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2MENTHOL TOBACCO AS A SOCIAL JUSTICE ISSUE

Menthol tobacco use is a health 
equity and social justice issue

1
Targeted marketing of menthol to 
communities of color (e.g., Black, 
Hispanic/Latinx)

Disproportionate use of mental 
cigarettes in Black communities2

Higher rate of lung cancer among 
Black smokers compared to non-
Black smokers

3



3AGENDA SETTING & SOCIAL MEDIA

Agenda setting happens on social media and policy makers pay attention

Attention Volume UncertaintyActivity

Growing political 
debate around 
the menthol ban 
on social media

Large amounts 
of online content 
generated by 
policy events

Active social 
media response 
with anti-regulatory 
sentiment 

Uncertain about 
opinions of those 
most impacted by 
the policy



4SOCIAL MEDIA ANALYTICS

May be prone to bias in 
machine learning

Relies on expert input to train 
the algorithms and interpret 
results

Measures amount and 
diffusion of online posts

Can miss the lived experience 
of the audience of interest if 

they are not posting

Social media listening 
and analytics provide 
an opportunity for near 
real-time monitoring of 
public opinion



5PURPOSE

Community Voices
Wanted Black and Latinx 
people to help us look at our 
process for collecting and 
analyzing social media data

Created a way to help us 
determine how best to engage 

community in research

Community Engagement 
Panel of people with lived 
experience of menthol use

We wanted to understand how people who identify as Black/African American and 
Hispanic/Latinx think and feel about the recently proposed ban on menthol cigarettes and the 
effect it will have on their communities.



6PARTNERS

Advance our understanding of the intersection of anti-regulatory 
sentiment and the menthol ban on social media



Methods
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The community engagement panel (CEP) 
reviewed our process for collecting and 
analyzing social media data and discussed the 
best ways to involve their community in 
research.

• Participated in six 90-min sessions

• Learned about the research methods SDC uses, the menthol ban, 
and related findings

• Examined social media narratives around the menthol ban and 
discussed opportunities for counter messaging related to mis and 
disinformation

• Reflected on and discussed how individual and community-level 
social media habits may or may not intersect with tobacco 
research
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Community Engagement Panel Timeline

Nov 
2022

Dec
2022

Jan 
2023

Feb 
2023

Mar 
2023 

Session 1 – Background/Orientation to the Panel 

Session 2 –Racism, social media, and menthol ban

Session 3 – Social media methodology and tobacco 
research

Session 4 – Dive into analysis of collected 
data (e.g., data party)

Session 5 – Review and interpretation of 
results

April 
2023

Session 6 – Review and close out



10WHAT IS A CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE AND EQUITABLE VIRTUAL DATA PARTY ?

A virtual data party is a time-
limited event of 2-3 hours 
where diverse audience 

members come together to 
collectively analyze data in a 

culturally responsive and 
equitable way.

Hutchinson, K. (2020). Engage Your Stakeholders With Data Parties.

Why host a data party?

• Increase audiences’ 
knowledge of area 

• Improve interpretation 

• Identify differences in 
people’s perceptions 

• Increase audiences’ 
capacity to understand 
and use data 

• Empower 
participants/community 
members’ voices and 
incorporate/ affirm 
lived experience

• Identify what data 
might still be needed 

• Increase audiences’ 
ownership of data 

• Build consensus on the 
results & conclusions 

• Develop more realistic 
recommendations 

• Increase buy-in for later 
implementation 

• Inform better 
programming and 
policies. 



11RECAP : THE DATASET WE’RE LISTENING TO!

We reviewed 2 weeks of data 
collected after April 28th, 2022

Tweet examples covered themes 
challenging the menthol ban on the 
basis of:

•Illicit Market

•Government Incompetence

•Government Persecution



Results



13TWITTER THEMES : ILLEGAL MARKET

The group was not in 
agreement with the tweets 

and offered counter-
arguments; namely that the 

harm from the menthol 
cigarettes themselves far 
outweighs the harm that 
might come from the ban 

(including possible 
increases of illicit market 

activity and police 
response).



14TWITTER THEMES : GOVERNMENT INCOMPETENCE

The group suggested 
something is better than 

nothing, and that it’s worth the 
effort even if it helps a small 

group. 



15TWITTER THEMES: GOVERNMENT PERSECUTION

The group seemed more responsive 
to the claims in the tweets, 

acknowledging that they, too, are 
concerned about criminalization of 
menthol products, and that any ban 
on the manufacturer level must be 

paired with strong de-criminalization 
efforts so that individuals selling 

untaxed products do not face 
unintended consequences.



16REACTIONS TO THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY NARRATIVE ON SOCIAL MEDIA

“How can it be worse with a ban 

compared to the current 

negative health effects? It is 

important to re-emphasize the 
harm that menthols cause.”

– Participant

“When people quote studies, 

confirm what the studies are 

measuring…...These misleading 

posts are key for social media to 

get a reaction from readers.” 

– Participant

“There are instances of states that 

have banned the sale and there is 

no data supporting black markets 

and increased police interactions. 

On social media, it sparks emotion 

without data to back it up. These 

are just thoughts on what could 

happen without proof.” 

– Participant



Conclusion
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Engaging community in social media research is essential to:

• Determining whether and how 
much the industry oppositional 
narrative is shaping opinions of 
communities most affected by the 
ban  

• Learning if these oppositional 
messages are reaching and 
influencing these communities

• Exploring how best to reach and 
counter the oppositional 
messaging 

• Understanding how to minimize 
bias in the social listening 
algorithms

• Ascertaining if the social media 
content reflects the lived 
experiences of people impacted by 
the issues



19WHAT’S NEXT

How will we continue to harness the power of 
social media and leverage community voice?

• Add an intersectionality lens by working with individuals 
who identify as Black or Latinx and LGBTQIA+  

• Identify more community-based partners to assist with 
recruitment

• Continue to investigate how the tobacco industry is co-
opting the narrative related to the menthol tobacco ban 
on social media

• Explore opportunities to use the community 
engagement panel approach with youth, adolescents, 
and young adults



Thank you.
Chandria D. Jones, Ph.D., M.P.H
Principal Research Scientist
Jones-chandria@norc.org
Twitter: @chandriatalks
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