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Abstract

Objectives: With the increasing popularity of electronic cigarettes and legalization of recreational marijuana, messaging
from websites and social media is shaping product perceptions and use. Quantitative research on the aesthetic appeal of
these advertisements from the adolescent and young adult perspective is lacking. We evaluated (1) how adolescents and
young adults perceived tobacco and marijuana messaging online and through social media platforms and (2) interactive be-
haviors related to these messages.

Methods: We interviewed 24 participants from the Tobacco Perceptions Study, a longitudinal study of adolescents’ and
young adults’ (aged 17-21) tobacco-related perceptions and tobacco use. We collected qualitative data from October 2017
through February 2018, through individual semi-structured interviews, on participants’ experiences and interactions with
online tobacco and marijuana advertisements and the advertisements’ appeal. Two analysts recorded, transcribed, and coded
interviews.

Results: Themes that emerged from the interviews focused on the direct appeal of online messaging to adolescents and
young adults; the value of trusting the source; the role of general attitudes and personal decision-making related to using
tobacco and/or marijuana; the appeal of messaging that includes colors, interesting packaging, and appealing flavors; and the
preference of messages communicated by young people and influencers rather than by industry.

Conclusion: These findings suggest the need for increased regulation of social media messaging and marketing of tobacco
and marijuana, with a particular focus on regulating social media, paid influencers, and marketing that appeals to adolescents
and young adults. The findings also suggest the importance of prevention programs addressing the role of social media in
influencing the use of tobacco and marijuana.
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now heavily regulated.”!® However, e-cigarette and mari-
juana marketing, which is largely unregulated, is ubiquitous,
with much advertising conducted through online sites and

Cigarette use among high school students has declined since
2002." However, the prevalence of electronic cigarette
(e-cigarette) and marijuana use among adolescents and
young adults is high; 27.1% and 19.8% of high school stu-
dents reported using any tobacco or any marijuana in the past

30 days, respectively, in 2017.2

Research has implicated the marketing of e-cigarettes and
marijuana, particularly through social media, as one reason
for the observed increase in use.””’ Tobacco companies use
marketing to shape risk perceptions and increase beliefs in
the acceptability of tobacco.”® Historically, cigarette compa-
nies relied heavily on television and print marketing, often
targeting adolescents and young adults; such marketing is
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social media.'"'? Such messaging often results in percep-
tions of reduced health risks, elevated emotional and per-
sonal benefits, and increased social acceptability of
tobacco.*"® Often, such social media is driven by adoles-
cents; however, on some sites such as Twitter, 80% of social
media is driven by industry."*

Studies have analyzed the number and types of messages
involving tobacco and in particular e-cigarettes on social
media platforms, such as tracking JUUL-related Twitter
posts.'>!1® Messaging can also include user-created content,
such as memes and vape trick videos, as well as content paid
for and produced by tobacco companies. Emerging themes
of tobacco product marketing and messaging include free-
dom of choice and the ability to smoke anywhere.”!”
Marijuana companies are also creatively advertising to
young people through social media and health claims.'®2

Generally, researchers have identified themes of tobacco
and marijuana messaging or have focused on the content of
social media posts. Few studies have directly asked adoles-
cents and young adults about the common themes they have
seen in messaging or the appealing aspects of the mes-
sages.”! > Research is also lacking on self-reported interac-
tions with advertisements, such as commenting, sharing,
and/or viewing these messages and what adolescents and
young adults find appealing about social media messaging.
The objective of our qualitative study was to understand and
evaluate (1) how adolescents and young adults perceive
tobacco and marijuana messaging online and on social media
platforms, including whether and what aspects of these
advertisements appeal to them, and (2) adolescent and young
adult interactive behaviors related to these messages and
what influences these interactions. Findings from this study
will help form a more complete picture of online tobacco and
marijuana messaging to inform regulation and prevention
education. With the rapid evolution of tobacco and mari-
juana in the technological space,” in both product develop-
ment and marketing, it is imperative that public health
research and policy respond to these advancements.

