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Commercial Tobacco Use among American Indian 

Adults Living in North and South Carolina
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Disclosures

• No financial conflicts of interest or other relationships to disclose

• Discussing commercial tobacco use, not traditional or sacred tobacco use 

• Using the terminology ‘American Indian’ to be consistent with my collaborators 

at the North Carolina Commission of Indian Affairs 

• An Indigenous ally and North Carolina transplant

• A commercial tobacco continuum of risk

Funding Sources:

• CDC: NH75OT000028 (Herndon, PI)

• V Foundation: D2023-005 (Akinyemiju, PI)

• NCI: P30CA012197 (Mesa, PI)

Sources: https://www.statista.com/statistics/184418/percentage-of-cigarette-smoking-in-the-us/; https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/media/pdfs/2024/09/cdc-osh-ncis-data-report-508.pdf  

11.6%

2022

Health People Goal

6.1%

2030
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28

Source: Tobacco Product Use Among Adults — United States, 2022: 2022 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) Highlights

FDA Tobacco Regulation

The Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act, 2009

• The FDA cannot ban commercial tobacco products outright.

• The FDA can implement policies and standards to make commercial 

tobacco products less appealing, less harmful, or less addictive.

Youth prevention Adult cessation

FDA Tobacco Regulation
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Benowitz et al., 2009

Hatsukami et al., 2010

Benowitz et al., 2012

Hatsukami et al., 2013

Hammond et al., 2014

Smith et al., 2019*

Tidey et al., 2019*

Higgins et al., 2020

Krebs et al., 2021

Foulds et al., 2022

Donny et al., 2015*

Walker et al., 2015

Hatsukami et al., 2017

Hatsukami et al., 2018*

Shiffman et al., 2018

Mercincavage et al., 2018

White et al., 2022*

Cassidy et al., 2023

Oncken et al., 2023

Hatsukami et al., 2024*

Higgins et al., 2024

FDA-mandated low nicotine product standard
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How does this relate to a survey about 

commercial tobacco use among 

American Indian people?

• In 2020, I received a pilot grant to conduct focus 

groups among tribal communities in NC to discuss 

nicotine reduction

Career Development Award

Charlene Hunt, BA (Lumbee)

Community Engagement

Ronny A. Bell, PhD, MS (Lumbee)

Faculty mentor

Emily Harwood, MPH

Program Manager

Kayla Hicks, MPH

Associate Project Manager

~120,000 

American Indian 

residents
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Commercial Tobacco Working Group

• In 2021, we initiated a tobacco-focused working group with 

members from:

–  North Carolina Tobacco Prevention and Control Branch 

– Wake Forest University School of Medicine

• We identified the need for a commercial tobacco use survey.

Source: Tobacco Product Use Among Adults — United States, 2022: 2022 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) Highlights

Cigarettes E-cigarettes
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Irby MB, Ballard PJ, Locklear T, Jeffries-Logan V, Brewington T, Byrd R, Hunt C, Langdon S, Bell R. Native Pathways to Health: A Culturally Grounded and Asset-

based CBPR Project Exploring the Health of North Carolina's American Indian Communities. N C Med J. 2021 Nov-Dec;82(6):398-405. 

Polling Question #1

For American Indian adults we 

know the cigarette smoking 

prevalence at the…?

A. National level

B. State level

C. Tribal level

D. None of the above
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Survey Funding

• In 2022, the NC Tobacco Prevention and Control Branch received 

approval to use funds from its COVID-19 Health Disparities grant 

to support the survey.

• Renewed a partnership between the NC Tobacco Prevention and 

Control Branch and the NC Commission of Indian Affairs.

A Unique Academic Partnership

@saicep

@sai_cancer
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Additional Funding

• In 2023, the SAICEP team received a grant focused on lung cancer among NC 

American Indian adults

– Money for additional gift cards

– A little salary support

• In 2024, I received more funding my cancer center to recruit members of 

Catawba Nation in South Carolina.

Partnership Roles and Responsibilities

Research 

Training & 
Supervision

Data Management 

& Analysis

Regulatory 

Compliance

Survey Director & 

Survey Specialists
Survey & Data 

Dissemination

Funding and 

Contracting

American Indian 

Quitline

Survey Promotion

Survey Methods

Adapted from the CDC’s American Indian Adult Tobacco Survey

→All parties provided input on survey questions 

IRB approvals: Wake Forest University School of Medicine, 

Eastern Band Cherokee Indian Tribe, Lumbee Tribe 

Completion Time: ≈10-15 minutes 

Compensation: $25 Gift Card 
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Community Implementation

Wave 1: July 2023 – September 2024
Wave 2: October 2024 - present

Catawba Nation: two mass flyer mailing 
to enrolled members 

Over 80 

Community 

Events

Polling Question #2

What organizations were involved in 

implementing the commercial 

tobacco survey?

