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Abstract

Introduction—Cigar sales have increased in the USA in recent years. A growing proportion of 

cigar sales are of flavoured varieties, many bearing ambiguous or ‘concept’ flavour descriptions 

(eg, Jazz). This study assessed US cigar sales by flavour category (ie, concept flavoured, 

characterising flavoured and tobacco), at national, regional and state levels.

Methods—Sales of cigarillos, large cigars and little cigars from chain, franchise and convenience 

stores, mass merchandisers, supermarkets, drug, dollar and club stores, and military commissaries 

during 2012–2016 were acquired from the Nielsen Company. US national-level and state-level 

sales, including District of Columbia, were analysed by flavour category. Flavour descriptors 

were classified as ‘tobacco’, ‘characterising’ or ‘concept’, based on Universal Product Code 

(UPC)-linked characteristics and brand website and consumer review descriptions.

Results—Cigar sales increased by 29% during 2012–2016, driven by a 78% increase in cigarillo 

sales. The proportion of concept-flavoured sales increased from 9% to 15%, while the proportion 

of sales decreased for tobacco (50% to 49%) and characterising flavours (eg, cherry) (41% to 

36%). Cigarillos had the greatest increase in unique concept flavour descriptions (17 to 46 unique 

UPCs), with most sales occurring among Sweet, Jazz and Green Sweets concept flavours. By US 

region, total and concept-flavoured cigarillo sales were highest in the South.

Conclusions—Flavoured cigars are increasingly labelled with concept flavours, including in 

areas with flavoured tobacco sales restrictions. Cigarillos are driving recent increases in US cigar 

and concept-flavoured cigar sales. It is important to consider concept flavours when addressing 

flavoured tobacco product sales and use.

INTRODUCTION

Combustible tobacco products, such as cigarettes and cigars, are responsible for the 

overwhelming burden of death and disease from tobacco use in USA.1 Self-reported data 
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indicate that the prevalence of current cigar use has remained flat in USA over the past 

decade;2 however, analysis of tobacco excise tax data reveals that from 2000 to 2015 total 

cigar consumption increased 85.2%.3 Furthermore, self-reported data indicate that cigar 

smoking varies across population groups. For example, in 2015, prevalence of past 30-day 

cigar smoking among US young adults aged 18–25 years was 8.9%, and 4.3% among those 

aged 26 years and older.4 Moreover, in 2017, 7.8% of non-Hispanic black high school 

students reported past 30-day use of cigars, which was the most commonly used tobacco 

product among this population group.5

Flavours can mask the harshness of tobacco, and flavoured tobacco products are preferred 

over non-flavoured varieties by youth and young adults.6 7 Most respondents to a large 

population survey who report having ever used a tobacco product state that the first product 

used was ‘flavoured to taste like menthol, mint, clove, spice, candy, fruit, chocolate, alcohol 

(such as wine or cognac), or other sweets’.8 Furthermore, the prevalence of current tobacco 

use (that is, smoking/using tobacco products some days or everyday) is significantly higher 

for those whose first tobacco product was flavoured.8 During 2013–2014, 65.4% of first-

time cigar users aged 12–17 years smoked a flavoured cigar, and 71.7% of past 30-day cigar 

users smoked flavoured cigars.9 Indicators of retail sales are consistent with self-reported 

flavoured brand preferences for adult cigar smokers.10 During 2011–2015, the proportion 

of flavoured cigar sales significantly increased, with almost half of all cigarillo sales being 

flavoured.11 Moreover, during 2008–2015, the number of available unique cigar flavour 

names in USA, detected from Nielsen scanner data, increased 131%, from 108 to 205 unique 

flavours.12

Under the 2009 Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act (FSPTCA), 

characterising flavours (eg, grape, cherry, chocolate) other than tobacco or menthol, are 

prohibited in cigarettes in USA. However, the sale of flavoured non-cigarette tobacco 

products, including cigars, is not currently prohibited at the federal level. The continued 

availability of menthol cigarettes and flavoured non-cigarette tobacco products following 

implementation of the FSPTCA appears to have contributed to the growing use of these 

products by youth.13 This apparent substitution of flavoured non-cigarette tobacco products 

for flavoured cigarettes could be addressed through possible actions by the US Food and 

Drug Administration to regulate flavoured tobacco products.14

Even in the absence of federal regulation of flavoured non-cigarette tobacco products, the 

FSPTCA preserves the authority of states and localities to implement policies related to 

flavoured tobacco product sales. Accordingly, several local jurisdictions and the state of 