Methods

In 2017, researchers recruited participants for this quali-
tative study from the Tobacco Perceptions Study, a longi-
tudinal study conducted from 2014 to 2019 of adolescent
and young adult attitudes toward tobacco products, their
use, and the role of marketing in perceptions and use.”’
The parent project consisted of 772 high school students
in 9th and 12th grades (ie, aged 13-19) residing in
California who completed consent/assent packets, includ-
ing consent to be interviewed.

Research assistants reached out to nearly 60 partici-
pants from the Tobacco Perceptions Study for this quali-
tative study, purposively stratified by users and nonusers
of tobacco and/or marijuana products. The final sample
(N = 24) ranged in age from 17 to 21 (mean = 19.3); 18

were female, 5 were male, and | identified as gender non-
binary. Nine participants were Asian, 8§ were non-
Hispanic white, 2 were Native Hawaiian/other Pacific
Islander, 2 were Hispanic/Latinx, and 3 identified as >1
race. Sixteen participants were users (defined as those
who had ever tried using either tobacco and/or marijuana
products), and 8 were nonusers (defined as those who had
never used either tobacco or marijuana products). Of the
16 participants who self-identified as users, 3 had used
tobacco exclusively, 1 had used marijuana exclusively,
and 12 had used both tobacco and marijuana. The remain-
ing 36 participants who were contacted to participate in
the interviews either declined participation or did not
respond.

Research assistants conducted interviews from
October 2017 through February 2018. Participants
received an email to schedule the interview, which was
conducted through Zoom, a video-conferencing platform
certified for meetings that involve protected health infor-
mation. Before each interview began, the interviewer
reminded participants that the interview was being
recorded and was confidential. The participants received
a $25 gift card for their participation. The Stanford
University Institutional Review Board approved all
procedures.

The interview guide was consistent throughout the 24
interviews, with interviewers given the freedom to probe
further as warranted (Figure). A third-party transcription
service recorded and transcribed the interviews verbatim.
Using the software Dedoose, the primary coder (J.L.)
identified themes and ideas throughout the interviews
that related to the research questions.*® Then, the second-
ary coder (B.H.F.) together with the primary coder dis-
cussed common themes and grouped them into major
themes. We extracted and tabulated quotes from the tran-
scriptions that illustrated major themes and subthemes.
We initially grouped themes and quotes by users and non-
users; however, because we found that themes and quotes
did not differ by users or nonusers, we combined all data.
We reached saturation (ie, when redundancy is reached in
data analysis) after 24 interviews.

Results

Three major themes emerged: how online platforms and
social media tools influence interfacing (2 subthemes), direct
appeal of messaging to adolescents and young adults (3 sub-
themes), and source of messaging (4 subthemes) (Table).

How Online Platforms and Social Media Tools
Influence Interfacing

Participants discussed various social media platforms (web-
sites and social media companies) on which they saw tobacco
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1. Hi . How’s your day going?Thanks so much for agreeing to be interviewed
today. I want to remind you that everything we discuss is confidential. That means we
will not disclose any information you give us to your parents, family members, or friends.
And in all publications that use this information, we will not reveal your identity.

Thanks for taking this opportunity to contribute to research that will inform public
health policy at the national level. And we think that’s pretty important. As appreciation
for your participation, we will send you a Target $25 gift card in the next week or so.

2. Do you have any questions? Okay. Let’s get started. So I’ll be asking the same question
for 5 products: e-cigs, cigarettes, LCCS [define], hookah, and marijuana. If I forget to ask
about one of them, I'm counting on you to remind me.©

3. Today I'd like to ask you about marketing and the media and tobacco products. Do you
have any thoughts on that?

4. Please tell me generally what kinds of experiences you’ve had, if any, with any type of
tobacco product, including e-cigarettes, regular cigarettes, chew, cigars, and so on? (If
you report nothing, clarify: So you’ve never tried a tobacco product, even one time, not
even a puff, or anything else [a cigarette, cigar, hookah, e-cigarette, marijuana, LCCS])?

