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Abstract 

 

Co-use of cannabis and cigarillos (“co-use”) is prevalent among young adults. The United States 

Food and Drug Administration proposed a rule to ban flavored cigars, which could impact co-use, 

particularly blunt use (removing tobacco from cigar and mixing or replacing with cannabis). We 

sought to explore the impact of cigarillo flavor on cannabis/cigarillo co-use. The sample included 

38 young adults (21–28) who smoked cigarillos and cannabis in the past month recruited from a 

non-probability sample of participants in the Cigarillos Flavor and Abuse Liability, Attention, and 

Substitution (C-FLASH) Study. Semi-structured phone interviews were conducted, double-coded, 

and analyzed for emergent themes. Most participants believed cigarillo flavor enhances the co-use 

experience, but participants mostly felt that a cigar flavor ban would not impact their cannabis use. 

They would continue using unflavored cigarillos to roll blunts or migrate to another method of 

consuming cannabis. Other influential cigarillo characteristics (e.g., burn time) and social-

contextual factors (e.g., management of mental health, easy access) emerged. Banning flavored 

cigars may have a neutral to positive impact on co-users. To reduce co-use, policymakers should 

consider approaches to address psychosocial and structural determinants of use. 

 

Keywords: cannabis, tobacco, young adults, policy 

 

 

* Corresponding author can be reached at allison.glasser@rutgers.edu 

 

Introduction 

 

Combustible tobacco use is prevalent 

among young adults (YAs; ages 18-24 years) 

in the United States (US), with 8.5% 

reporting every day or some day use of a 

combustible product in 2021 (Cornelius et 

al., 2023). Although YA prevalence of 

cigarette smoking is higher (5.3%), 3.1% 

reported smoking cigars in 2021 (Cornelius 

et al., 2023). Little cigars and cigarillos 

(LCCs) represent 80% of cigars (18% little 

cigars; 62% cigarillos) smoked by adults in 

the US (Corey et al., 2014). Compared to 

older adults, YAs are twice as likely to use 

LCCs, which are disproportionately used by 

males, people identifying as Black and non-

Hispanic, those with low income and less 

education, and people who use other tobacco 

products (Phan et al., 2021). 

Cannabis use has increased over time 

(Mauro et al., 2018) and is highest among 

YAs (25.9% used in the past month in 2022) 

compared with other age groups (Substance 

Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration, 2022). Almost half of YAs 

who use tobacco in the US co-use tobacco 

and cannabis; among those who co-use, 

mailto:allison.glasser@rutgers.edu


  

  

 

75.8% report past 30-day co-use of LCCs and 

cannabis (Cohn & Chen, 2022). The latter 

group consists of YAs who concurrently use 

cannabis and LCCs (43.7%) in the past 30 

days and those who smoke blunts (modified 

cigarillo with tobacco removed and replaced 

or mixed with cannabis) (56.3%) (Cohn & 

Chen, 2022).  

Smoking cannabis in blunts may increase 

carbon monoxide exposure compared to 

smoking cannabis by other means (e.g., 

joint), and people who co-use may be 

exposed to higher levels of toxicants than 

those who only smoke tobacco (Meier & 

Hatsukami, 2016). People who use blunts 

initiate cannabis use earlier (Seaman, Green, 

et al., 2019) and smoke more frequently 

(Reboussin et al., 2021) compared with 

people who use cannabis in other ways. In 

addition, co-use of tobacco and cannabis is 

associated with increased dependence on 

both substances (Montgomery, 2015), 

reduced motivation to quit, and abstinence 

from product use (Lemyre et al., 2019; 

Schlienz & Lee, 2018). Given these health 

effects and use by individuals who suffer 

disproportionately from tobacco-related 

diseases and death (Simmons et al., 2016), it 

is critical to identify interventions to reduce 

co-use. 

Limiting access to flavored cigar products 

may have an impact on co-use of cigars and 

cannabis, particularly use of blunts. Flavors 

enhance the perceived appeal while reducing 

the perceived harm of tobacco (Huang et al., 

2017; Nyman et al., 2018; Sterling et al., 

2016; Sterling et al., 2019). Flavors have 

been shown to facilitate initiation and 

progression of tobacco use and reduce 

intention to quit or likelihood of tobacco 

cessation (Huang et al., 2017; Villanti et al., 

2019), potentially via increased abuse 

liability (Audrain-McGovern et al., 2023). 