Maine have enacted ordinances or laws restricting sales of flavoured tobacco products, 

including policies that restrict sales throughout the jurisdiction, or limit flavoured product 

sales in certain subgeographies (ie, within school buffer zones) or to adult-only facilities.15 

Most of these policies prohibit the sale of non-cigarette tobacco products with characterising 

flavours, and some policies also restrict the sale of menthol cigarettes. However, a number 

of these policies exempt specific flavours (eg, rum, wine, menthol) and product types (eg, 

premium cigars), or limit the sales restriction to an inclusionary list of specific flavours or 

product types.16
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Coinciding with the increasing number of state and local regulations of flavoured tobacco 

product sales, concept-flavoured cigars—that is, cigars with non-characterising flavour 

descriptions—have appeared in the marketplace.12 A chemical analysis of 16 cigars 

labelled with concept descriptors (eg, Royale) showed that 14 had flavour chemical profiles 

comparable to those of cigars with characterising flavour descriptions.17 Since most state 

and local flavour tobacco restrictions define flavours using characterising descriptors, 

flavoured cigars with concept descriptors may not be recognised as flavoured products 

subject to regulation when state and local policies are codified. Therefore, these products 

may be excluded from flavoured product sales restrictions or avoid detection by retailers and 

enforcement agencies.12 18 19

Ongoing monitoring of tobacco product sales can inform our understanding of evolving 

market conditions and can help evaluate the impact of tobacco prevention and control 

policies. To that end, tobacco retail sales data have been widely used to study cigar sales 

patterns11 20 21 and can complement self-reported assessments of cigar smoking among 

youth and adults. Recent scientific literature has documented an increase in the sales of 

concept-flavoured cigars in USA;18 however, it is not known whether concept-flavoured 

cigar sales are more prevalent for a specific cigar type (eg, little cigars, cigarillos or large 

cigars) or how the sales of these products may vary across US regions or states. To address 

this existing gap in the scientific literature, this study assessed US national, regional, and 

state-level trends in retail sales of cigars with concept-flavour descriptors.

METHODS

Data source

Cigar sales by Universal Product Code (UPC) were acquired from the Nielsen Company 

(Nielsen) at the US national and state levels, including the District of Columbia. Nielsen 

collects point-of-sale data from a census of affiliated stores (eg, all convenience stores 

[C-stores] of a specific chain), as well as a representative sample of unaffiliated stores, and 

then applies proprietary weighting methods to project total sales for specified geographical 

areas and retailer types (eg, C-stores or supermarkets). Data included sales from: (1) Chain, 

franchise and independent C-stores; and (2) All other outlets combined (AOC). The AOC 

category includes: mass merchandisers; supermarkets; drug, dollar and club stores; and 

Department of Defense commissaries.

National and state-level sales for C-stores and AOC were combined and analysed. State-

level data from Alaska and Hawaii were not available, and thus, sales from these states were 

not included in the analyses. Sales data were reported in 4-week aggregates from the period 

ending 11 February 2012through the period ending 7 January 2017. Hereafter, the study 

period is referred to as 2012–2016 for simplicity.

Measures

Cigar types—In addition to dollar and unit sales metrics, sales data included UPC-level 

product descriptions. Nielsen uses what is written on a product’s packaging to inform each 

UPC description. Each UPC was preclassified by Nielsen as either a little cigar, cigarillo 
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or large cigar. Detailed information on each UPC’s product type, brand, sub-brand, flavour, 

pack size, filter status and tip status was used to confirm or edit each cigar’s preclassified 

status. Little cigars were most often sold in packs of 20 and were filtered. Cigarillos were 

most often sold in packs of two and were the only product to have a tip. Large cigars were 

most often sold as singles with no filter or tip. Brand-level investigations using product 

websites aided in product categorisation when the appropriate classification was unclear, 

which accounted for approximately 5% of all UPCs.

Flavour classification—Concept flavour classifications were based on a consensus 

among two coders from the study team who reviewed the Nielsen-provided descriptors 

for each cigar product. To classify products into flavour descriptor categories, the coders 

first identified products with characterising flavour descriptors, defined as those with label 

names related to fruit, food, beverages or spices. The coders then identified all products with 

no flavour descriptors or with a flavour descriptor related to the tobacco itself (eg, natural, 

original). All remaining products were classified as having concept flavour descriptors.

Concept descriptors were further classified as concept-flavoured and concept-tobacco 

based on descriptions provided by manufacturer websites and/or consumer reviews. When 

manufacturer websites and/or user reviews described the product as having a characterising 

flavour (ie, fruit, food, beverage or spice), the product was coded as concept-flavoured. 