A. SAICEP

B. NC Commission of Indian Affairs

C. NC Tobacco Prevention and Control Branch

D. All of the above
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RESULTS

Demographics

N = 2,771 Participants

Respondents from all 8 NC tribes and 
47 North American Tribes

ages 18-30

n = 779

ages 31+

n = 1,991

Note: We used chi-square tests or t-tests 

to compare across the two age groups

Survey Demographics
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45

UNC Lineberger Cancer Network Presented on January 21, 2026

For Educational Use Only



16

Cigarette Use – Overall 

Defined as even 1 or 2 puffs

Cigarette Use – Overall 

Defined as every day or some day useDefined as even 1 or 2 puffs

Compare this to 11.6% national prevalence and the 6.1% Healthy People 2030 goal

Cigarette Use – Overall 
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P<0.001 NS

19.8 (11.0)

24.2 (9.9)

Mean number of 
smoking days in the 
past 30: 

P<0.001

Cigarette Use – By Age Group

Cigar Use – Overall 

Defined as even 1 or 2 puffs

Cigar Use – Overall 
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Defined as every day or some day useDefined as even 1 or 2 puffs

Compare this to 3.7% national prevalence

Cigar Use – Overall 

P=0.003

11.0 (10.6)

8.9 (10.2)

Mean number of 
smoking days in the 
past 30: 

P=0.062P<0.001

Cigar Use – By Age Group 

Smokeless Tobacco Use – Overall 
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Defined as even 1 or 2 times

Smokeless Tobacco Use – Overall 

Defined as every day or some day useDefined as even 1 or 2 times

Compare this to 2.1% national prevalence

Smokeless Tobacco Use – Overall 

P=0.045

4.1 (6.8)

3.3 (8.1)

Mean number of 
use days in the past 
30: 

P<0.001P<0.001

Smokeless Tobacco Use – By Age Group 

Group 
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E-cigarette Use – Overall 

Defined as even 1 or 2 times

E-cigarette Use – Overall 

Defined as every day or some day useDefined as even 1 or 2 times

Compare this to 6.0% national prevalence

E-cigarette Use – Overall 
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P<0.001 P=0.015

E-cigarette Use – By Age Group 

Dual Use – Cigarettes and E-cigarettes

P<0.001

Note: Only asked to those who reported current cigarette smoking

Cigarette Dependence

25%

34%

14%

18%

8%

1%

Within 5 minutes

6-30 minutes

31-60 minutes

After 60 minutes

Don't know/not sure

Prefer not to answer

59% with 

moderate to high 

dependence 

Usually, how soon after you 

wake up do you smoke your 

first cigarette?
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Note: Only asked to those who reported current cigarette smoking

Quit Interest

NS

Note: Only asked to those who reported current cigarette smoking

Previous Cessation Reasons

0%

1%

3%

4%

4%

5%

13%

14%

15%

40%

Prefer not to answer

Don't know/not sure

I have never tried to quit smoking

I lost a family or friend to a disease caused by smoking

Spiritual reasons

Some other reason

The financial cost of cigarettes

My family or friends encouraged me to quit smoking

A healthcare professional advised me to quit smoking

I was concerned about my health

When you last tried to 

quit smoking, what were 

the reasons?

Note: Only asked to those who reported current cigarette smoking

Previous Cessation Methods

0%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

4%

3%

3%

6%

7%

8%

15%

16%

35%

Prefer not to answer

Don't Know/Not Sure

Got help from a telephone quitline

Used some other method

Got help from a website such as smokefree.gov

Used FDA approved medications such as Zyban or Chantix

I have never tried to quit smoking

Used any traditional methods

Switched completely to e-cigarettes

Switched to "mild" cigarettes

Got help from a doctor or other health professional

Used a nicotine patch or nicotine gum

Gave up cigarettes all at once

Substituted some regular cigarettes with e-cigarettes

Gradually cut back on cigarettes

When you last tried to 

quit smoking cigarettes, 

did you do any of the 

following?
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Tribal communities 

were very receptive 

to the survey

Greater commercial 

tobacco use relative 

to US population

Commercial tobacco 

use common among 

young adults

The majority across 

age groups want to 

quit smoking

Main Takeaways

Polling Question #3

What percent of survey 

respondents want to quit 

smoking?