5. How many times and how often have you tried any tobacco? (Probe to ask about tobacco
products used.)

6. Have you ever seen any ads, imagery, r marketing for cigarettes?(After drilling down: ask
same thing for e-cigarettes, LCCS, hookah, and MJ [marijuana].)

7. Can you describe where you’ve seen the ads? (If online, which site, and how often they
use that site. Do they often or only sometimes see an ad on that site?)

8. Have you seen ads anywhere else? Where?

9. Can you describe what you’ve seen? What was the content of the ad? Can you describe
the photo or the words used to sell the product?

10. Can you describe where you have seen messages warning against using a flavored
product?

11. Have you ever seen an ad that describes flavors?
12. Have you seen ads for different types of e-cig juice flavors?

13. How would you describe the ads you’ve seen that describe flavors?

14. Do you remember what pictures, colors, words were in the ad to describe flavors?
15. Do you remember what pictures, colors, words were in the ad to describe smells?
16. Do you remember what pictures, colors, words were in the ad to describe brands?
17. What messages have you heard or seen in an ad?

18. Have you seen any ads that make claims if you use their product? If so, what
claims?(Healthier, helps you quit using cigarettes, be more free, anything else?)

19. Have you seen any ads that imply you would be healthier if you used vapes? (All
products)

20. Have you seen any ads that suggest using them will help you quit smoking cigarettes?
‘Which products?

2

. Have you seen any ads that imply you would not be able to quit smoking if you used
vapes? (all products)Who sponsored that ad? The product manufacturer? A public health
organization?

22. Have you seen any ads that suggest that you are free to use them wherever and whenever
you want to?

23. What products have been advertised this way?
24. I know this is tough to describe, but do you remember how an ad made you feel?
25. When you see an ad, how do you respond?
Do you like it?
Do you skip it?
Anything else?
26. Are there any settings where you might click on “like” for an ad for a tobacco
product?What settings? Give an example of an ad that a friend posted online about a

tobacco product. So would you like it? Would you skip it? Would you comment on it?

27. Have you ever seen a tobacco product ad from a company, like Marlboro or Njoy? Would
you be more likely to skip it or like it?

28. Under what circumstances would you skip an ad for a tobacco product?

Figure. Semi-structured interview guide on participants’ experiences with and perceptions of online tobacco and marijuana advertisements
used during interviews with 24 participants (aged 19-21) in California, 2017-2018.

and marijuana messaging. Social media platforms had more
individually tailored exposure of messaging and a greater influ-
ence on adolescents and young adults than traditional print
marketing, especially related to tobacco and marijuana (Table).

Interactions with online platforms and social media. Participants
mentioned that Facebook included advertisements from tobacco
companies, even though participants did not directly follow or
subscribe to the companies. Participants also discussed Instagram
and how certain images of JUULSs and other e-cigarettes could be
viewed easily without having to directly follow related accounts.
Participants described Instagram as a place to sell and promote
tobacco and marijuana products, not necessarily only products
promoted by the companies and industry themselves but rather
from individual social media users. This indirect promotion
could occur through more extreme images, defined as photos
that seem unrealistic and/or hyperbolic, and videos posted by
other Instagram users. An example of these extreme images is
memes, usually an amusing photo with overlaid text, which are
spread widely through online photo-sharing social media plat-
forms. Participants described sharing tobacco- and marijuana-
related memes directly with friends. For example, funny memes
or images that got a lot of attention and “likes” on social media
will commonly get directly shared to other friends’ social media
accounts.

Participants described Snapchat, a photo- and video-sharing
social media platform, as a method of learning about tobacco

products, such as flavored JUUL pods, directly from their
friends. Participants mentioned Reddit, a social media platform
with subject-specific forums, as containing a marijuana-related
forum. Participants also described company websites as a place
to receive messaging on tobacco and marijuana. Participants
mentioned the JUUL Labs website as a convenient place to gain
access to products.