Nearly half of people who smoke LCCs use 

flavored products (Rostron et al., 2020), 

which is more common among younger 

adults, women, and those with less education 

(Glasser et al., 2017). Other correlates of 

flavored cigar use among YAs include 

smoking cigarillos (vs. large or little/filtered 

cigars), being Hispanic, Black, or Asian, 

current cannabis use, past or present use of 

blunts, and reporting using cigars because of 

affordability and availability in desired 

flavors (Hinds et al., 2018). Local flavor bans 

within the US have found reduced cigar sales 

following policy implementation (Diaz et al., 

2024). The US Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) has proposed a rule to 

ban flavors in cigar products nationally, and 

the impact this could have on co-use of cigars 

with cannabis is unexplored. Some 

qualitative research suggests that cigar flavor 

may be important for co-use with cannabis, 

particularly when smoking blunts (Antognoli 

et al., 2018; Giovenco et al., 2017; Kong et 

al., 2018), with one study reporting that 83% 

of adults who use blunts used a flavored cigar 

wrapper (Rosenberry et al., 2017). More 

research is needed to understand how flavor 

and other cigar characteristics impact 

patterns of co-use. In addition, it is critical to 

understand how YA’s psychosocial context 

influences their co-use behaviors. 

The present study is part of a larger mixed 

methods study; cross-sectional survey 

findings from this study revealed that while 

using a flavored cigarillo was not 

significantly associated with co-use or 

motivation to quit, living in an area with a 

flavored cigarillo ban was associated with a 

reduced likelihood of co-using with cannabis, 

controlling for living in a state where 

cannabis is legal to sell to adults (Glasser, 

Nemeth, et al., 2022; Glasser et al., 2023). In 

the present study, we sought to explain and 

provide context to findings from the 

quantitative survey and identify social-

contextual factors that influence co-use 

behaviors using semi-structured telephone 

interviews with a geographically diverse 

sample of YAs in the US. Our research 



  

  

 

questions included the following: (Primary) 

How does cigarillo flavor impact co-use of 

cigarillos and cannabis? (Secondary) What 

social-contextual factors are influential in 

patterns of co-use (and how does cigarillo 

flavor relate to these factors)?  

 

Methods 

 

Participant Recruitment and Screening 

 

The study was approved by the Ohio State 

University Institutional Review Board 

(2021B0294). Participants were recruited in 

April to May of 2022 from a non-probability 

sample of participants in the Cigarillos 

Flavor and Abuse Liability, Attention, and 

Substitution (C-FLASH) Study, designed to 

evaluate perceptions of flavors on appeal, 

purchasing and risk perceptions of cigarillo 

products among YAs who use cigarillos. C-

FLASH participants were YAs who smoke 

cigarillos (N=361) from 15 geographic areas 

(listed in Appendix 1) in the US with known 

high cigar use prevalence (Youth Risk 

Behavior Surveillance System; (Kann et al., 

2018)). We recruited via email those who 

indicated a willingness to be contacted to 

participate in future studies. Individuals were 

eligible to participate in the study if they 

were: 1) between the ages of 21 and 28 years 

(minimum age reflects legal age to purchase 

tobacco); 2) smoked an average of at least 2 

cigarillos per week over the past month; and 

3) used cannabis at least once in the past 

month. Co-use in this study included using 

cigarillos and cannabis concurrently but 

separately or together in a blunt. 

Eligibility was determined using a brief, 

web-based screening survey linked in the 

email. Eligible participants were sent the 

consent form by email before the interview, 

and study staff reviewed the form with 

individuals at the time of the interview. Time 

was given before the interview for questions 

and to review all aspects of participating in 

the study. All individuals were asked to 

consent verbally before participating in the 

research study. A waiver of consent 

documentation was obtained due to the 

remote nature of the interview. Out of 378 

participants emailed, 125 (33%) filled out the 

eligibility screener, 92 (74%) of responders 

were eligible, and 38 (41%) of those eligible 

completed the interviews (52 of those eligible 

were unavailable and two interviews were 

incomplete), which was sufficient to reach 

thematic saturation. These participants 

received a $30 gift card delivered via email. 

 

Study Procedures 

 

Study personnel (AG) conducted phone 

interviews to understand participants’ 

experiences smoking cigarillos and cannabis. 

Interviews were 30 minutes to one hour in 

length and were semi-structured to allow for 

flexible conversation. We used an interview 

guide to follow during interviews, informed 

by the Social-Contextual Model of Health 

Behavior (SCM) (Figure 1) (Sorensen et al., 

2003). The SCM considers the social context 

in which health behaviors occur and has been 

applied to explain behaviors and develop 

interventions, including to decrease tobacco 

use (Sorensen et al., 2003; Sorensen et al., 

2009; Sorensen et al., 2010). The interview 

guide contained questions relevant to Phase I 

of the study (relationship between cigarillo 

flavor and co-use, highlighted in grey), and 

questions related to other factors theorized to 

influence cigarillo use and co-use with 

cannabis at multiple levels of the social 

ecology (“modifying conditions”) (Agrawal 

et al., 2012; Seaman, Green, et al., 2019). We 

also assessed self-identified 

sociodemographic characteristics (gender 

identity, age, race/ethnicity, income, 

education, sexual orientation). 

