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THE PACKAGE  

 

Packaging is an important component in the overall marketing strategy of consumer 

goods.1,2,3  Packaging helps to establish brand identity in competitive markets and 

serves as an effective form of promotion both at the point of purchase and while the 

product is being used.4,5,6 Packaging is particularly important for consumer products 

such as cigarettes, which have a high degree of social visibility.7,8 Unlike many other 

consumer products, cigarette packages are displayed each time the product is used 

and are often left in public view between uses.9 As John Digianni, a former cigarette 

package designer noted: ―A cigarette package is unique because the consumer 

carries it around with him all day…It‘s a part of a smoker‘s clothing, and when he 

saunters into a bar and plunks it down, he makes a statement about himself.‖10 As a 

result, the package serves as a ―badge‖ product, and an important form of advertising 

in its own right.7  

 

Brown & Williamson (1985) 

―… if you smoke, a cigarette pack is one of the few things you use regularly that 

makes a statement about you. A cigarette pack is the only thing you take out of 

your pocket 20 times a day and lay out for everyone to see. That's a lot different 

than buying your soap powder in generic packaging.‖11 

 

British American Tobacco (1978) 

―One of every two smokers is not able to distinguish in blind (masked) tests 

between similar cigarettes …for most smokers and the decisive group of new, 

younger smokers, the consumer’s choice is dictated more by psychological, 

image factors than by relatively minor differences in smoking characteristics.‖12 

 

Packaging and other forms of marketing 

Cigarette packages also serve as an important link to other forms of tobacco 

advertising.13  Package designs help to reinforce brand imagery that is communicated 

through other media, and play a central role in point of purchase marketing, which 
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now accounts for a majority of the industry‘s promotional 

spending in Canada and the US.14  Indeed, cigarette ―power 

walls‖—rows of cigarette packages prominently displayed 

behind retail counters—have been shown to be an effective 

form of marketing, particularly among youth and young 

adults.15 Moreover, the marketing value of the cigarette 

package increases as other forms of marketing are 

restricted.16,17  Internal documents from British American 

Tobacco also indicate that packages have been designed 

to compensate for restricted forms of advertising: ―… given 

the consequences of a total ban on advertising, a pack should be designed to give the 

product visual impact as well as brand imagery. . . The pack itself can be designed so 

that it achieves more visual impact in the point of sale environment than its 

competitors."18 Imperial Tobacco Canada, a wholly owned subsidiary of BAT and the 

largest manufacturer in Canada, recently added 

a new twist to retail displays by re-packaging its 

leading du Maurier brand in octagon-shaped 

packages, with angled edges on the front and 

back of the package face (see right). Jeff Guiler, 

vice-president of marketing for Imperial Tobacco 

Canada, explained that the new shape was a 

way to attract consumer attention in a market with 

limited opportunities for advertising and promotion. 

In particular, it was a way to reinforce the ‗‗prestige‘‘ of the du 

Maurier brand and to distinguish it from the growing number of 

discount brands in Canada. Guiler explained the implications of 

the new packages for the point-of-sale environment: ‗‗We 

decided that in order to leverage the full impact of the Signature 

Pack and overcome the fact that we are not allowed to do any 

kind of advertising, we needed to also redesign and refit our in-

store displays to mirror the look of the pack.‘‘ 19,20 

 

Du Maurier (Canada) 
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Beyond the retail environment, packages also help to increase the reach of ―below the 

line‖ marketing activities.21  For example, cigarette packages contain specific 

references to sponsorship and promotional activities, such as Formula 1 racing series, 

concerts, and nightclub promotions. Overall, the cigarette package is the cornerstone 

of tobacco marketing strategy and poised to become even more important as, the 

following quote from a Phillip Morris executive indicates: "Our final communication 

vehicle with our smoker is the pack itself. In the absence of any other marketing 

messages, our packaging...is the sole communicator of our brand essence. Put another 

way—when you don‘t have anything else—our packaging is our marketing."22 

 

Cigarette packaging and youth 

Research conducted by the tobacco industry consistently demonstrates that the brand 

imagery portrayed on packages is particularly influential among youth and young 

adults—the period in which smoking behavior and brand preferences develop. 7,923,24,25 

In many cases, initial brand preferences are based less on the sensory properties of 

product than on perceptions of the 

package and brand: ―One of every two 

smokers is not able to distinguish in blind 

(masked) tests between similar cigarettes 

…for most smokers and the decisive group 

of new, younger smokers, the consumer‘s 

choice is dictated more by psychological, 

image factors than by relatively minor differences in smoking characteristics.‖26  The 

brand imagery on cigarette packages is effective to the point that large majorities of 

youth—including non-smoking youth—demonstrate 

high levels of recall for leading package designs.27 

This is particularly true when packages incorporate 

brand imagery that has broad appeal to younger 

audiences, such as the ―Old Joe‖ cartoon image 

portrayed on Camel packages.28 
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Cigarette packaging and young women 

Package colours—especially pink and other pastels— are 

increasingly being used to target young women.21 Leading brands, 

such as Camel, now offer cigarettes that come in female-oriented 

pink packages.29 Other colours commonly used include purples, 

white, and light yellow.30 These colours have been shown to suggest 

positive qualities such as freshness, cleanliness, purity, health, and 

intelligence.1 Such colours and the use of 

other feminine symbols and images are widely 

acknowledged to portray smoking as feminine and stylish, in an 

attempt to make cigarettes more appealing to women, as well as 

to reduce perceived health risks.33 Brand descriptors such as 

―slims‖ are used to target young women by exploiting 

concerns about weight gain and the association 

between cigarette smoking and thinness.31,32,33,34   Most 

recently, Phillip Morris released its newest attempt at 

targeting young women with ―purse packs‖—Virginia Slims ―Superslims‖ that 

are contained in slim pink packages that are much narrower in diameter 

than regular packages, and easier to carry in one‘s purse. 

