as well as
in-person recruitment sessions held during lunch periods. Prior to any study procedures, a
letter detailing the study was sent to all high school parents instructing them to contact the
researchers if they declined their child’s participation in the focus groups (no parents
declined). Both adolescents and parents were informed that although adolescent’s cigar use
would not be revealed to anyone other than the research team, there was a possibility that the
school staff and students may find out about the adolescent’s cigar use status and their
participation in the study because the focus groups were held in the schools at the end of the
school day. Young adults (ages 18-25) were recruited through Facebook and Craigslist
advertisements, as well as flyers in the community. Young adult focus groups were held in a
conference room in our office building. All those who were interested were screened over
the phone. To be eligible, adolescents and young adults had to report ever using a cigar
product in their lifetime and agree to participate in a focus group to discuss cigar use and
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perceptions. All participants provided verbal assent (if younger than 18 years old) and
consent (if 18 years and older) before participating in the focus group.

The overall goal of the focus groups was to assess perceptions and cigar use. The
standardized focus group guide also had broad questions to assess blunt use, eg, How do you
use cigars to create blunts? How is blunt smoking different from other forms of marijuana
smoking? Although we used these questions as a guide, we also asked follow-up questions
to probe if more information or clarification was needed. In the current study, we analyzed
the data on the use of cigars for blunts and perceptions related to blunts.

At the end of the focus groups, participants completed a brief, anonymous questionnaire that
assessed demographic information, such as sex, age, race/ethnicity, and cigar and blunt use
behaviors (ie, number of days of cigar use with and without adding marijuana and cigar
brands used in the past 30 days).

Participants were paid $25 for their participation in the hour-long focus groups and
refreshments were provided. In addition, participants were debriefed after the focus groups
that the goal of the research was to improve understanding of cigar use and perceptions, that
we did not support the use of tobacco products due to known health risks, and that our
research was funded by the National Institutes of Health and not by the tobacco companies.

Data Analysis

Audio-recordings were transcribed verbatim by a transcriptionist, and all transcripts were
checked by another research staff. The qualitative analysis was conducted using Atlas.ti7

(\Version 7.1.8). The transcripts were coded by 3 independent coders (2 research assistants
and the first author).

Deductive and inductive approaches guided our analysis. We first took a deductive approach
and coded themes determined a prioribased on the focus group guide (eg, cigar brands used
to make blunts, how cigars are used to make blunts, reasons for blunt use, comparative
perceptions of smoking marijuana using blunts relative to other marijuana smoking
methods). Then, we used an inductive approach based on participant responses to identify
new emergent themes (eg, terms used to refer to blunts, the role of flavors in blunt creation,
harm perceptions regarding the inner wrapper, the role of tobacco filler in blunt creation).

The responses to the anonymous questionnaire were analyzed using SPSS 24. We conducted
descriptive and bivariate analyses to characterize demographic characteristics, as well as
cigar and blunt use behaviors in the past 30 days. Based on the responses to the past 30-day
use of cigars with and without manipulation into blunts, participants were coded as users of
cigars and blunts, cigars only, blunts only, or no product.

RESULTS

The survey data showed that past 30-day use of cigars (without manipulation) and blunts
varied among participants: 44.7% used cigars and blunts, 40.8% used only blunts, 12.8%
used only cigars, and 2.1% did not use either cigars or blunts. Frequency of use in the past
30 days also varied; blunts were used more frequently than cigars (Figure 1). Female
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participants smoked cigars without manipulation more frequently in the past 30 days than
male participants (10.45 days [SD = 13.58] vs 2.37 days [SD = 4.34]), but there were no sex
differences in the days of blunt use (Table 1). The frequency of days of cigar use and blunt
use did not differ by age group.

The themes identified from the focus groups were consistent across age group and sex and
are described in the following section. Table 2 lists all main themes and subthemes listed in
this section, as well as example quotation(s) for each.

Terms Used for Blunts

Participants used various terms to refer to blunts (eg, “autch, cigar brand names) and blunt
use (eg, “smoking). Participants in all focus groups understood and used the term “b/lunts.”
Although the focus groups included adolescents and young adults currently residing in
Connecticut, one young adult participant originally from Ohio and another young adult
participant from California reported using different terms to refer to blunts (eg, “shells” used
by male young adult from Ohio).