 

 

 



  

  

 

Data Analysis 

 

Recordings and transcripts were 

deidentified for analysis. Interviews were 

professionally transcribed by a paid service, 

and transcripts were reviewed and compared 

to the recordings to ensure accuracy. 

Transcriptions were analyzed in ATLAS.ti 

software, which facilitated systematic coding 

and analytic comparisons. We employed an 

iterative approach to codebook development 

and coding, endorsed by the CDC, to analyze 

interview data (MacQueen et al., 1998). First, 

we coded text according to the specific 

research question from the interview guide 

using structural codes (deductive coding 

approach). Second, we created in-depth 

codes using emergent themes from the 

structurally coded text (inductive coding 

approach). We allowed the study’s 

theoretical framework (Figure 1) to guide the 

analysis; in addition, we looked for arising 

patterns that may be tangential to or diverge 

from theory (Braun & Clarke, 2014). Results 

from deductive coding are presented by 

research question, and results by inductive 

coding are presented in tables. To verify the 

findings, two trained study personnel (AG, 

EB) separately coded data in all interviews 

and compared for discrepancies; a consensus 

meeting with the study investigators resolved 

differences. Intercoder agreement was 

satisfactory (Krippendorf's alpha = 0.789). 

Illustrative quotations were selected to 

highlight major themes. Themes were 

examined by sociodemographic 

characteristics. 

 

Results 

 

Demographic and Use Characteristics 

 

The sample was majority older YAs (61% 

ages 25-28 years vs. 39% ages 21-24 years), 

half female, 47% Black, 47% with an 

individual income of $25,000 to $49,999, 

45% with some college education, and about 

one-third sexual or gender minority (self-

identified as gender non-binary, gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, pansexual, or not sure about sexual 

orientation) (Table 1). 

Most participants co-administered 

cigarillos and cannabis through blunts (89%), 

while others typically smoked them 

separately on the same (21%) or different 

occasion (39%) (patterns were not mutually 

exclusive).  

 

Research Question 1 (Primary): How 

Flavors Impact Co-Use of Cigarillos and 

Cannabis Among Yas 

 

Cigarillo flavor played a large role in the 

use of cannabis for this study’s participants, 

whether this was positive or negative. 

However, a potential ban on flavored 

cigarillos did not deter participants from 

continuing to use cannabis. Other cigarillo 

product features arose as salient for smoking 

blunts. Key themes are presented in Table 2. 

 

Theme 1.1. Cigarillo Flavor Positively 

Impacts Cannabis Use 

 

The most frequently mentioned reason 

that cigarillos are appealing was the flavors 

(47%), and most participants in this study 

believed that flavored cigarillos enhanced the 

experience of smoking cannabis (45%); this 

perception was more commonly discussed by 

participants identifying as female and as 

Black, Hispanic, or multiracial than among 

White participants. One participant felt that 

flavor makes cannabis more enticing:  

 

Oh yeah. I use cannabis more. So, it 

impacts it very much because it's just, it's 

more enticing to smoke it when it has 

flavor. And then especially added on to the 

flavor. You have the cannabis, the flavor 

of that. So, it makes it way more enticing. 

(Hispanic female, 25-28 years). 



  

  

 

 

Those who prefer flavored cigarillos for 

cannabis use referred to liking fruity, sweet 

or mint flavors, like this participant: 

 

Participant: “Yeah, I usually use the 

like, Black and Mild Jazz if I'm just 

smoking the tobacco ones. And then if I 

get like blunts, I'll get flavored ones as 

well.” 

Interviewer: “And what flavors do you 

use for that?” 

Participant: “Usually like grape or mango 

or just like fruity flavors, sweeter flavors.” 

(White male, 25-28 years) 

 

Flavors that cover up the smell of the 

cannabis were also preferred: “I think in 

terms of flavor, considering flavor can help 

maybe cover the smell of marijuana. […] So, 

flavor plays a bigger part in terms of […] 

covering the smell of cannabis.” (Black male, 

25-28 years). 

 

Theme 1.2. Cigarillo Flavor Negatively 

Impacts Cannabis Use 

 

About one-fifth of the study participants 

(21%) felt that flavors can negatively impact 

cannabis use, a belief more commonly held 

by male participants. Several described how 

cigarillo flavor interferes with the cannabis:  

 

Participant: “Because some flavors mess 

with the cannabis, so, no.” 

