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SACRED TOBACCO USE

Tobacco plays an important role in American Indian cultures. Historically, tobacco was 
seen as a symbol for peace and healing.  Used in medicinal and religious ceremonies, 
as well as for instructional purposes, tobacco has long been considered a sacred gift 
of the earth to many American Indians. Traditional use of tobacco by American Indians 
does not resemble the common cigarette smoking; deep inhalation of tobacco smoke 
was not encouraged, as the smoke was not meant to be enjoyed, rather the gesture was 
symbolic.1,2 
 
Adults

 
Cigarette Smoking

Twenty-three percent (23.2%) of adult American Indians and Alaska Natives smoke. •	
American Indians and Alaska Natives have the second highest prevalence of smoking 
after adults who reported being of multiple races (29.5%).3  

Forty one percent (40.9%) of American Indians who ever smoked have quit, compared with •	
51.0% of whites, 44.7% of Asians, 42.9% of Hispanics, and 37.3% of African Americans.4

Smokeless Tobacco Use
In 2008, a higher percentage of American Indian/Alaska Native adults used smokeless •	
tobacco (5.7%) compared with adults of other races/ethnicities.  White (4.6%) and multiple 
race adults (4.6%) had the second highest prevalence.5 

Cigar Use
Seven percent (7.2%) of American Indian/Alaska Native adults smoke cigars.  This is •	
higher than the percentages of cigar smokers who are white (5.3%), Hispanic (4.9%), or 
Asian (1.5%), but lower than those who are of multiple race (8.5%) or African American 
(7.7%).6 
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Youth

Cigarette Smoking
The prevalence of current smoking among American Indian/Alaska Native youth, ages •	
12-17, is 11.6%.  This is lower than the smoking prevalence among multiple race youth 
(12.9%), but higher than rates among youth of other races/ethnicities.7 

Data from high school students show that current smoking among American Indians/•	
Alaska Natives is as high as 19.9%, which is second only to the prevalence among youth of 
multiple races (20.2%).8 

From 1996 through 2000, the smoking rate among American Indians in grade 12 was •	
estimated to be 46%.9

Cigar Use
Four percent (4.2%) of American Indian/Alaska Native youth smoke cigars.  Cigar use •	
prevalence among whites is slightly higher (4.6%), while rates among Hispanics (3.4%), 
African Americans (3.3%), and Asians (1.0%) are lower.4

Smokeless Tobacco Use
Smokeless tobacco use prevalence among youth, ages 12-17, is higher for American •	
Indians/Alaska Natives (5.5%) compared with youth of other races/ethnicities.  Prevalence 
among white youth is 3.5%, followed by multiple race youth (2.7%), Hispanics (1.0%), and 
African Americans (0.2%).3 
 

Health Impact

Tobacco use is associated with heart disease and cancer, the two leading causes of death •	
among American Indian and Alaskan Native adults.10, 11 

Cardiovascular Disease•	  — Cardiovascular disease is the primary cause of death in the 
United States and among American Indians and Alaska Natives. Heart disease and stroke 
together accounted for 24% of all deaths among American Indians and Alaska Natives in 
2007.11 It has been estimated that up to 30% of deaths from cardiovascular disease in the 
United States are attributable to tobacco use.12 

Heart Disease•	  — In 2007, heart disease killed more than 2,600 American Indians and 
Alaska Natives.11  Smoking causes coronary heart disease.10 

Stroke•	  — Stroke is the third leading cause of death in the United States. In 2007 nearly 
600 American Indians/Alaska Natives died of stroke.11 Smoking increases the risk for 
strokes.10
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Cancer•	  — Cancer is the second leading cause of death in the United States and among 
American Indians and Alaska Natives.  Nearly 18% of American Indian deaths are 
attributable to cancer. More than 2,500 American Indians/Alaska Natives died of cancer 
in 2007.11  Cigarette smoking causes many types of cancer, including cancers of the lung, 
esophagus, larynx, mouth, throat, bladder, cervix, kidney, stomach, and uterus, and acute 
myeloid leukemia.10

Lung Cancer •	 — Nearly 700 American Indians/Alaska Natives died of lung cancer in 2007; 
384 men and 311 women.11  American Indian/Alaska Native men have lower death rates 
for lung cancer than African American and white men, but higher death rates than Asian 
American or Hispanic men.13 

Because people who identify themselves as American Indian or Alaska Natives are •	
sometimes reported as white on death certificates, the figures provided above may 
underestimate the real number of deaths among American Indians/Alaska Natives.14 
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