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Engaging Youth in Counter Tools 
Store Audits
Lia Burg, Washington County 

Chelsey Skogen, American Lung Association



Tobacco in this presentation refers 

specifically  to the use of manufactured, 

commercial  tobacco products, and not to the 

sacred,  medicinal and traditional use of tobacco 

by  American Indians and other groups.

Sacred / Traditional Tobacco



Purpose of this project

• State of MN was awarded $60.5 million from Juul & Altria 

(e-cigarette brand) dedicated towards commercial tobacco 

prevention efforts

• Minnesota Department of Health partnered with Counter Tools 

to collect data on commercial tobacco products sold at the 

Point-of-Sale 

Goals:

• Collect local data in Washington County to assess the 

county’s current commercial tobacco landscape

• Document commercial tobacco industry targeting

• Use data collected to educate the community and other youth

• Use data to support local policy changes while lifting up 

youth’s voices



Washington County 

Retailers

✓19 youth high school aged from 
the Teen Leadership Council 

✓103 audits completed

✓  81 retailers assessed

photo from counter tools POST data collection system



How we engaged youth

1. Recruitment through coalition meetings

2. Kick-off meeting

3. Youth were paired together based on where 

they lived

4. Weekly check-ins via email & text

5. Offered incentive 

6. Wrap-up meeting/celebration 

youth from the Teen Leadership Council



Retailer Characteristics
Of the 81 retailers assessed 26% had exterior tobacco advertising

Gas station

Tobacco shop





Tobacco Shop

Retail Store

Product Availability Flavors & Menthol

Liquor store



Gas station



Tobacco shop

Gas station



Price and Promotions

Grocery Store

Tobacco Shop

Gas Station



Liquor store



Youth Appeal

Gas Station



Youth appeal products 
targeted towards youth

“Bright colors in 
advertisements” 
(including social 

media)

“Tobacco 
products next to 
candy and toys”

“Tobacco brands 
mimic everyday 

products”

Gas station



How did the ads that were being promoted make 
you feel?

Ads tried to make tobacco products seems positive and 
fun by using neon colors and offering promotions

“Made me feel grossed out”

Ads were similar to food ads which could be interesting to 
try

Felt uncomfortable/disturbed with the types of ads Convenience store







Biggest Takeaway:

Is there anything you think or feel differently 
now that you have done this project?

More aware of how 
tobacco companies 

advertise/target youth

Attitude of high schoolers 
have apathetic feelings 

toward the usage of 
commercial tobacco 

products.

“Vaping is too normalized 
among peers”



Big Picture
From the Clean Indoor Air Act, 
to Tobacco 21, and now 
Flavors!

Day at the Capitol 2024 advocating for flavor restriction

Day at the Capitol 2019 advocating for T21



Youth Voices Speaking 
Truth to Big Tobacco

Marketing
Impact on young lives
Raising Youth Voices

Liz Johnson, Manager Advocacy & Public Policy



FDA Flavor Restriction Leaves 

Over 15,000 Flavors on the Market

photo from Counter Tools store audit data collection in MN



Percent of students who reported their first tobacco product was 
mint or menthol, flavored, or unflavored.

75%
Of students report that 

their FIRST TOBACCO 

PRODUCT was 

FLAVORED

Source:2023 Minnesota Youth Tobacco 

Survey



Disposable Products Nicotine Content



Nicotine Pouches- Key Points
• Marketed as “tobacco-free”

• They do contain nicotine

• Many contain flavorings & sweeteners



Marketing- Social Media & Influencers 
Tik Tok & Instagram



Marketing- Public Advertising 
• Point-of-sale promotion at gas 

stations and convenience stores

• Sponsoring events

• Public billboards & signs

• Television ads

Image source: Lung Association staff member



THE GOOD NEWS
MN High School students are learning that vapes are harmful and addictive.  

Source: 2023 Minnesota Youth Tobacco 

Survey

14%
of MN High School students



The bad news…14% = One in Seven

What’s Worse…
The addiction rate is way up 
with 80% of students who 
vape struggling with 
addiction and dependance.

Hope…
70% want to QUIT -
and they are trying hard to do so 
with many reporting trying to 
quit 10 or more times.

Source: 2023 Minnesota Youth Tobacco 

Survey

of MN High School students



Nicotine dependence is a serious concern

92.6% of students who recently vaped 
reported a sign of nicotine dependence

Source: 2023 Minnesota Youth Tobacco Survey



Harmful Effects of Nicotine

NICOTINE:

• is highly addictive.

• can cause cardiovascular and respiratory issues.

• use in adolescence can damage parts of the 

adolescent brain that control learning, mood, 

memory, attention and impulse.

• can lead to nicotine toxicity in children or adults.



Percent of students who 

reported symptoms of anxiety 

or depression, by tobacco use

Source: 2023 Minnesota Youth Tobacco Survey



What is Youth Voices Speaking Truth to Big 
Tobacco



Youth Voices: How have Commercial Tobacco 
and Vaping impacted your life?



Samples of Youth Voices Impact Cards



Youth Voices Cards on Display at the Capitol



Posters on Display at the Capitol





Youth Press Conference









Liz Johnson, American Lung Association

Liz.Johnson@Lung.org 

Chelsey Skogen, American Lung Association

Chelsey.Skogen@Lung.org

Lia Burg, Washington County

Lia.burg@co.washington.mn.us 
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