Interviewer: “Okay. And does it taste bad 

when you use it together?” 

Participant: “Yes. It takes away from the 

actual taste of the cannabis.” (Black male, 

21-24 years)  

 

Nearly half of the participants (42%) 

expressed concern that flavors added harm to 

cigarillos, most of whom attributed this to 

flavor ingredients or increased addictive 

properties. One Black female, 25-28 years of 

age, noted, “The flavored ones are worse 

because you don't know what type of 

chemical they're putting in there to make it 

flavored.” Only a couple participants 

mentioned the impact of perceived cigarillo 

flavor harm/addictiveness on their cannabis 

use. This individual (White male, 21-24 

years) thought that cigarillo flavor may 

facilitate dependence on cannabis: 

 

Interviewer: “And what impact does the 

flavor have on your cannabis use?” 

Participant: “Mm, it makes me to be 

addicted to it. So, I think that's the only 

part, the addiction, cause I'm used to, to 

using those flavored ones.” 

 

Theme 1.3. Cigarillo Flavor Does Not 

Impact Cannabis Use 

 

About one-third of study participants did 

not believe cigarillo flavor made any impact 

on cannabis use at all. Even among those who 

held the predominant opinion that cigarillo 

flavor positively impacts cannabis use, 

participants mostly felt that a cigar flavor ban 

would not impact their cannabis use. 

Participants stated that they would either 

continue using unflavored cigarillos to roll 

blunts or would migrate to another method of 

smoking or consuming cannabis: 

 

I could still use it. I think the main 

reason of people really use cigarillos or 

cigarillo blunts is the flavor in that the 

flavor covers up for the smell of cannabis. 

But I think also the smell of tobacco 

covers that in some sense that when you 

smoke near people, someone will tend to 

smell tobacco first before smelling 

cannabis. So, I think flavor plays a bigger 

part, maybe covering up that, but also the 

tobacco smell plays a part. […] if flavor 

wasn’t available, I think I’ll still use 

cigarillos. (Black male, 21-24 years) 

 



  

  

 

Theme 1.4. There Are Other Important 

Cigarillo Characteristics Impacting 

Cannabis Use 

 

Several other cigarillo product 

characteristics emerged as important for co-

use with cannabis, primarily for using blunts. 

The top characteristic mentioned was slow 

burn time: “I honestly, I just like the slow 

burn time. I find that they burn a lot slower 

than papers. And so that extends the length, 

the life of the cannabis.” (Multiracial male, 

25-28 years). Low cost and/or price 

promotions, ease to break down and roll, and 

convenience both to obtain and to transport 

based on size and discreetness were other 

frequently discussed desired product 

features, as illustrated by this White male, 25-

28 years: “Probably, it's like more discreet 

kind of. Then you don't have to like tow 

around a bulky pipe or anything like that.”  

The additive high/nicotine boost from 

cigarillos was frequently mentioned. One 

participant illustrates the combined effect of 

cigarillos and cannabis:  

 

So, for me at most times I try to smoke 

with cannabis because, it's my personal 

opinion, but I kind of get high faster when 

I use, put tobacco and cannabis together. 

So, that's why I prefer using them at the 

same time. (Black male, 21-24-years). 

 

Several participants also discussed 

cigarillos’ smooth pull and throat hit. This 

participant described this trait as being 

unique to cigarillos compared with rolling 

papers: 

 

It's the way that they pull when you 

smoke weed. Like I said, when you use 

papers and different things that are too 

light, it's more of a, it's a lot of more weed 

smoke, which can clog your lungs. It's a 

bad inhale. So, when the cigarillos are 

thicker, so it's a smoother inhale to the 

back of your throat. Like, when I smoke 

papers and stuff, that makes me cough, 

cigarillos don't make me cough. (Black 

female, 21-24 years) 

 

Research Question 2 (Secondary):  

Influential Social-Contextual Factors in 

Co-use of Cigarillos and Cannabis Among 

Yas 

 

Factors at the individual, interpersonal, 

and community/policy levels impact cigarillo 

and cannabis co-use for participants in this 

study, including management of mental and 

physical health, perceived 

harm/addictiveness of each product, use 

among friends and family, exposure to 

advertising, and community social norms. 

Cigarillo flavor arose in the context of ease of 

access in the community, in limited time 

cigar promotions, and in the impact of local 

cigar flavor bans. In-depth findings are 

described in Appendix 2, and a summary of 

key themes and example quotes are presented 

in Table 3. 

