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Cause and Effects of Smoking for African Americans

The Cause

The need for smoking cessation efforts targeted for youth in Tobacco 
Nation states has escalated and the SPEAK Project can play an 
instrumental role in building awareness of the importance “knowing 
the facts” about vaping and in helping to curtail the potential rise in 
lung and heart disease among African Americans, particularly 
among teens and young adults, and ultimately the detrimental 
effects of COVID-19.

While smoking rates have dropped by more than half over the past 
50-plus years, tobacco use remains the leading cause of 
preventable death in the United States.  African Americans suffer 
tremendous tobacco-related morbidity and mortality, even though 
they tend to smoke fewer cigarettes per day and begin smoking 
later in life. African Americans are less likely to quit smoking, which 
means that they ultimately smoke for a longer period of their life 
which, contributes to mortality disparities. 

Smoking and the
African American Commun�y



The Cause continued

In a study published by the Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids (CTFK), 
it was found:

 • Smoking is responsible for one-third of all cancer deaths. 
 • African Americans have the highest incidence and death  
    rates and shortest survival of any other racial or ethnic group  
    for most cancers. 
 • Each year, more than 72,000 African Americans are     
    diagnosed with a tobacco-related cancer and more than  
    39,000 die from a tobacco-related cancer.  
 • Smoking is responsible for 87 percent of lung cancer deaths. 
    Additional smoking related mortality disparities among   
    African Americas cited in the study are:
 • Lung cancer is the second most common cancer in both  
    African American men and women, but it kills more African  
    Americans than any other type of cancer.
 • In 2019, it is estimated that 25,390 African Americans will be  
    diagnosed with lung cancer and 16,550 African Americans  
    will die from it.
 • The relative five-year survival rate for lung cancer is lower  
    among African Americans than among whites (16%   
    compared to 19%).



The Effects

The effects of the coronavirus pandemic have projected a bigger 
spotlight on the racial inequalities and health disparities among 
African Americans in the U.S. Reports indicate that African 
Americans have disproportionately succumbed to COVID-19 related 
diagnoses and deaths. We are 2.5 times more likely to contract 
COVID-19 and 3 times more likely to die from it.  
The COVID-19 pandemic has also placed a spotlight on the fact 
that access to health care and particularly access to preventative 
health care, to help African Americans who have pre-existing 
conditions has been a grave problem. Especially in six of the 
Tobacco Nation states (Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee) that opted out of the 
Medicaid Expansion.  



While the scientists are still learning, 
indications thus far are that the 
coronavirus primarily attacks the lungs, 
and that young people are not 
immune to the virus. Therefore, it is 
imperative that young adults, 
especially in the African American 
community, that they are not 
immune to the virus and understand 
the higher health risks posed by 
COVID-19 when smoking both 
traditional tobacco, e-cigarettes and 
vaping devices. 

There is scientific evidence to prove that vaping 
compromises the health and wellbeing of the 
user and those around them. Some key facts 
about vaping are: 

 • E-cigarettes produce a few    
    dangerous chemicals that can  
    cause lung disease, as well as  
    cardiovascular heart disease  
 • The risks of inhaling secondhand  
    e-cigarette emissions, which   
       are created when an   
    e-cigarette user exhales the   
    chemical cocktail created by  
    e-cigarettes  
 • Vaping is not safe and   
    effective in helping
    smokers quit  



How Big Tobacco 
Companies Target 
African American 
Communities

“Big Tobacco” is a name used 
to refer to the largest global 
tobacco industry companies. 
The five largest tobacco 

companies are Philip Morris 
International, Altria, British 

American Tobacco, Imperial 
Brands, and Japan Tobacco 

International. The tobacco industry 
has a longstanding history of 

aggressively marketing menthol products 
to young people and African Americans, 

especially in urban communities.  Their aim is to 
maintain a positive image among African Americans by supporting 
cultural events and making contributions to minority higher 
education institutions, elected officials, civic and community 
organizations, and scholarship programs.