Sharing and privacy of tobacco and marijuana messaging on social
media. Adolescents and young adults shared and interacted with
tobacco and marijuana messaging in various ways through social
media, such as commenting, publicly sharing, or directly mes-
saging to friends. Privacy of sharing was an important consider-
ation, and rather than leaving public comments on social media,
participants described direct messages as the most secure and
comfortable way to share potentially illicit content about tobacco
or marijuana with friends. Participants explained how they would
try to share social media content through screenshots and texting
with their friends for additional privacy. Participants described
tagging, in which a user is notified that he or she has been linked
to a post, as a method to relay information about online deals of
tobacco or marijuana. Participants said they used tagging to help
their friends gain access to more tobacco and marijuana products.
Participants also described ways that Eaze, a marijuana deliv-
ery company, and JUUL Labs would engage directly with them
through online promotional discounts, and then friends would
share these promotions on social media.
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Table. Quotes illustrating the themes emerging from interviews with adolescents and young adults aged 19-21 (N = 24) in California,

2017-2018°

Subthemes

Illustrative quotes

How Online Platforms and Social Media Tools Influence Interfacing

Interactions with online platforms | would say friends and social media [are] the most influential in getting me to try [tobacco], just because, | mean, it’s

and social media

Sharing and privacy of tobacco
and marijuana advertisements
on social media

Packaging and colors

what I'm exposed to the most, the people that | choose to follow on Twitter and Instagram and stuff like that.
(User A)

So, | think on Instagram at least, they just recommend—you can kind of go to a recommended page of images you
might like, and it’s just a bunch of things that they compile from, like, depending on what you’ve liked or looked at
on Instagram. (User A)

| know some of the people on Instagram will post like that. And then they get some money from the shop for linking
the shop’s website in their caption. (Nonuser A)

| have seen some videos, like on Instagram of some people hitting 5 JUULs at once, like crazy hit. (User B)

It’s a meme. | remember specifically this one with [an] old grandma using 50 different [tobacco and marijuana
products] and people are just like, “Damn, she’s so cool.” A lot of people will like it and that’s how | saw it, 'cause
it was really liked and it was shared to me. (User C)

JUUL just recently came out with a limited-edition flavor. And | personally never saw like a sponsored post by them
like promoting that because | also am not subscribing to anything for JUUL. But my friends kind of indirectly
promoted it by like posting it on their Snapchat or stuff like that. (User D)

So in Reddit, there are several, | guess, groupings, kind of like a subforum for everyone to post a thread related to
one particular topic. So one sub-Reddit is named “trees.” (Nonuser B)

The JUUL website is a really, like—pretty like, well-developed website. . . . The JUUL website is something that
people go on very frequently . . . if you're like, you know, age verified and all that stuff, there’s a couple of things
that you have to fill out. But so they make it very easy to like, get another JUUL or to get pods, or to find where
those pods are. (User E)

But like if it was a smoking- or marijuana-related thing, | probably wouldn’t do that on Facebook anyways, ’cause
that’s like, you know, just where family and stuff is. But if | saw like something like that on Twitter, | might @
[“at”] a friend or DM [direct message] them, like a link. (User F)

Yeah, I'll just show it to them in person or I'll just text them. (User F)
Yeah, I've had friends tag me in promotions for like bongs or glassware that they’re giving away. (User G)

Online, | would say—one thing that | remember in particular is after | signed up for the website with JUUL, they sent
me emails and they were advertising like another—a new flavor that they had only online.
(User H)

Like, “Hey, did you hear about that sale? . . . Let’s all go over to the shop tomorrow. Let’s go buy some.” And then
like, you know, posting it on social media and showing it off to other people. (User |)

Direct Appeal of Messaging to Adolescents and Young Adults

I think it’s just kinda like . . . innovation. A lot of younger people are like, into new technology, new products, and it
just kinda like . . . it’s kind of like the same thing. They wanna try new things, they’re curious. (User I)