Discussion 
 

Using semi-structured, qualitative 

interviews with YAs co-using cannabis and 

cigarillos in the past month, this study 

illuminated the role of cigarillo flavor and 

social-contextual influences on co-use 

behaviors. These YAs perceived cigarillos as 

appealing because of the variety of flavors 

available, but they also believed that flavors 

may make cigarillos more harmful and 

addictive. While flavors were preferred for 

smoking cigarillos with cannabis 

(particularly when smoking blunts), 

participants did not anticipate quitting 

smoking cannabis if they faced a ban on 

flavored cigars. Other product characteristics 

emerged as being crucial to the experience of 

creating and smoking blunts, such as slow 

burn time and transportability. Factors at 

multiple levels of the social ecology also 

emerged as important influences on co-use. 



  

  

 

Figure 1. Adapted Social-Contextual Model of Health Behavior to explain co-use of cigarillos 

and cannabis among YAs. 

 
 

Figure 1. Adapted Social-Contextual Model of Health Behavior to explain co-use of cigarillos and cannabis among 

YAs. Socio-demographic characteristics shape the modifying conditions in which young adults co-use cigarillos and 

cannabis and that may moderate the relationship between product characteristics and co-use behavior. Flavored 

cigarillos are hypothesized to impact co-use by impacting perceptions of harm and appeal. 

 

 

 



  

  

 

Table 1. Characteristics of YAs who used cigarillos and cannabis in past 30-days (N=38) 

Participant 

Characteristic 

n (%) 

Age 

 

    21-24 15 (39) 

    25-28 23 (61) 

Gender Identity 

 

    Female 19 (50) 

    Male 18 (47) 

    Non-Binary 1 (3) 

Race/Ethnicity 

 

    Black 18 (47) 

    White 15 (39) 

    Hispanic 2 (5) 

    Multiracial 3 (8) 

Annual Income 

 

    <$25,000 10 (26) 

    $25,000-$49,999 18 (47) 

    $50,000-$74,999 9 (24) 

    $75,000+ 1 (3) 

Highest Education 

 

    High School or less 8 (21) 

    Some College 17 (45) 

    Bachelor’s Degree + 13 (34) 

Sexual Orientation 

 

    Straight/Heterosexual 24 (63) 

    Gay/Lesbian 4 (11) 

    Bisexual 8 (21) 

    Pansexual 1 (3) 

    Not Sure 1 (3) 

 

 



  

  

 

Table 2. Findings from Key Question 1: How does cigarillo flavor impact co-use of cigarillos 

and cannabis? 

Themes Subthemes 

1.1. Cigarillo flavor 

positively impacts 

cannabis use 

• Cigarillo flavor enhances the experience of smoking cannabis 

• Fruity/sweet cigarillo flavors are preferred for smoking 

cannabis 

• Cigarillo flavors cover up the smell of cannabis 

1.2. Cigarillo flavor 

negatively impacts 

cannabis use 

• Cigarillo flavor interferes with the cannabis flavor 

• Cigarillo flavor may actually be making use more harmful 

1.3. Cigarillo flavor does 

not impact cannabis use 
• If cigarillo flavors were banned, cannabis use would not be 

impacted 

1.4. There are other 

important cigarillo 

characteristics impacting 

cannabis use 

• Slow burn time is a key cigarillo characteristic beneficial for 

smoking cannabis 

• Combined effect of tobacco and cannabis and smooth 

pull/throat hit are positive sensory experiences associated with 

cigarillos used for smoking cannabis 

• Cigarillos’ convenience (low price, ease of breaking down, 

and discreetness) makes them desirable for smoking cannabis 

 

 



  

  

 

Table 3. Findings from Key Question 2: What social-contextual factors are influential in patterns 

of co-use (and how does cigarillo flavor relate to these factors)? 

Themes Subthemes Example Quote(s) 

2.1. Cannabis 

and cigarillos 

are co-used to 

manage mental 

and physical 

health 

(individual-

level factor) 

• Cannabis and cigarillos (with or 

without cannabis) are used to 

alleviate mental or physical 

health symptoms 

• Cannabis and/or cigarillos are 

used as an escape from daily 

realities 

• Cannabis and/or cigarillos are 

used to de-escalate in moments 

of high stress 

“At first? I was just trying to see if I 

would like it or not. Now it just, they are 

stress relievers whenever I'm having 

stress. Instead of me spazzing or 

freaking out and yelling and taking my 

anger or frustration out other people, I 

can just sit back or sit down and just 

smoke and I can just be like, okay. It 

calms me.” (Black female, 25-28 years) 

2.2. Perceived 

relative harm 

and 

addictiveness 

of cigarillos 

(with tobacco) 

and cannabis 

impacts use 

(individual-

level factor) 

• Removing tobacco from 

cigarillos and replacing with 

cannabis (in a blunt) reduces the 

harm 

• Cigarillos with tobacco are more 

addictive than cannabis, and 

their addictive properties stem 

from different sources 

“I definitely think that they're, I dunno 

how harmful, I think they're harmful. I 

think that they're less harmful because I 

do usually dump the insides out and I'm 

only using the outside, but I know it's 

still not good for me either way.” 