Cigar Product Features that are Useful for Blunts

Each step of blunt creation underscored cigar product features useful for creating and
smoking blunts, as well as some misperceptions regarding these components. The methods
to create blunts using cigars is described as the following:

“|I crack the dutch. | take the tobacco out. After | take off the cancer paper, | lick it
and then | start breaking the weed up in it. Then I just roll it up and lick it and dry it
off, light it and smoke. ”

Male adolescent

Type of Cigars Used for Blunts

Cheap cigars sold at local stores were used to create blunts. Participants perceived that these
cigars were manufactured and used exclusively for this purpose. The top cigar brands used
by participants were Garcia y Vega Game (referred to as “Games”), followed by Dutch
Masters, Entourage, and Black and Mild (Figure 2). Participants reported that all cigar
brands, except for Black and Mild, were used to create blunts. Survey data showed that past
30-day blunt users were less likely than cigar only users to use Black and Mild (17.5% vs
66.7%, xZ (1, N = 47) = 6.93, p = .008). There were no differences in other brands used
between blunt users and cigar users.

The Role of Cigar Wrappers in Blunts

The first step in creating a blunt was to break the cigar in half using the fingers or sharp
objects like a knife. Some cigar wrappers had perforated lines on the wrappers and some
cigar wrappers could be easily unrolled like a “candy cane” that made it easy to break open.
These features were seen as appealing because it allowed anyone without experience to
create blunts.
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The Role of Cigar Flavors in Blunts

Cigar flavors enhanced the experience of creating blunts and the smoking experience. Some
participants reported that picking out new cigar flavors was the favorite part of the blunt
creation process. Participants reported enjoying the sweet aroma when they first opened the
package and when they tasted the wrapper as they licked it to create a blunt. They also
reported tasting the sweet flavor when they first started puffing the blunt but not while they
smoked the blunt. Some reported that the mix of marijuana and cigar flavors enhanced the
marijuana flavor.

Harm Perceptions Regarding the Inner Wrapper

All participants reported removing the inner wrapper that holds the tobacco together
(referred to as the “cancer paper’) when creating blunts. All participants reported removing
the “cancer paper” to reduce harm and that the notion of the cancer paper was “a known
fact;” however, no one recalled the source of this information.

The Role of Tobacco in Blunts

Most participants removed the tobacco from the cigar while creating blunts because of the
perception that the tobacco in the cigar tastes “bad” and for reducing health risks. However,
some also reported mixing tobacco with marijuana (ie, “sp/ffing”). The tobacco used for
“spiffing” was sometimes obtained from other tobacco products, such as clove cigarettes or
cigarettes. The reasons provided for “spiffing”’ included “boosting the high”’ and to “make
the weed burn longer.” Some participants also reported smoking a cigarette after smoking a
blunt to “boost the high.”

Use of Blunts Relative to Other Marijuana Use Methods

When asked about their reasons for using blunts relative to other marijuana use methods,
participants typically compared blunts to joints. The majority preferred to smoke marijuana
using blunts versus other marijuana use methods (eg, joints). Relative to blunts, joints were
perceived to be healthier and less harsh. On the other hand, blunts were preferred because of
greater availability of cigars and convenience of obtaining cigars. Participants reported
purchasing cigars at convenience stores and gas stations; even among underage minors,
obtaining them was easy. Many reported that the store clerks did not check their IDs when
they tried to purchase cigars. Some reported that clerks were less likely to check their IDs
when buying cigars than when buying cigarettes.

Participants also preferred the social aspects of creating and using blunts. Participants
reported that most of their peers used blunts and their first blunt use was with friends/
siblings/cousins. Peers were the common source of learning how to create blunts, but some
also used YouTube videos to learn novel ways to roll a blunt. In addition to peers, other
appealing aspects of blunts were the promotion of use by celebrities on social media (eg,
Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter) and music videos. Other reasons for the preference for blunts
versus joints included their being easier to roll, fitting more marijuana because they were
larger, and burning slower and lasting longer.
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DISCUSSION

The focus groups with adolescent and young adult cigar users identified appealing features
of cigars that were important for creating and smoking blunts. Cigar product features
important for blunts were appealing flavors, wrappers that were easy to open, and wrappers
that were larger than cigarette wrappers used for joints (which allowed for more marijuana
and slower burning time). Other appealing aspects were wide availability of cigars (eg, sold
at local convenient stores and gas stations at a low price), convenience of obtaining cigars
(eg, easy to bypass restrictions on underage purchasing of cigars), and the social aspects of
creating and smoking blunts.