Very clean cut, like almost like it was based for the millennial, you know, like looking for something that looks really
nice design-wise. (User B)

| just remember that for JUULs they use like—of course there would be the word JUUL on it . . . it’s a white
background but it’s still minimalistic. There’s not much going on with the ad besides the product itself and the
name of the product. (User H)

Right, yeah, so, Pax, | think their logo is just the X, like, at the end of “Pax.” And | think they would market, like, the
simplicity of their products. (User A)

| don’t remember any specific text other than it probably said JUUL or whatever. . . . But, yeah, it was more so just a
picture. | don’t remember any specific writing. (User B)

| mean | remember that JUUL classifies their flavors by like colors, so like fruit is red, mint is green, tobacco is like
brown and like a créme brilée flavor, that’s yellow. And | think the other one’s actually blue. (User D)

| think it’s also about the message and more just like “This is what | want you to associate with my product. When
you see this color and like this texture of color, this is what | want. | want you to think of Swishers when you see
like shiny purple.” (User G)

One of my other friends on her 21st birthday, a bunch of my friends got together and gave her some marijuana from
a company . . . she got really excited because she was like, “You got me feminist marijuana!” because the [logo] of
the marijuana company was a woman, and that’s very rare in the marijuana industry. (User J)

(continued)
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Table. (continued)

Subthemes

Illustrative quotes

Positive appeal of messages

Flavors and reduced risk

Celebrities

Lack of trust in industry

Peers over industry

I've seen a lot more advertisements for it, very positive. A lot of it’s like, “Hi, San Diego,” kind of more the uplifting
kind of—yeah, just emphasizing a high state of mind and a looseness and a happiness from those advertisements.
(Nonuser C)

Not necessarily a healing tube, but it’s like, “Oh, it’ll calm you down” or something like that. They advertise it almost
as medicine. (User C)

So these advertisements come in for the e-cigs and vapes, showing that this is a healthier alternative, which | do think
it is. | still don’t think it’s healthy, but compared to cigarettes, obviously it's much healthier to use that. (User F)

I've definitely seen advertisement . . . like the different fruity flavors, to try to make it enticing to you or normalize it
a little bit. 'Cause like, you’re familiar with a strawberry. Like, strawberry, that’s like ice cream, that can’t be bad
for you. (User H)

Juicy, they have juicy as a descriptive word. (User L)

Say you want cotton candy, but you don’t want to go track down someone who is actually selling cotton candy. Well,
here’s the liquid for you, something that you can’t usually get, | guess, but you can get a taste of or a little sample
of in this product. That’s my reaction and response. (User K)

| think they were like, oh, like they’re trying to be like hip and like show that like these different flavors are cool
and—yeah. (Nonuser K)

Source of Messaging

| could see myself like taking a picture with a marijuana product, you know, like actors, like Seth Rogen and all those
other people do them, like, you know, this is fun. (User F)

Yeah, but there’s—I| remember there actually is like a girl on YouTube and there’s a lot of YouTubers and a lot of
Instagrammers that do promote like weed. | don’t know about tobacco, in particular. There’s probably like vape
ones but I've only seen marijuana and that’s what they specifically advertise, and they get sponsored and they do
reviews and stuff. (User L)

But then a lot of times, too, it’s you know just the lifestyle of the artist that is in the video and like they’re just
promoting their lifestyle, even if that means some product placement by mistake. (User G)

| like to listen to a lot of music, and definitely hearing other artists that | like and look up to talk about smoking
blunts, and smoking—just like really weed product. And | guess like cigarettes too, definitely influenced me on
trying these products, and doing them to feel cool, you know!? (User F)

One of my favorite artists, Wiz Khalifa, he’s a rapper, a hip-hop rapper, and so I've seen him post photos of him[self]
like smoking a joint with like some cigars on the table, as well as liquor and cigarettes. (User M)

’Cause | just feel like in [the] tobacco industry, there’s just like a lot of lying and corruption. And definitely that’s
seeping over into like marijuana, since it’s about to be legalized, but there’s just like more—I feel like there’s
more honesty among like—in the marijuana, it’s weird saying industry, 'cause it wasn’t necessarily an industry. But
now it like is moving towards that. So, yeah. (User F)