(Multiracial female, 25-28 years) 

2.3. Cannabis 

is more 

impacted by 

social 

influences than 

tobacco 

(interpersonal-

level factor) 

• Blunts are shareable and used in 

social situations 

• With no peer influence, 

motivation to stop using 

cannabis would be stronger than 

for cigarillos with tobacco 

“Yeah, I mean, I'll share, like smoking a 

blunt, like I'll, you know, share that, but 

I usually don't smoke or share just the 

cigarillos.” (White male, 25-28 years) 

2.4. Cigarillos 

are easily 

accessible, 

promoted, and 

socially 

acceptable 

(community-

level factor) 

• Cigarillos are available for 

purchase in the community for 

inexpensive prices and in a wide 

range of flavors 

• Accessibility of cigarillos makes 

them ideal for use creating 

blunts 

• If cigarillos became too 

expensive, participants would 

switch to other modes of 

cannabis administration 

“Increasingly, because when I see 

limited time, I'm like, okay. So, I dunno 

how long it's been sitting up here since 

I've just seen it now. So, I better go 

ahead and grab it. And then I find 

myself buying either five to six to a 

carton.” (Black male, 21-24 years) 

“I know Speedway, I normally see it 

like the beginning of the month. There's 

like a new, like maybe either sale or a 

new flavor. […] I know White Owl is 



  

  

 

• Cigarillo users are influenced by 

price promotions or limited time 

offers, most often for a seasonal 

flavor 

• Due to the ubiquity of cigarillos 

and cannabis in the community, 

they are socially acceptable 

known always for introducing flavors.” 

(Black male, 21-24 years) 

2.5. Cannabis 

and cigar 

policies may 

impact usage 

(policy-level 

factor) 

• Cannabis prohibition is 

perceived to make cannabis use 

dangerous 

• Cigar policies do not 

substantially affect usage, but 

make obtaining products more 

difficult and using different 

flavors (e.g., “blue,” “green”) 

“Kind of outta habit really out of, not 

necessity, but kind of to make it less 

risky when I'm out and about. It's just 

kinda like, I feel like if it was just 

completely legal and I could, you know 

what I mean, smoke bong loads on the 

side of the road. I feel like I wouldn't 

really have a need for cigarillos, but, 

because there is that risk. (White female, 

21-24 years) 

 

 



  

  

 

Nearly 90% of participants in this study 

co-administered cannabis and cigarillos in 

blunts as their primary co-use pattern, as 

opposed to using cannabis and cigarillos on 

separate occasions. People who use blunts 

initiate cannabis use earlier (Seaman, Green, 

et al., 2019), smoke more frequently (Jensen 

et al., 2024; Reboussin et al., 2021), and 

develop greater dependence or problem use 

(Timberlake, 2009) than people who use 

cannabis in other ways. Despite this, only one 

study has assessed the impact of cannabis 

policy on use of blunts, finding that legalized 

cannabis is associated with higher odds of 

blunt use among adolescents, but only in 

states with no smoke-free tobacco policy 

(Orsini et al., 2024). Therefore, further 

research is needed to characterize blunt users 

and understand how policies and other 

interventions impact blunt use. 

While most participants smoking blunts 

believed cigarillo flavor enhances the 

experience, many felt that flavors interfered 

with the experience or made no impact at all. 

Other qualitative studies of YAs found a 

predominance of flavored cigar use for blunts 

(Antognoli et al., 2018; Giovenco et al., 

2017; Kong et al., 2018; Seaman, Howard, et 

al., 2019), but one study included some 

participants who described preferring 

unflavored cigarillos for blunts (Giovenco et 

al., 2017). Additionally, one quantitative 

survey of adults found that 83% of those who 

ever used a blunt used a flavored cigar 

wrapper (Rosenberry et al., 2017), but “ever 

use” may indicate trial and not reflect typical 

products used. Another study found that 

participants enjoyed the taste or smell when 

creating blunts, but that after beginning to 

smoke, they no longer taste the specific 

flavor of the cigarillo (Kong et al., 2018), 

suggesting that perhaps flavor is only 

enjoyed briefly and thus its role is of low 

importance. 