Big Tobacco has engaged in predatory marketing practices in 
promoting the consumption of menthol cigarettes to African 
Americans: 

 • Historically very heavily through culturally tailored advertising  
    images and messages. 
 • Over seven out of 10 African American youth ages 12-17  
    years who smoke use menthol cigarettes.
 • African American adults have the highest percentage of  
    menthol cigarette use compared to other racial and ethnic  
    groups.
 • Menthol in cigarettes is thought to make harmful chemicals  
    more easily absorbed in the body, likely because menthol  
    makes it easier to inhale cigarette smoke.
 • Some research shows that menthol cigarettes may be more  
    addictive and more harmful than non-menthol cigarettes. 



SPEAK Project Background

The SPEAK (Smoking Prevention through Equity, Advocacy and 
Knowledge) Project is a Save a Girl, Save a World (SAGSAW) initiative 
funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF). 

SAGSAW is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization that provides 
multi-generational mentoring, leadership development skills and 
self-esteem building programs in conjunction with Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) to assist high school and 
college-age women with a continued pipeline of support through 
mentorship.  SAGSAW assembles its professional resources along with 
its network of some of the brightest and most accomplished women 
from coast to coast to work as mentors to the students.  SAGSAW’s 
mission focuses on four pillars: Financial Literacy & Wealth Legacy, 
Career & Entrepreneurship, Lifestyle & Leadership, and Health & 
Wellness.  The SPEAK Project is an extension of SAGSAW’s vision and 
mission related to Health and Wellness.  
The SPEAK Project will operate for a two-year period, from 
September 2021 through September 2022.  We are seeking new and 
innovative approaches to address tobacco-related inequities. 

For more than 25 years, the RWJF has supported and worked 
alongside local, state, and national partners to advance policies 
and practices to decrease the use of commercial tobacco and 
exposure to secondhand smoke. 

Speak Project
In�iative



SPEAK Project Goal

The SPEAK Project serves to increase awareness about tobacco use 
on HBCU campuses and engage young African American adults in 
tobacco advocacy.  As Save A Girl, Save A World focuses on lifting 
women, The SPEAK Project aims to engage, educate, and empower 
young Black women like yourself, to become “change agents” on 
your campuses, in your respective communities, and ultimately the 
world. The goal of the SPEAK Project is to prevent and reduce 
tobacco use among young Black women and girls at HBCUs and to 
impact real-life situations of health disparities in the Black 
community. 



SPEAK Project Objectives

There are three core program elements of the SPEAK 
Project:
 • Awareness and Outreach
 • Education
 • Advocacy 

The awareness and outreach campaign aims to 
increase the awareness on your respective 
campuses of tobacco related health disparities and 
the importance of refraining from smoking and 
vaping. This is in general and especially because of 
COVID-19 and the disproportionate impact on the 
Black community. 
The education program will help improve your 
understanding of the health impact of tobacco use 
and vaping, the importance of and how to adopt 
healthy behaviors, and help you amplify your voice 
to make a difference in the Black community by 
engaging the advocacy/policy process.  In addition, 
you will learn how to communicate and educate 
lawmakers on policies aimed at protecting our 
nation’s youth and African American communities 
from tobacco and predatory practices. 

To accomplish this, the SPEAK Project will:
 • Mobilize and empower young Black women   
    to lead the fight against tobacco on HBCU   
    campuses.
 • Facilitate a coordinated tobacco control   
    policy agenda that addresses the unique   
    impact of the tobacco epidemic within      
    the Black community. 
 • Harness the power of the Internet, social   
    media, and other technology to promote   
    tobacco control as part of a comprehensive   
    plan to reduce health disparities and create   
     a response to mitigate the impact of    
    COVID-19 in the Black community. 



SPEAK Project Timeline

The Speak Project will run from January 1, 2021 through September 
30, 2022.  Following are target dates for the Speak Project:
 • Speak Project Kick-off:  March 2021
 • Speak Squad Education and Training:  March 2021 to   
    December 2021
 • Speak Squads Formed:  April 2021 
 • “SPEAK Up” On-Campus & Community Awareness    
    Campaign: TBD to September 2022
 • “SPEAK Up” Advocacy Activities:  June 2021 to September  
    2022