Well, if it were from the company, | would be less likely to trust it, because | know that they’re benefiting from selling
the product; whereas my friends or like people | follow, | feel like it’s much more like their own opinion and they
don’t really have like a lot to gain from like sharing that information. (Nonuser D)

My friends are people that |, you know, have a personal relationship with, so anyone who | know personally as
opposed to some big faraway corporation advertisement | would give more credibility to. (User N)

A really large portion of my friends seem to continually pop up and say that they have started to regularly smoke
marijuana or a couple of them | have seen or heard of or seen them on social media vaping or JUULing. So
although | don’t do it and a couple close friends kind of stay very distant from it, what I've observed is just a trend
of more and more people doing it. (Nonuser E)

| have smoked marijuana because of course there’s like a lot of pressure from my friends and a lot of other people
telling me that it’s beneficial and it'll help. (User H)

| used to have like very, very negative feelings towards marijuana, but like when I've heard my friends have tried it—
like it’'s made me think that maybe it’s like not as bad as | previously thought, and like people who do use it like
aren’t terrible, they’re like just regular people. (Nonuser D)

| guess | see a lot of people that—friends that | have that do use products have a way of glorifying things and making
it seem cool, so | guess, yeah, Instagram is very much a way to make your own advertisement of something; the

way that you take pictures of something or that setting makes it seem very cool.
(Nonuser C)

(continued)
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Table. (continued)

Subthemes lllustrative quotes

Agency®

Never. | feel like everyone has their own freedom of speech, and they should be, no matter what, they should be

allowed to say what they think or show what they think, as long as it’s appropriate enough for the world to see.

(User M)

Because | don’t smoke and because | don’t really have the urge to do drugs, | find that the messages are often kind of
not obnoxious but a little frustrating to have them put in front of me because it seems like some higher authority
trying to tell me to do something that | know or choose not to do already, so it almost seems extraneous.

(Nonuser E)

Why they’re annoying? Okay, | just like—they just sound so preachy and | feel like they don’t necessarily dissuade
people who are going to—who are like already indulging in those products and like. . . there’s like a small subset
of people who | just feel like the amount of people that could be influenced by this are not that many and | just
think they’re like really preachy. (User O)

*Participants were from the Tobacco Perceptions Study, a longitudinal study of adolescents’ and young adults’ (aged |17-21) tobacco-related perceptions and

tobacco use in California.
PPersonal choice and the ability to fully make decisions for oneself.

Direct Appeal of Messaging to Adolescents and
Young Adults

The visually appealing messaging generated by the tobacco
and marijuana industries and circulated by celebrities and
peers meets adolescent and young adult preferences for
information delivery and reception. Participants described
their generation’s interest in innovative tobacco products,
including e-cigarettes, and described these products being
advertised in a way to showcase that novelty. Participants
also referred to messaging that called JUUL “the Apple of
e-cigs” as an example of appealing advertising.

The following characteristics make it apparent that the
messages contribute to positive perception of tobacco and
marijuana among adolescents and young adults.

Packaging and colors. Participants described liking messages,
designs, and product packaging that were simple and colorful.
One participant described these designs as “based for the millen-
nial” and helped the participant better remember the tobacco or
marijuana product. Participants described how they remembered
the subtler aspects of JUUL messages, such as advertisements
that lacked text. Participants discussed the attention-grabbing
colors in tobacco and marijuana messaging and how these col-
ors were used to bolster the advertising of flavors. Furthermore,
having certain themes or common imagery in the advertisements
was mentioned as a memorable component, often resulting in the
purchasing of marijuana.