While all participants used the term “blunts,” they also used other terms. Terms such as
“smoking” and specific cigar brand names were used interchangeably to refer to smoking
blunts, cigars without manipulation, and cigarettes. Thus, it was important to clarify
throughout the focus groups the product to which participants were referring. Our findings
corroborate the findings from existing literature that suggest that when assessing cigar use,
more detailed information, such as brand names, is needed.247:28:31,33-36 Qyr findings also
expand previous research by suggesting that when assessing cigar use, the use of cigars
without manipulation or the use of cigars by manipulating them into blunts should be
considered.

Similar to a previous qualitative interview study indicating that adults perceived cheap cigars
were created solely for blunt use,2® both adolescents and young adults in our study shared
this perception. We also observed that participants were using many different cigar brands
(ie, 11 unique cigar brands were used in the past 30 days) for blunt use. Although our
participants reported using most cigar brands for blunts, interestingly, as with adults in a
previous study,2> our adolescent and young adult participants did not use Black and Mild to
create blunts. Also, interestingly, whereas most cigar brands identified in this study
corresponded to the brands used by adolescents in Massachusetts in the early 2000s, there
were some notable differences.33 For instance, Soldz et al33 observed that adolescents
preferred to use Phillies the most, but our focus group participants did not report using
Phillies. Interestingly, the term “blunts” stem from the brand name “Phillies Blunt.”

Our focus group participants reported also using other brands such as Entourage and Zigzag,
which were not reported in the Soldz et al study. These differential findings could suggest
evolving trends in brand marketing over time and over region. Certain brands may have
features that are appealing to youth and these features should be explored. For instance,
youth find the perforated wrappers or wrappers that peel appealing because they allow the
cigar to be taken apart easily to create blunts. The appeal of this cigar feature was identified
by a previous study with adults;2> however, we observed that youth also were aware of this
feature and preferred this feature because it enabled novice blunt users to make their own
blunts. These findings suggest that comprehensive cigar regulations to prevent youth cigar
use could include prohibiting cigar companies from designing and manufacturing features of
the products that could be used to manipulate the product easily to create blunts.
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Flavored cigars are popular among youth,37:38 and appealing flavors are cited as the most
common reason for cigar initiation among adolescents.13 We observed that flavors were
critically important in creating a blunt. Participants enjoyed trying a new cigar flavor;
specifically, they reported liking the aroma when first opening the package, as well as the
taste from licking the wrapper, and taking the initial puffs. However, they also reported that
they no longer tasted or smelled the flavor after the initial puffs, suggesting that flavors are
experienced at the initial phase of blunt creation/smoking. Mixing cigar flavors with
marijuana also was perceived to enhance the taste of marijuana, which was also observed in
other studies.2>39 Qur findings contribute to the growing literature showing the positive role
of flavors on youth cigar use and expands current understanding of the appeal of flavored
cigars on blunt use as well.

Given the FDA'’s regulatory authority over cigars, it is more important than ever to
understand the role of cigars in blunts. Blunt use is not only a form of marijuana use but it is
also a form of tobacco use. Although the tobacco inside the cigar is replaced with marijuana,
the tobacco wrapper still contains nicotine, unlike cigarette wrappers.16 Some youth mixed
tobacco and marijuana (ie, “spliffing”) to make the blunt burn longer and to share it with
friends.*0 Some also reported smoking a cigarette after blunt use (ie, “chasing™).5:26:4041
Both methods have been reported to enhance the high or to prolong the high from marijuana.
5264041 The concurrent use of marijuana and tobacco through blunts, as well as adding
more tobacco through “spliffing” and “chasing” raises the concern that youth are being
exposed to greater harm and addiction to both marijuana and nicotine.2? However, less is
known about how blunt use is associated with long-term use of both substances. Thus, future
studies should assess trajectories of tobacco and marijuana use patterns, such as whether
blunt use leads to tobacco use and dependence among youth who would otherwise have not
used a tobacco product.