Participants mostly predicted that a 

flavored cigar ban would not impact their 

cannabis use, stating that they would either 

continue using unflavored cigarillos to roll 

blunts or would switch to another method of 

administering cannabis, consistent with 

another recent qualitative study exploring 

behavior change following a hypothetical 

flavored cigar ban among adults identifying 

as Black who smoke cigars and typically 

smoke them as blunts (Pakdaman et al., 

2022). In the quantitative survey phase of our 

project, we found that YAs were less likely to 

co-use cigarillos with cannabis if they lived 

in an area where cigar flavors were banned; 

however, when limited to only those who 

reported usually smoking blunts (as opposed 

to any co-users), there was no relationship 

(Glasser et al., 2023). 

These findings taken together suggest that 

although cigarillo flavor appeal may promote 

cannabis use, ultimately there are other 

product features that trump flavor and/or the 

motivation to continue using cannabis goes 

beyond mode of administration, reflected in 

the lower motivation to quit cannabis among 

co-users in the quantitative phase of our study 

(Glasser, Nemeth, et al., 2022). Other product 

characteristics important to YAs in this study 

included burn time, ease of breaking down 

and rolling, transportability/discreetness, 

smooth pull and throat hit, and nicotine boost, 

consistent with some other qualitative 

research (Kong et al., 2018; Schauer et al., 

2016). In the face of a flavor ban, switching 

to other forms of cannabis could reduce harm 

because blunts have been found to be used 

more frequently and intensely than other 

modes of administration (Schauer et al., 

2017; Shrier et al., 2013). Continued 

monitoring of trends is needed, especially in 

the context of expanding cannabis 

legalization and emerging cannabis product 

types, including blunt wraps and pre-rolls 

(Kong et al., 2024; Paredes et al., 2024; Rhee 



  

  

 

et al., 2024). At the time of our study, 19 

states and the District of Columbia had 

passed legislation to sell cannabis to adults, 

and since then, five more states have 

legalized recreational cannabis (National 

Conference of State Legislatures, 2024), 

underscoring the need to assess the cannabis 

retail landscape and its impact on use patterns 

and health outcomes. 

Other social-contextual factors emerged 

from the data, including co-use to manage 

mental and physical health, perceived lower 

harm of cannabis compared with tobacco 

(and thus reducing harm of cigarillos when 

creating blunts), peer use, easy access to 

flavored cigarillos and price promotions, 

community norms, and policies. The most 

frequently discussed motivation to co-use 

was smoking to alleviate mental health 

symptoms. Other qualitative studies have 

found similar motivations to smoke cigars 

and cannabis (Broun et al., 2022; Seaman, 

Howard, et al., 2019), and national data show 

increased odds of blunt use among young 

adults with moderate-high internalizing and 

externalizing problems (Mattingly et al., 

2023). Cannabis was described by mostly 

females and those identifying as lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, or pansexual as being beneficial to 

manage mental health. A study found female 

youth (not males) were more likely to use 

cannabis if they believed it would help to 

regulate negative mood (Crane et al., 2021). 

We also found the females and racial/ethnic 

minoritized participants more commonly said 

they would continue smoking even if the 

price of cigarillos increased or none of their 

peers smoked, consistent with evidence that 

these groups are less likely to quit (Agrawal 

et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2016; Trinidad et al., 

2011). 

Another major factor discussed by 

participants in this study was the easy access 

to cigarillos. Gas stations and convenience 

stores carrying abundant cigarillos in a large 

variety of flavors were typically just around 

the corner from where these YAs lived, a 

neighborhood factor reported by co-users in 

other studies (Broun et al., 2022; Kong et al., 

2018). Cigarillos are sold in cheap one- or 

two-packs, making purchases even more 

convenient (Antognoli et al., 2018; Giovenco 

et al., 2017; Kong et al., 2018). In the retail 

environment, YAs are exposed to 

advertisements for new products, flavors, and 

deals (Broun et al., 2022), which participants 

in our study noted encouraged purchase of 

products.  

 

Limitations 

 

There are several limitations to this study. 

It is possible that participants from the C-

FLASH study who agreed to be contacted in 

the future may be different in relevant ways 

from those who did not agree to be contacted, 

which could introduce selection bias. We 

relied on a somewhat small non-probability 

sample, so will have limited generalizability 

to other settings and populations. With 

qualitative interview studies, there is a risk of 

social desirability bias; however, the 

interviews took place over the phone 

protecting anonymity. Descriptions of 

behavior change in the face of policy 

intervention by participants are largely 

hypothetical and may not reflect actual 

behavior. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Although many YAs who co-used 

cigarillos and cannabis in this study did not 

anticipate quitting cannabis use if cigar 

flavors were banned, none expected to 

increase cannabis use, suggesting a neutral to 

positive impact of this regulatory approach. 

To reduce co-use, policymakers should 

consider additional approaches, such as 

reducing retail accessibility of cigarillos or 

interventions to address psychosocial and 

structural determinants of use. 



