
New Campaign Raises Awareness to LGBT Tobacco Prevention  

While the Federal Drug Administration (FDA) recently made headlines for its new tobacco rules covering 
e-cigarettes and cigars, local health advocates are praising the agency for its new social media campaign 
to reduce tobacco use in the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ+) communities. 
The campaign, called “This Free Life”, combats the community’s high usage rates with positive imagery, 
real stories, and even some humor, arriving just in time for Pride Month, a national celebration of 
LGBTQ+ equality. 

 Members of the City of Milwaukee Tobacco-Free Alliance are in full support of this campaign as it 
complements the work they are doing to reverse the trend of high smoking rates in the LGBTQ+ 
communities. 

“Anything we can do to bring awareness to tobacco being a problem is much needed in our community, 
so we’re really excited about it” said Anthony Harris, Statewide Program Manager at Diverse & Resilient 
who helped the City of Milwaukee (MKE) Tobacco-Free Alliance form a subgroup dedicated to LGBTQ 
tobacco prevention in 2014.  

In Wisconsin, 28% of adults who identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual currently smoke, compared to 17% 
of heterosexual adults. National data shows even higher rates for transgender adults.  The higher 
smoking rates are driven by the social stigma and exclusion members of the LGBTQ+ communities face 
after coming out, targeted marketing by the tobacco industry, and a social norm that smoking is 
accepted and expected at social events.  

Harris is concerned that despite the significantly higher rates of smoking in the LGBTQ+ communities 
and the effects it has on health, it is not often viewed as a problem among stakeholders in the 
community because of other pressing issues many LGBTQ+ individuals face resulting from minority 
stress and discrimination.  

“Most people don’t realize that smoking remains the leading preventable cause of death, causing more 
deaths than HIV, illegal drug use, alcohol use, motor vehicle injuries and firearm related incidents 
combined. Of course, there are multiple priorities that need to be addressed like LGBTQ+ youth 
homelessness, school safety, and employment discrimination, but smoking especially e-cigarette use 
cannot be ignored or seen as less of a problem” voiced Jennifer Murray, Director of the UW-Milwaukee 
LGBT Resource Center and member of the City of Milwaukee Tobacco-Free Alliance. Murray conducted 
interviews for the City of MKE LGBTQ+ Tobacco Community Readiness Assessment. Murray highlighted 
the value of having youth coalitions involved in tobacco prevention efforts, “we need to engage LGBTQ+ 
youth in shifting the social norm by leveraging their understanding of the harmful ways smoking and 
vaping impact us in order for them to be invested in the well being of our LGBTQ+ communities.” Data 
shows that youth are now more likely to try e-cigarettes before regular cigarettes, yet given the harmful 
effect of nicotine on adolescent brains and the laundry list of chemicals found in e-cigarettes, they are 
not a safe alternative.  



Though the campaign is not running in any Wisconsin markets, “This Free Life” videos can be seen at the 
campaign website, https://thisfreelife.betobaccofree.hhs.gov/ or on the campaign’s You Tube page. 
Harris and the City of Milwaukee Tobacco-Free Alliance encourage sharing the videos widely to help 
raise awareness. 

All Wisconsin residents, inclusive of all orientations and identities, can receive free quit smoking help 
from the Wisconsin Tobacco Quit Line at 1-800-QUIT NOW. To learn more about local tobacco 
prevention and control efforts contact Coalition Coordinator, Deb Heffner at 414-270-4655. 

 

 


