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Supported through a cooperative agreement between  
ChangeLab Solutions & CDC Office of Smoking & Health 

(Cooperative Agreement Number NU38OT000307)

Tobacco Disparities Framing Project

Long-term goal:  
Build public support for evidence-based approaches  

to eliminating tobacco-related health disparities 

Short-term goal:  
Equip and mobilize tobacco control community  

to use evidence-based framing in their outreach & messaging



Americans for Nonsmokers Rights Foundation 
CADCA 

California Tobacco Control Program 
Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids 

LGBT Link 
National African American Tobacco Control Leadership Council 

National African American Tobacco Prevention Network 
National Behavioral Health Council 

North Carolina Tobacco Prevention and Control Branch  
Nuestras Voces / Alliance for Hispanic Health 

Self-Made Health Network  
Truth® Initiative 

Walsh Center for Rural Analysis

A very active Advisory Group guided this framing work



framing =



choices in how we present ideas

how people think/feel/act



People make snap judgments about information

You have to get surgery. Which procedure would you prefer? 

• 90% of patients survive after procedure A.  
• 10% of patients die after procedure B.

You need to buy some gas. Which gas station would you choose? 

• 5% discount for paying cash 
• 5% penalty for using a credit card
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Why framing matters

– Framing shapes mindsets. 

– Mindsets are often working against us. 

– Many common approaches to changing mindsets 
don’t actually work. 

– With the right framing, we can drive change.



Frames can drive broad social change
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Tobacco policy framing practice

Make the story about justice and 
fairness.





Different statements of the problem  
affected public will to eliminate tobacco disparities

Economic impacts
(loss of productivity, increased 

health care costs)

Backfired - reduced support by 4%-6% in experiment 
People blamed smokers for harming the economy

Disparities as “last mile”
(overall reduction, but high 

prevalence in communities of 
color and other groups)

Backfired - reduced public belief that policy mattered (-6%)  
People blamed affected groups for poor choices

Preventable problem
(we can prevent tobacco-related 
health problems in communities 

facing disadvantage )

No measurable effect on attitudes or policy preferences



What worked?  
A clear call for fairness and justice

Justice
(a just society makes sure no 
community is singled out or 

over-exposed to harm)

Upped support for equity-focused tobacco policies (+3% - 5%) 
Reduced stigma/blame

! “Everyone deserves a fair and just opportunity to be as healthy as 
possible  – free from the harm that commercial tobacco can cause.” 

! “Achieving health equity means addressing system-wide problems, 
unfair practices, and unjust conditions that harm the health of specific 
groups. To achieve health equity, we must consider the role of commercial 
tobacco.” 
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Tobacco policy framing practice

Show how improved tobacco policy 
can unblock the path to justice.
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Why public health messaging needs  
to emphasize collective solutions more often

• When we raise a big problem but don’t mention the possibility of 

big solutions, we spark  or reinforce fatalistic attitudes. 

• Many public health issues can’t be solved without collective 

solutions - yet people are unlikely to know about them.  

• Emphasizing collective solutions focuses people’s attention on the 

policy context - which helps to reduce the tendency to blame 

individuals and affected communities.
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Effective solutions frames 
are… 

– Collective: community-level, amenable 
to policy 

– Concrete: specific, descriptive, possible 
to visualize/grasp 

– Conceivable: feasible, realistic
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“Let local communities create stronger smoke-free air 
policies.” 

“Make all workplaces smoke-free, with no exceptions.” 

“Require that all types of health insurance cover treatments for 
tobacco dependence.” 

“Make sure that all health care centers ask all patients about 
tobacco. Connect everyone who wants to quit to a program that 
makes sure they can quit.” 

Explain public health solutions, simply 



Nebraska Department of Public Health & Human Services (2020)



South Dakota Tobacco 
Prevention & Control Program 

(2022)
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Tobacco policy framing practice

Center explanation.
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“

”

For social change to occur, “the social arrangements that are ordinarily 
perceived as just and immutable must come to be seen as unjust and 
mutable.”

Frances Fox Piven, Poor People’s Movements, 1977



H

Description Explanation

Menthol masks the harshness  
of inhaling tobacco smoke, which 
makes it easier to start smoking and 
develop an addiction to nicotine.

Menthol is a minty flavoring that has 
a cooling or numbing effect and is 
added to many commercial tobacco 
products.



H

Who is affected What affects what

Adults with mental health conditions 
who smoke want to quit and are able 
to quit - but are less likely to be 
offered supports that are proven to 
help people quit for good. 

Adults with mental illness or a 
substance use disorder account for 25 
percent of the adult population, but 
they consumed 40 percent of 
cigarettes sold in the United States.



Mecklenburg County Health Department (2022)



• The tobacco industry uses tailored marketing and advertising to target 
some groups and communities. 

• Tobacco companies use flavors to entice specific groups to try their harmful 
products. 

• The pressures of discrimination, poverty, and other social conditions can 
increase commercial tobacco use and make health problems worse. 

• Population groups need more protections from exposure to secondhand 
smoke. 

• Some groups encounter barriers to health care and treatment for tobacco 
use and dependence.

Take people down these causal pathways



Pressure: 
A metaphor for social and 
environmental stressors

“The pressures in an environment affect 
tobacco use. As many kinds of stressors 

build up, the combined force can increase 
health problems related to tobacco.”

Builds understanding of 
factors like… 

Discrimination 
Living in poverty 

Stressful life events 
Effect of marketing 

The burden of tobacco
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Concluding thoughts



1. Principle

Justice 
 

A just and fair 
society values 

every person and 
their health. Our 
commitment to 

justice calls us to  
address the 

harmful role of 
commercial 

tobacco.   

2. Process

Widespread 
Protections 

As a nation, we have 
steadily expanded 

tobacco protections. 
There is less smoke 

in the air and see 
fewer ads for deadly 
tobacco products on 

the air. This has 
saved millions of 

lives.

3. Problem

Uneven 
Protections 

But protections like 
these, which most 

Americans can take 
for granted, are less 
likely to cover the 

places where people 
of color and other 

marginalized 
groups live, work, 

and learn. 

4. Proposal

Address Policy 
Gaps 

To treat everyone 
fairly, we must 
extend tobacco 
protections to 

every community, 
with no exceptions. 

General Narrative for Tobacco-Related Health Disparities
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Implementation insights from your peers

- Keep it simple - at least at first 

- Make time for back-and-forth conversations about why these recommendations matter  

- Revisit and refresh that conversation before sending things into an approval process 

- You can start anywhere - but perhaps… 

- start small? 

- Start with short, opening language that you can lift from guidance? 

- Expect and embrace the reality that this shift will take some time and effort 

- Look to early-adopter states (and soon, OSH) for published examples 

- Consider reaching out for technical assistance from OSH or FrameWorks
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“

”

The world changes according to the way people see it, and if you can 
alter, even by a millimeter, the way people look at reality, then you can 
change the world.

James Baldwin, 1979 New York Times interview



Thank you! 
Let’s continue the conversation!

Julie Sweetland, PhD 
jsweetland@frameworksinstitute.org
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