  

  

 

 

Implications for Health Behavior 

Research 

 

There are several important implications 

uncovered from this study’s findings. First, a 

product standard to ban flavors in cigar 

products at the national level in the US may 

result in a neutral to positive impact on co-

use of cigarillos and cannabis among YAs. 

Findings from the quantitative phase of this 

study showed that while cigarillo flavor bans 

were associated with a lower likelihood of 

co-using cigarillos with cannabis (Glasser et 

al., 2023), there was no association between 

using flavored cigarillos and co-use or 

motivation to quit using these products 

(Glasser, Nemeth, et al., 2022). Further, 

findings from the present study showed that 

many co-users did not anticipate quitting 

cannabis use if cigarillo flavors were banned; 

however, none described increasing cannabis 

use. Although removal of flavored cigarillos 

from the market may not deter YAs from 

continuing to smoke cannabis, the growing 

evidence that local flavor restrictions can 

reduce tobacco use in other populations not 

limited to co-users (Rogers et al., 2022) 

supports the US FDA to take action to ban 

flavors in cigar products. Coupled with 

evidence from a national study on 

hypothetical behavior change in the event of 

a ban suggesting 15.1% of adults who smoke 

cigars would quit, 29.2% would switch to 

cannabis, 41.6% would switch to unflavored 

cigars, and 33.4% would switch to other 

flavored tobacco products (Chen-Sankey et 

al., 2022), our findings indicate that 

policymakers and researchers will need to 

anticipate these countervailing effects and 

monitor them as regulation is put in place. 

Second, policies to minimize ease of 

access to cigarillos are needed. Potential 

approaches include establishing a minimum 

pack size (Ganz et al., 2022; Mays et al., 

2022), increasing taxes or price floors, 

removing access to price promotions (e.g., 

ability to redeem coupons) (Ribisl et al., 

2022), or licensing/ordinances to reduce 

tobacco retailer density (Craigmile et al., 

2021; Glasser, Onnen, et al., 2022). Better 

yet, a combination of approaches can help 

prevent tobacco companies from offsetting 

the impact of one pricing approach alone 

(Ribisl et al., 2022). 

Third, structural interventions that address 

the social determinants of health for young 

adults, particularly in more marginalized 

groups, are needed to ameliorate conditions 

that lead to socioeconomic stressors 

described by young adults in this study 

(Brown et al., 2019). These could be agnostic 

to health behavior but that prevent risk 

factors from developing in the first place, 

such as economic instability or poor mental 

health, and instead promote protective 

factors, like academic achievement and 

family support. These types of interventions 

(e.g., focusing on economic or education 

policy) not only can prevent health behaviors 

like smoking, but can reduce health inequities 

by disproportionately benefitting vulnerable 

populations (Brown et al., 2019). 

Fourth, numerous other interventions 

should be considered to address other 

influential factors in young adults’ lives 

promoting co-use of cigarillos and cannabis. 

Expanding evidence-based tobacco smoking 

cessation to integrate concurrent cessation of 

combustible cannabis may also be necessary, 

as evidence suggests combustible tobacco 

cessation is less likely among cannabis 

smokers (Rogers et al., 2020), and co-users 

who use tobacco routes of cannabis 

administration are less motivated to reduce 

tobacco use than those who use non-tobacco 

routes of administration (Hindocha et al., 

2016). Evidence-based cessation support 

should also be made more accessible to more 

socioeconomically disadvantaged 

populations (Villanti et al., 2022) such as: 

providing free nicotine replacement therapy 



  

  

 

at culturally competent community 

organizations, (Shelley et al., 2010) 

improving communication strategies and 

patient navigation to the tobacco quitline in 

healthcare settings (Matthews et al., 2021), or 

providing access to free quitting programs 

(Graham et al., 2016). In addition, 

information campaigns at the community 

level and/or through social media may be 

necessary to counteract positive smoking 

norms and encourage cessation (Broun et al., 

2022). Given the positive relationship 

between perceived harm of cigarillos and 

motivation to quit cigarillos in this study, 

efforts to inform the public on the harms of 

cigarillos are needed, including 

communication campaigns and, in the US, 

reinstating required warning labels on cigar 

products (U.S. Food & Drug Administration, 

2021). 

 

Discussion Questions 

 

Our findings indicate that cigar flavor bans 

may not deter young adults from using blunts 

(cigars with tobacco mixed or replaced with 

cannabis) and that there are multi-level 

factors influencing their use, including 

managing mental health and widespread 

access to cigars/cannabis. What types of 

upstream, or structural interventions, do you 

think could reduce young adults’ motivation 

to use blunts (and perhaps more broadly 

prevent substance use)? 
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