For example, products with descriptors ‘Wild Rush’ or ‘Jazz’ were coded as concept-

flavoured because brand websites and/or user reviews described these products as tasting 

like watermelon or fruity, respectively. Cigars described as ‘sweet’ were categorised as 

concept-flavoured products. Items were coded as concept-tobacco when brand websites 

and/or consumer reviews described these products as having a taste or smell indicative of 

tobacco, such as the flavour descriptor, ‘Black Signature,’ which is described as mild or 

high-quality tobacco. Among all products with concept flavour descriptors, 91.5% were 

deemed concept-flavoured, while 8.5% were deemed concept-tobacco. Concept-tobacco 

sales in 2016 were included in the overall tobacco flavour category.

Analysis

Unit sales, henceforth referred to as ‘units’ or ‘sales’ or ‘unit sales,’ were generated by 

standardising Nielsen-reported units (quantity sold for a given UPC) to represent the most 

commonly observed package size by cigar type. After standardisation, a unit equalled one 

20-pack of little cigars, two cigarillos or one large cigar. Unit sales were aggregated to 

create average monthly sales by year, flavour category (ie, concept flavoured, characterising 

flavoured and tobacco), subproduct (ie, little cigars, cigarillos and large cigars) and 

geography (ie, state, region or total USA). For brand-level analysis of concept-flavoured 

cigar sales, data were aggregated by brand, subproduct and geography. Units were reported 

per capita using annual national and state total population estimates from the US Census 

Bureau for 2012 through 2016.22 Because retail scanner data do not provide age information 

on the ultimate consumer of the product, and because minimum age of tobacco sale laws 

are not uniform across the USA, total population estimates were used in calculating per 

capita units. T-tests were used to determine significant changes in average monthly unit sales 

between 2012 and 2016.
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RESULTS

National cigar sales

Average monthly cigar unit sales in USA increased during 2012–2016; cigarillo sales 

were a primary driver of this increase (table 1). Specifically, during 2012–2016, average 

monthly per capita cigar sales increased from 0.373 units to 0.481 units (an increase of 29% 

(P<0.01)); this increase was primarily driven by cigarillo sales, which increased from 0.216 

units to 0.384 units per person (78%, P<0.01). During this same time period, sales of large 

and little cigars decreased, 42% and 20%, respectively (P<0.01).

The proportion of average monthly unit sales attributed to concept-flavoured cigar sales 

increased from 9.1% in 2012 to 15.1% in 2016 (figure 1). In 2016, cigarillos had 

the highest proportion of concept-flavoured unit sales (15.6%). While the proportion of 

concept-flavoured large cigar and little cigar unit sales also increased during 2012–2016, 

sales of these products were low relative to concept-flavoured cigarillo sales. In 2016, 

average monthly per capita concept-flavoured cigarillo sales were 0.06 units, while concept-

flavoured sales were 0.012 units among large cigar sales and 0.001 units among little cigar 

sales (table 1).

Regional cigar sales

Total cigar unit sales increased in all four US regions from 2012 to 2016 (P<0.01), with 

cigarillo sales driving the increase (table 1). Each assessed flavour category (concept, 

characterising and tobacco) of cigarillos experienced increases in unit sales over the study 

period in every region (P<0.01). Concept-flavoured large and little cigar unit sales also 

increased within each region (P<0.01), with the exception of large cigars in the Northeast 

and Midwest. Decreases in sales of large and little cigars with characterising and tobacco 

flavour descriptions were observed in all regions during 2012–2016 (P<0.01), except for in 

the South where sales of little cigars with characterising flavour descriptions did not change.

Across all regions in 2016, per capita concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales ranged from 2.1 

to 6.8 times higher than concept-flavoured large cigar sales, and from 27.7 to 165.8 times 

higher than concept-flavoured little cigar sales. During 2012–2016, average monthly per 

capita concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales increased 583% in the Northeast, 171% in the 

West, 158% in the South and 86% in the Midwest (P<0.01). Total cigarillo unit sales varied 

across regions in 2016, with notably high sales in the South. Total per capita cigarillo unit 

sales in the South were 1.9, 2.7 and 3.6 times higher than in the Midwest, Northeast and 

West, respectively. Correspondingly, annual concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales in 2016 

were 1.5, 2.2 and 2.9 times higher in the South than in the Midwest, West and Northeast, 

respectively.