Positive appeal of messages. Participants described humor-
ous advertisements as likable and likely to be shared with
friends. Having a positive tone was an appealing aspect,
especially for marijuana advertisements. Participants noted
marijuana was often advertised online as a stress reliever.
Even some nonusers described their openness to trying mar-
ijuana after viewing positive messaging related to marijuana
products. Perceptions of reduced harm were also present

in comparisons of e-cigarettes with combustible cigarettes,
calling e-cigarettes a “healthier alternative.” Sexual appeal
was brought up as notable in social media content on tobacco
and marijuana; 1 participant described it as including “hot
girls and alcohol.”

Flavors and reduced risk. Many participants described constant
messaging on e-cigarettes’ relative safety compared with com-
bustible cigarettes and on flavors that feature familiar fruit and
desserts, which make e-cigarettes seem less harmful than com-
bustible cigarettes. These flavors are advertised through associa-
tions of images of fruit and descriptive somatosensory language.
One participant described flavors as being a convenient way
to enjoy the taste of certain sweets, and several participants
described flavors as being “cool.”

Source of Messaging

Another major finding from the interviews was the impor-
tance of the source of the messaging and how the level of
trust participants had toward the source of the messaging
influenced their perceptions of tobacco and marijuana mes-
sages and, ultimately, the products.

Celebrities. Adolescents and young adults “follow” celebrities and
influencers (ie, people who are famous through social media)
and responded positively when celebrities and influencers posted
about tobacco and marijuana. Sometimes this social media mes-
saging was unsponsored and simply the celebrity showcasing his
or her lifestyle and using tobacco or marijuana. A few partici-
pants discussed musicians and song lyrics as one way they were
exposed to tobacco and marijuana in a positive way. Several
participants who “followed” these musicians on various social
media platforms saw them smoking cigars and marijuana.

Lack of trust in industry. Generally, participants had a nega-
tive view on industry-created messaging, especially related to
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tobacco. Participants reported awareness of the tobacco indus-
try’s underlying profit-driven motives, described the importance
of trusting the source of messages, and discussed their tendencies
to not trust messages that came from the tobacco industry.

Peers over industry. Participants consistently described both the
online and in-person messaging of tobacco and marijuana from
their peers as more influential than industry messaging and more
likely to lead to use. The importance of peer influence is espe-
cially true for marijuana, with recreational marijuana being legal-
ized in an increasing number of states. One nonuser described the
influence of friends on changing the participant’s negative opin-
ions about marijuana. Another nonuser described how increased
exposure to marijuana and JUUL messaging was mainly the
result of observing the participant’s friends’ activity and interac-
tions on social media.

Participants described the use of tobacco and marijuana
products as a status symbol to appear “cool,” and they posted
images of themselves using various products as almost a sign
of social status.

Agency. Having agency, or personal choice and the ability to
fully make decisions for oneself, was a key theme that emerged
through the interviews. Participants described disliking anti-
tobacco and/or anti-marijuana messaging, reporting that these
messages violate their ability to make their own decision.
Participants described thinking that exposure to pro-tobacco and/
or pro-marijuana messaging from social media or even song lyr-
ics did not sway their decisions about whether to use tobacco
and/or marijuana products.

Discussion

To our knowledge, our study is the first qualitative study to
examine adolescent and young adult interactions with and per-
ceptions of tobacco and marijuana messaging on social media
platforms. Our findings help bridge the gap in the literature that is
currently limited to quantitative analyses of tobacco and mari-
juana messaging on social media platforms.'

‘We examined ways that adolescents and young adults interact
with tobacco and marijuana messaging on various social media
platforms and what they find most appealing about these mes-
sages. Findings that emerged included the importance of sharing
and privacy, the direct appeal of online messaging to adolescents
and young adults, the value of trusting the source, and the role of
general attitudes and personal choice in decision-making related
to using tobacco and marijuana. Adolescents and young adults in
our study found messaging that includes colors, interesting pack-
aging, and appealing flavors the most memorable, and they were
especially attentive to messages from young people and influenc-
ers rather than from the tobacco or marijuana industry.

