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Abstract
Globally, there are more than 1.2 billion smokers resulting in 4
million tobacco-related deaths each year.  It is estimated that by 
2030, smoking will be the leading cause of death worldwide.  In 
recent years, it has come to public health researchers’ attention 
that within the United States, smoking among the gay and lesbian
community is double that of the general population.  Given the 
wide-spread dissemination of the negative health consequences of 
smoking, at least in the United States, the persistence of tobacco 
consumption is a mystery, and no other research beyond 
conjecture provides an explanation to the elevated smoking rates
in this population.  This poster discusses recent anthropological 
research with gay men and lesbian women in the Greater Los 
Angeles area about their smoking habits.  Through in-depth 
interviews, reasons for smoking and the influence of advertising
was explored and whether there is any connection between 
sexuality and smoking.

Research Aims
The purpose of this study is to understand the factors leading to 
higher rates of smoking within the lesbian and gay community in 
Southern California.  The research questions I explored during this 
research included:

•Does sexuality influence the participants’ decision to smoke?

•Why do the participants smoke?  How did they start to smoke?  
Why do they continue to smoke?  

•Does stress resulting from sexual identity (i.e. discrimination)
contribute to increased smoking?

•Are there aspects of gay culture that contribute to higher smoking 
rates?  For instance, does socializing at gay bars predict higher 
smoking rates?

Methods
•Participant observation of informants in smoking situations.

• A questionnaire (N=19) containing items focusing on:
• Sexual identity
• Tobacco usage  patterns
• Demographic information such as location, income, and 

education
• Observations about tobacco advertising

•In-depth interviews (N=18) with gay lesbian smokers focusing on:
• Sexuality
• Tobacco usage
• Structural/social influences of advertising.

Smoking is twice as likely 
among gay and lesbian 

individuals living in 
California then in the 
general population.

The Culture of Smoking
The most pronounced finding of this study is not what was 
originally being sought – a relationship between sexual identity 
and smoking, but that there is a “culture of smoking.” Individuals 
learn this culture and all its associations (i.e., brand and identity) 
through years of acculturation among friends who smoke and the 
advertising efforts of tobacco companies.  There are rules and 
norms to smoking that are shared by smokers (i.e., when to 
smoke).  Smoking is more than a habit grown out of an addiction –
it becomes an integral part of a person’s life.  Cigarettes and 
smoking become part of the morning routine, like brushing one’s 
teeth, part of the stress-release at work, and out at the bar with 
close friends.  While a direct link between sexual identity and 
smoking was not explicit, this research points to the fact that 
smoking is much more complicated and cultural than most 
researchers acknowledge.

Future Directions
This research shows how complex the act of smoking is, much more
than an addiction.  Anthropologists and public health officials must 
work together to make strides against this health danger by:

•Researching the cultural aspects of smoking – how smoking 
ideologies arise, how they are processed, and how they influence
smoking behaviors.

•Improving survey data to include the gay and lesbian population and 
create a clearer picture of smoking behaviors in this group.

•Conducting further research in the gay and lesbian population about 
their attitudes toward smoking - is smoking more accepted?

•Meaningful cessation programs that address the culture of smoking, 
not just the addiction.

•More research with gay and lesbian youth to contextualize the time 
period in which smoking uptake occurs and if there are any unique 
factors within this specific population that lead to increased smoking.

Reasons for Smoking and the Influence 
of Advertising

Social Settings – Many participants felt certain social 
contexts contribute to their smoking behavior, such as 
drinking with friends or having friends who smoke.

“You get closer with the smokers 
in the room [at a bar] because 
you leave together to have a 
cigarette and that’s when you 
talk about people.  Let’s just be 
honest, that’s how it works.”

“So I mainly think it’s a social 
thing…I smoke with [my 
girlfriend]…when I see my half 
siblings they might have a 
cigarette or two, I used to smoke 
with them, it is definitely a social 
thing with me.”

Stress – Respondents also reported stress as a reason 
to start smoking and a reason for smoking relapse.  
Stress often triggers the desire or need to smoke.  The 
following are examples of the stress that causes smoking.

“When I’ve been working hard 
and I’m just stressed out and I 
need to escape, I’ll go smoke.”

“I didn’t smoke for like 2 years 
and then there would be some 
kind of stressful thing, whether it 
be moving or a family member 
problem or something, and I 
would start smoking again.

Boredom – Habitual smoking was also frequently 
mentioned.  Smoking is a time killer for many individuals, 
filling the void of wasted time.

“[When] I’m bored, definitely a 
habitual smoker, after meals, 
after sex, in the car.  It’s kinda 
something to do with my 
hands.”

“Boredom, not really having 
much to do that’s why I 
smoke, it’s like a sense of not 
knowing what to do.” “[smoking] is a 

time killer, it’s 
regularity.”

Brands and Identity – Throughout interviews, participants 
discussed the brands they smoked and why – especially 
how they forge associations between brand names and 
identity.

“I liked [Marlboro 72s] the color 
of the box, it was this gold 
color…I jut had another choice 
and this cigarette is more my 
identity.”

“I normally smoke Marlboro Reds, but 
when Harley-Davidson came out with 
cigarettes they were really good and 
they sold really quick…I’d still smoke 
those because I’m a biker.”

References

Ryan, Heather, et al.
2001 Smoking among Lesbian, Gays, and Bisexual: A Review of the 
Literature. American Journal of Preventative Medicine 21(2):142-149.

Tang, Hao, et al.
2004 Cigarette Smoking among Lesbians, Gays, and Bisexuals: How 
serious a Problem? Cancer Causes and Control 15:797-803.

California Health Interview Survey
2001 Electronic document, 
http://www.chis.ucla.edu/main/PUF/default.asp, accessed April 18, 2006.

Mackay, Judith and Michael Eriksen
2002 The Tobacco Atlas. Electronic document, 
http://www.who.int/tobacco/statistics/tobacco_atlas/en/, accessed April 18, 
2006.

To submit questions contact Adrienne Bouard at 
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