In each state, average monthly per capita sales of concept-flavoured cigarillos increased 

during 2012–2016 (P<0.01), and per capita sales were generally highest among Southern 

states, with the highest sales rates occurring in Mississippi, Georgia, Arkansas and Alabama 

(figure 2). Within other regions, the highest average monthly per capita unit sales of 

concept-flavoured cigarillos occurred in Maine and New Hampshire (Northeast), Nebraska 

and Kansas (Midwest), and Nevada and Washington (West).
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Concept-flavoured cigarillo sales

Nationally, more than 75% of concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales were concentrated in 

a few flavours (figure 3). In 2016, the top selling cigarillos had concept-flavoured names 

of Sweet, Green Sweet, Tropical, and Tropical Twist (multiple brands); Jazz (Middleton’s 

Black & Mild brand); and Wild Rush, Tropical Fusion, Island Bash and Tropical Storm 

(Swisher Sweets brand). These nine flavour descriptors accounted for 94.7% of all concept-

flavoured cigarillo unit sales in 2016. The remaining 5.3% of unit sales were divided 

among 37 additional concept flavour descriptors sold during the study period. In 2016, 

the three top-selling brands for concept-flavoured cigarillo sales accounted for 85% of 

concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales; the nine top-selling brands accounted for 97.5% of 

sales; and 27 other brands shared the remaining 2.5% of concept-flavoured cigarillo sales.

DISCUSSION

The findings from this study reveal that during 2012–2016, total US cigar unit sales grew 

by 29%, which was largely driven by increasing sales of cigarillos. During this same 

period, average monthly unit sales of all cigar subtypes (cigarillos, large cigars and little 

cigars) with concept flavours increased from 9% to 15%, while sales of cigars with tobacco 

and characterising flavours decreased. Moreover, while the market for concept-flavoured 

cigarillo unit sales proliferated—growing from 17 to 46 available unique concept-flavoured 

cigarillo descriptors sold from the start to the end of the study period—the market was 

dominated by a few cigarillo flavours and brands. In late 2016, the three top-selling 

cigarillo concept flavours (Sweet, Jazz and Green Sweets) accounted for 68% of concept-

flavoured cigarillo unit sales, while the three top-selling brands accounted for 85% of 

concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales. These findings highlight the rapidly changing nature 

of the cigar market in recent years, including variation across US regions and states. The 

findings suggest that, as jurisdictions expand sales restrictions on flavoured non-cigarette 

tobacco products, it is important to account for the existence and prominent growth in sales 

of concept-flavoured products.

This study documents increases in overall US cigar product unit sales in recent years, which 

are consistent with previously published studies.12 18 Additionally, the findings demonstrate 

that US regional and state-specific trends mirror national findings with certain notable 

exceptions. For example, in 2016, average monthly per capita unit sales for all cigarillos, 

as well as for concept-flavoured cigarillos, were each highest in the South; however, the 

per cent increase in per capita concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales during 2012–2016 

was highest in the Northeast (583%). Moreover, among northeastern states, Maine had the 

greatest gain in the level of unit sales of concept-flavoured cigarillos during 2012–2016, 

despite having the only state-wide policy restricting sales of flavoured, non-premium cigars, 

which was enacted in 2007. Given the marked and dynamic variation in sales across regions 

and states, continued surveillance of cigar sales, particularly concept flavours, is critical to 

help inform tobacco control policy, planning and practice at the subnational levels.

In addition to the state-wide restriction in Maine described above, an increasing number 

of US localities have, in recent years, enacted restrictions on sales of flavoured tobacco 

products; however, many of these policies exclude specific flavours (eg, rum, wine) or limit 
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the restriction to an inclusionary list of specific flavours. Sales restriction policies may be 

weakened by inclusive lists of flavoured products that become outdated, exclude certain 

flavours or contain other language that reduces the comprehensiveness of the restriction. 

This weakness can increase the detection burden on retailer compliance and enforcement 

agencies and create opportunities for renamed or repackaged products to provide consumers 

with alternatives that avoid sales restrictions.23

Our findings show that the growth in sales of products labelled with concept-flavour names 

is coincident with the enactment of many state and local flavoured non-cigarette tobacco 

product sales restrictions throughout the USA, suggesting that the increased marketing of 

products labelled with concept-flavour names may be a response to flavoured product sales 

restrictions. This may also explain why we saw the greatest increases in the level of sales in 

the Northeast, as jurisdictions in this region enacted the plurality of flavoured non-cigarette 

tobacco product sales restrictions in the USA through the end of 2016. Indeed, the flavoured 

cigar sales law enacted by the State of Maine in 2007 was subsequently amended in 2009 

when the policy specified that a cigar is deemed to have a characterising flavour if the cigar 

is advertised or marketed as having or producing the ‘taste or aroma of candy, chocolate, 

vanilla, fruit, berry, nut, herb, spice, honey, or an alcoholic drink’.24 Thus, cigars labelled 

with a concept-flavour name could circumvent Maine’s sales restriction if the advertising or 

marketing of the product flavour is ambiguous.