A.  5%

B. 18%

C. 30%

D. 59%
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Limitations 

• A convenience sample

• Biased in favor of commercial tobacco users

• Primarily recruiting during community events

• Did not ask about oral nicotine pouches 

Limitations

Challenges and Disruptions

• No funds for Wake (September 2022)

• Survey attacked by scammers/bots (September 2023)

• COVID-19 Health Disparities Grant rescinded (March 2025)

• Funds reinstated (July 2025)

• Tobacco Prevention and Control Branch dismantled (May 2025)

• Some staff rehired (November 2025)

• Commission of Indian Affairs staff furloughed (October 2025)

• Some staff rehired (December 2025)

• Four little ladies: Addie (2022), Amira (2023), Ellie (2024), and Zara (2025)

Survey Next Steps

Wave 2 closes 

in April 2026

Youth Talking 

Circles 

ongoing

YA survey 

launch

January 2026

Data Collection

Disseminate 

Wave 1 data to 

tribes

Publish Wave 1 

findings

Publish focus 

group findings

Data Dissemination

Year 5 V 

Foundation ?

Future Grants

Identify funding 

for Wave 3 ?

R01 

intervention?

70
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Focus Groups – Nicotine Reduction Policy

Methods: 

N=13 focus groups, N= 62 participants

 11 virtual – adults

 2 in person – adolescents 

From May 2022 and August 2024

$250 to tribal liaisons recruitment 

support

$50 for completing the focus group
• 14-76 age range

• 86% female

• 20% currently smoked cigarettes

• Representation from 7 NC tribes

Focus Groups – Nicotine Reduction Policy

“…anything that can reduce 

the presence of nicotine, if it’s 

complete, all gone…I would 

support that”

A low nicotine product 

standard is a good policy…

“…but you still have other 

harmful chemicals in 

cigarettes, even when the 

nicotine is removed.”

…but it will not completely 

solve the problem.

The US Food and Drug Administration or FDA is considering a policy to limit 

the amount of nicotine in cigarettes to make cigarettes minimally-addictive 

or non-addictive. Such a policy would apply to all commercial cigarette 

brands sold in the US. What do you think about this policy?

Focus Groups – Nicotine Reduction Policy 

Policy

“…if they’re [cigarettes] not as 

addictive, people aren’t going 

to get as like hooked on it”

The policy could reduce the 

number of new smokers who 

develop a cigarette addiction...

“…it would help them start their 

journey to quitting because it 

would be less addictive.”

…and will help smokers quit 

more easily…

“…the government don’t do 

nothing unless they can get 

something out of it. So, what is 

the evil that they’re trading off?”

…but the FDA’s motives for a 

low nicotine product standard 

raised skepticism.
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74

75

UNC Lineberger Cancer Network Presented on January 21, 2026

For Educational Use Only



26

Survey – Nicotine Reduction Policy

Would you support or oppose a law that made cigarettes minimally-addictive or non-addictive?

…if doing so meant fewer teenagers or young adults would be become addicted to cigarettes?

Successes

Denlinger-Apte, R.L., Akinyemiju, T., Ammons, P., Bell, R., Chavis, L., 

Dial, R., Graham, C., Harwood, E., Heck, C., Hicks, K., Hunt, C., 

Lockhart, D., Lowry, C., Martin, J., McCraw, J., Raveendran, Y., 

Richardson, G., Salas, A., Wheeler, S., Herndon, S. (accepted). 

Implementation of the North Carolina American Indian Adult Tobacco 

Survey: A Community-Government-University Collaboration. 

Gateways: International Journal of Community Research and 

Engagement

• Focus Groups: N=63

• Wave 1: N=2771

• Wave 2: N=582 (ongoing)

• YA Survey: N=300 (expected)

Greg Richardson

Candace Lowry

Laury Chavis

Peggy Ammons 

Courtney Graham
Nahava Chavis

Isaac Evans

Rakayah Jacobs

Tamara Jacobs 

Ethan Deese

Sally Herndon

Lu McCraw

Courtney Heck

Jim Martin

Ronny Bell

Stephanie Wheeler

Ryan Dial

Ana Salas

Tomi Akinyemiju
Yadu Raveendran

Emily Harwood

Kayla Hicks

Alana Willis

Charlene Hunt

Ralph D’Agostino, Jr
Darcy Lockhart

Bailey Robinson

Will Ramsey

Ivette Ceballos

Thank you to this amazing team!
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rachel.denlinger@wfusm.edu 

Questions?
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(NHIS) Highlights
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• Denlinger-Apte, R.L., Akinyemiju, T., Ammons, P., Bell, R., Chavis, L., Dial, R., Graham, C., Harwood, E., 

Heck, C., Hicks, K., Hunt, C., Lockhart, D., Lowry, C., Martin, J., McCraw, J., Raveendran, Y., Richardson, 

G., Salas, A., Wheeler, S., Herndon, S. (accepted). Implementation of the North Carolina American Indian 
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