A finding of concern was that youth had some notable misperceptions about the health risks
of cigars and blunts. For instance, youth perceived that removing the inner wrapper that
keeps the tobacco together, referred to as the “cancer paper,” reduces the harm associated
with cigar and blunt use. Although our focus group participants did not report removing the
“cancer paper” when they did not manipulate the cigar into blunts, others have reported this
behavior (ie, “freaking” or “hyping”).42 A previous study examined the viability of the urban
myth of “cancer paper” and observed that removing the inner wrapper did not reduce toxin
exposure.*3 Despite the lack of evidence for the claim of “cancer paper,” this belief is still
being shared widely among youth. Furthermore, our findings showed that the source of
information regarding the “cancer paper” was unknown. Educational and prevention
campaigns should debunk the false belief of “cancer paper” and that removing the inner
wrapper reduces the risk of harm.

Consistent with the well-documented literature of social influences on tobacco use among
adolescents,** we also observed that peers were important in initiating and using blunts.
Blunt use is different from other tobacco and marijuana use in that the ritual of creating
blunts and smoking blunts often occurs in a group activity.28:30 Thus, it is not surprising that
most youth reported that their first experience with blunts and their primary source of
information regarding learning how to create and smoke blunts was peers. Social sources

Tob Regul Sci. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 November 22.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Kong et al.

Page 9

(eg, older peers, adults) were also a common source for acquiring cigars among underage
youth.

Another source of information for blunts was through social media and music videos. Focus
groups conducted with adolescents 17 years ago also observed that cigars were heavily
marketed using hip-hop stars.3! Unfortunately, similar types of marketing still exist today,
with popular hip-hop stars such as Snoop Dogg promoting the use of blunts on music
videos, concerts and social media.> The main difference between the focus groups
conducted 17 years ago and in the present is that today, youth are accessing this pro-tobacco
and marijuana content via social media, which is difficult to regulate. Pro-blunt use content
has been identified in popular social media websites such as Twitter46-49 and Instagram.50-51
Exposure to promarijuana messages is associated with increased odds of using marijuana
among adolescents;>2 thus, effective campaigns should counteract pro-tobacco and
marijuana communication.

Our findings also demonstrated that youth were using YouTube videos to learn novel ways
to roll a blunt, which is consistent with the existing literature suggesting that novel tobacco
use behaviors are learned through YouTube videos.>3 Although the content of social media
websites are unregulated due to their first amendment rights, the public and health
organizations can request the removal of offensive materials or other materials that use
copyright materials.>* Such efforts are needed to reduce the exposure of pro-tobacco
materials that are easily accessed by youth.

Finally, we observed that bypassing underage restrictions for purchasing cigars was easy.
This finding is consistent with the findings from Ohio showing that 64% of underage
adolescent cigar users have purchased cigars.>> Moreover, our participants reported that
bypassing underage restrictions was easier for cigars than it was for cigarettes, suggesting
that stronger enforcement of underage tobacco laws is needed.

This study has several limitations. The overarching goal of the focus groups was to assess
cigar use, so the responses may have been different had we recruited blunt users. However,
this concern is mitigated because most participants (85.5%) reported using blunts in the past
30 days. Additionally, the qualitative nature of the study and its geographic location may
limit the generalizability of our findings. Large population-based studies are needed to gain
better understanding of these behaviors and perceptions. However, qualitative data are
important because they allow identification of important themes for examination in future
studies.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TOBACCO REGULATION

In conclusion, our findings replicate previous study findings on the appeal and perception of
blunts, such as perceptions that removing “cancer paper” reduces harm, that cigars are easy
to access, and that the appeal of product features enhances blunt creation (eg, easy to peel
wrappers). These findings suggest that more prevention and education efforts are needed to
reduce youth appeal and access, and correct misperceptions. We also have novel findings.
For instance, we identified new terms/brands used to refer to blunt use (eg, Entourage). We
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also identified more specific ways in which cigar flavors appeal to adolescents and young
adults. Whereas flavor has been identified as an important reason for cigar use among
adolescents,12:13 less known is how flavors are experienced. Our findings showed that
flavors were important during blunt creation and initial exposure (puffs), but they were no
longer experienced while smoking the blunt. Finally, we identified that adolescents and
young adults were exposed to pro-blunt use content on social media.

These findings suggest that a comprehensive tobacco prevention campaign should consider
concurrent use of tobacco and marijuana through the use of blunts, as well as correct the
widely-shared faulty perception of “cancer paper,” and that harm is not reduced by removing
this paper. Cigar regulations could include prohibiting perforated wrappers or wrappers that
can be easily peeled, as well as enticing flavors to reduce the youth appeal. Finally, the
compliance of restrictions of sale of cigars to underage minors from convenience stores and
other retailors need to be monitored and reinforced.
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