Studies show that flavors are a powerful influence on adoles-
cents’ and young adults’ decisions to try e-cigarettes, adolescents
and young adults view flavored advertisements as targeting

them, and flavors contribute to the perception that these products
are less harmful than combustible cigarettes.’** Our results sup-
port these findings. Participants in our study described the attrac-
tive packaging and flavors of e-cigarettes, which indicates the
need for stricter policies and regulation of tobacco and marijuana
marketing than what currently exists. Tobacco and marijuana
prevention curricula need to focus more on addressing the harm-
reduction messaging that exists online and on how social media
platforms can misconstrue the evident risks of these products and
misinform adolescents and young adults.’' Qualitative studies
have found that this lack of information about emerging products
contributes to perceptions of safety for products such as e-ciga-
rettes and marijuana.****

In our study, trust in the source of messaging emerged as a key
factor in adolescents’ and young adults’ interpretation of online
tobacco and marijuana messages. Participants in our study
described thinking highly of the ideas spread by friends, social
media influencers, musicians, celebrities, and/or role models,
which corroborates previous research.>** In our study, friends’
posts had the highest credibility, which confirms research sug-
gesting that messaging generated by adolescents, young adults,
and influencers can advertise for the tobacco and marijuana
industries."' Recent evidence that companies such as JUUL use
celebrities and young-looking influencers plays into this idea of
trusting the source.”’

Because adolescents and young adults reported trusting peers
and celebrities more than the industry, popular media figures
and influencers could be encouraged to post prevention messag-
ing on tobacco and marijuana products. This counter-marketing
should include visually appealing imagery tailored to the target
age group, use adolescent and young adult-approved humor,
highlight industries’ ulterior motives, and emphasize personal
choice. Some weaknesses that adolescents and young adults
saw in tobacco and marijuana messaging that should be consid-
ered when developing counter-messaging are text-heavy or
complicated messaging, sounding “preachy,” and clearly origi-
nating from a for-profit company. Creative mass-media cam-
paigns have proven to be effective in tobacco prevention and
should continue to include these evidence-based components
that appeal to adolescents and young adults.*>>® It is important
to incorporate what adolescents and young adults find appealing
when developing programs to empower adolescents and young
adults with skills to better recognize industry marketing
influences.”’

As the tobacco industry has known for years, adolescents and
young adults are susceptible to emotional appeals, social influ-
ences, and mere exposure to product advertisements.'****° The
tobacco industry has a history of using marketing strategies that
are attractive to adolescents and young adults, and it continues to
use these strategies.***’ Current online tobacco and marijuana
messaging still includes these characteristics, and participants
described these advertisements as appealing and memorable.
Social media platforms have policies to exclude tobacco market-
ing,"! yet these methods prove insufficient if adolescents and
young adults are directly sharing content with their peers.
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Limitations

This study had several limitations. First, the sample size was
small. A similar study with a larger sample size would add to the
literature. Second, all participants had attended high school in
California; as such, the results from this sample may not be gen-
eralizable to all populations, especially in states with less restric-
tive tobacco control policies or in states that have not legalized
recreational marijuana. The fact that all participants were from
California may also affect the exposure to advertising and social
media messages, as well as general attitudes toward marijuana
and smoking. Despite these limitations, this study provides novel
information on adolescent and young adult interaction behaviors
with tobacco and marijuana messaging on popular social media
platforms and communicates the perspectives of this population.

Conclusion

Fast-evolving technology allows companies to advertise on
newer, more effective platforms compared with traditional print
and media marketing. The effect of these newer forms of market-
ing is most evident in JUUL’s ability to gain popularity and
spread throughout social media.'"'® It is imperative that public
health research and policy respond to these advancements.
Despite their highly unregulated nature, social media and online
campaigns can also be a powerful tool in delivering future health
interventions.*>*** If adolescents and young adults are educated
about their role in propagating tobacco and marijuana industries’
tactics through social media, adolescents and young adults can be
taught to better understand what and why they are influenced.
Ultimately, the importance that agency, or personal choice, has
for adolescents and young adults in their decision-making pro-
cesses can empower them to positively influence their peer net-
works, both in person and online.
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