The marked increase in sales of concept-flavoured cigarillos observed in this study during 

2012–2016 suggests that such products are becoming increasingly available and sold 

across the USA. Increasing sales of all cigarillos, which are generally sold in small pack 

sizes and at lower per-pack prices than cigarettes, may reflect aggressive marketing of 

these products to price-sensitive consumers and in targeted communities.25 Moreover, the 

introduction of some concept flavours, such as Rasta Sweet and Tropical Twist, may be 

a marketing strategy to appeal to particular demographic groups.9 The growth in sales 

of concept-flavoured cigarillos, even in jurisdictions with long-standing flavoured product 

sales restrictions, has the potential to undermine efforts to reduce combustible smoking 

rates in the USA, especially among populations and in regions with the greatest burden. In 

an attempt to address this issue, many localities in Massachusetts have prohibited concept-

flavoured product sales based on their taste or aroma, rather than their specific descriptors.20 

Further evaluation of the impact of these approaches on flavoured tobacco sales and use is 

warranted.

This study is subject to at least four limitations. First, there are no universal definitions 

for cigar subtypes, and the designation in this study was limited to the package labelling 

and product characteristics provided in the Nielsen scanner data; however, the categorisation 

methods were consistent with established cigar subtype descriptions.26 Second, the data 

used in this analysis do not include online sales or sales from smaller tobacco shops, and 

thus, may not be generalisable to the entire US cigar market. Third, Nielsen scanner data 

were projected to each geography using proprietary methods; however, these data have been 

extensively used in the scientific literature,7 11 27–29 as well as by financial sector analysts.30 

Fourth, the results rely on the classification of products into categories based on the authors’ 

interpretation of product descriptors included in the Nielsen scanner data and information 
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from manufacturer and user review websites. It is possible that these sources may not 

adequately convey flavour descriptors in some circumstances, thus leading to imprecise 

product classification in these instances. This approach, however, has been used in other 

studies that have classified tobacco products with flavour descriptors.18

This study determined that cigar unit sales in the USA increased during 2012–2016, with 

increasing cigarillo sales being the primary contributor to this trend. During the same period, 

the proportion of concept-flavoured cigar unit sales increased and the proportion of tobacco 

and characterising-flavoured unit sales decreased. The availability and use of cigar products 

with concept descriptors may be in response to the proliferation of local flavoured tobacco 

product sales restrictions. These findings reinforce the importance of accounting for the 

growing availability of concept-flavoured tobacco products when designing and enforcing 

policies that address flavoured tobacco products.
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What this paper adds

• Cigar sales have increased in the USA in recent years. Ambiguous or 

‘concept’ cigar flavours have emerged during this time, including in 

jurisdictions with sales restrictions on flavoured non-cigarette tobacco 

products.

• This study finds that in the USA, cigarillo sales have been a major contributor 

to increasing cigar sales over the past 5 years. Moreover, flavoured cigarillos 

were the primary contributor to an observed increase in the sales of cigars 

with ambiguous flavour descriptors, or ‘concept’ flavours.

• These findings underscore the importance of considering concept flavours in 

the design and enforcement of policies to address flavoured tobacco product 

sales.
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Figure 1. 
Average monthly per capita cigar unit sales by flavour status and cigar type, USA, 2012 

and 2016. Note: One unit equals 1 large cigar or 2 cigarillos or 20 little cigars. Note: Cigar 

flavour descriptors were classified as ‘tobacco’ if they were listed as ‘original,’ ‘natural,’ 

had no flavour descriptor or had a concept-tobacco descriptor as described by brand websites 

and user reviews; ‘characterising’ if they related to fruit, food, beverages or spices; or 

‘concept’ if they were not classified as characterising or tobacco and were described as 

having a characterising flavour on brand websites or user reviews.
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Figure 2. 
Average monthly per capita concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales, US states, 2012 and 2016. 

Note: One unit = two cigarillos. Note: Average monthly equivalent unit sales per capita were 

significantly higher in 2016 than in 2012 for all states (P<0.01).
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Figure 3. 
Average monthly per capita concept-flavoured cigarillo unit sales by top concept flavours, 

USA, 2012–2016 Note: one unit = two cigarillos.
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