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While overall smoking rates have declined in recent years, smoking rates remain higher among specific subpopulations. 
These populations include individuals with lower educational attainment, lower socioeconomic status, from certain 
racial/ethnic groups, in the lesbian, gay, and bisexual community, with mental health conditions, and in the military 
particularly among those in the lowest pay grades. These differences are in large part due to the tobacco industry’s 
targeting of vulnerable populations through advertising, price discounting and other marketing strategies.i  Every year 
the tobacco industry spends $9.5 billion marketing their deadly products in the United States.ii   
 

 
Tobacco Use in the LGBT Community 

In 2016 smoking rates among gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals in the 
US are significantly higher than rates for straight individuals, 20.5 percent 
and 15.3 percent respectively.iii  Over one third (36 percent) of LGBT 
adults who smoke use menthol cigarettes, a higher rate than straight 
adults who smoke.iv There is limited data available on smoking rates 
among transgender adults; however, one study found higher smoking 
rates among transgender adults than cisgender adults.v 

Every year more than 30,000 LGBT persons die from tobacco-related diseases.vi  

 

 

Tobacco Industry Targeting of LGBT Communities 

Tobacco companies have utilized a variety of tactics to target 
LGBT communities.  These have included: 

• Developing marketing materials targeted at the LGBT 
community before most other industries.vii  

• Designing advertisements for LGBT publications that depict 
tobacco use as a “normal” part of LGBT life.viii 

• In 1995, one tobacco company created a marketing strategy 
known as “Project SCUM” or subculture urban marketing 
targeted at gay men and homeless individuals in San 
Francisco.ix 

• Using corporate philanthropy to demonstrate support of the 
LGBT community, another tobacco company settled a boycott 
by pledging a large donation to AIDS research, gaining them 
access to the LGBT market.x 

• Hosting promotions including LGBT bar nights featuring 
specific cigarette brands.xi 

• Sponsoring events at pride festivals.  For example, one 
cigarette brand sponsored more than a dozen events at San 
Francisco’s pride festival alone in 2000.xii 

• Promoting menthol cigarettes which are easier to use and 
harder to quit.xiii 

 

“High rates of tobacco use within 
the LGBT community are due in 
part to the aggressive marketing by 
tobacco companies that sponsor 
events, bar promotions, giveaways, 
and advertisements.” – Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention 
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