 

Packaging and other tobacco control measures 

Packaging strategies can also be used to offset the impact of other tobacco control 

measures, such as increases in price and taxation. For example, internal tobacco 

industry documents indicate that packaging cigarettes into smaller, more affordable 

units (such as 10 cigarettes per package rather than 

20) are an effective strategy for targeting price-

sensitive youth.23 Although legislation in many 

countries now prohibits the sale of cigarettes in units 

less than 20, innovations in the physical shape and 

construction of packages—such as BAT‘s ―wallet 

packs‖ which open like a book and can be separated 

into two smaller packages—have been criticized as 
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an attempt to circumvent these prohibitions. 35 BAT‘s wallet packs were recently 

banned in Australia after the federal court recently upheld an injunction against their 

sale. Tobacco companies have also explored packaging strategies to minimize the 

impact of health warnings, including changes in package design to make warnings less 

distinctive, as well as the sale of alternate cases and covers that obscure warnings.36  

Further innovation in tobacco packaging is on the horizon37, as the following quotes 

indicate: 

 

―With the uptake of printed inner frame cards what we will increasingly see is the 

pack being viewed as a total opportunity for communications – from printed 

outer film and tear tape through to the inner frame and inner bundle. Each pack 

component will provide an integrated function as part of a carefully planned 

brand or information communications campaign.‖ 38  

  

―Advances in printing technology have enabled printing of on-pack imagery on 

the inner frame card, outer film and tear tape, and the incorporation of 

holograms, collectable art, metallic finishes, multi-fold stickers, photographs, and 

retro images in pack design. In the early 1900s, collectable cigarette cards were 

a major form of in-pack promotion. A contemporary return to the package as 

the primary source of advertising is apparent in the following examples.‖ 

 

 

In short, the package is a vital marketing channel 

for the tobacco industry and its value will 

continue to increase as more traditional forms of 

marketing are subject to increasing restrictions.  
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HEALTH WARNING LABELS 

 

 

 

FCTC Article 11 

Each Party shall, within a period of three years after entry into force of this 

Convention for that Party, adopt and implement, in accordance with its national 

law, effective measures to ensure that: 

….Each unit packet and package of tobacco products and any outside 

packaging and labelling of such products also carry health warnings describing 

the harmful effects of tobacco use, and may include other appropriate messages. 

These warnings and messages: (i) shall be approved by the competent national 

authority; (ii) shall be rotating; (iii) shall be large, clear, visible and legible; (iv) 

should be 50% or more of the principal display areas but shall be no less than 30% 

of the principal display area; (v) may be in the form of or include pictures or 

pictograms. 

 

 

In addition to serving as a marketing vehicle for the tobacco industry, cigarette 

packages also provide governments with a direct means of communicating with 

smokers. Warning labels are primarily intended to communicate the health risks of 

smoking and to fulfill the government‘s responsibility as regulators to warn consumers 

about hazardous products.  

 

At present, cigarette packages 

in the vast majority of countries 

carry a health warning.39 

However, the position, size, and 

general strength of these 

warnings vary considerably 

across jurisdictions. In the US, 

health warnings were first U.S. Health Warning  
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included on cigarette packages in 1966, and in advertisements in 1972. Since 1984, US 

cigarette packages have carried one of four government-mandated text warnings on 

the side panels of packages. In contrast, more than a dozen countries currently require 

large pictorial health warnings that cover at least 50% of the package, consistent with 

the recommendations in FCTC Article 11.  

 

Cigarette packages are an excellent medium for communicating health information 

given their reach and frequency of exposure. Package health warnings are also unique 

among tobacco control initiatives in that they are delivered at the time of smoking and 

at the point of purchase. As a result, the vast majority of smokers report a general 

awareness of package health warnings and pack-a-day smokers are potentially 

exposed to the warnings over 7000 times per year. As a result, health warnings on 

cigarette packages are among the most prominent sources of health information: 

more smokers report getting information about the risks of smoking from packages than 

any other source except television.40 Findings from Canada, Thailand, and elsewhere, 

indicate that considerable proportions of non-smokers also report awareness and 

knowledge of package health warnings.41,42,43 As a result, health warnings are an 

extremely cost-effective public health intervention and have tremendous reach. 

However, the extent to which smokers read and think about, and act upon the 

warnings is highly dependent on their size, position, and design. 

 

 RESOURCE: Health warning pictures online  

 An extensive list of picture-based health warnings that have been implemented 

throughout the world, as well as additional images used in test-marketing, can be 

reviewed at: www.tobaccolabels.org 

 

Size and Position of Health Warnings 

Smokers are more likely to recall larger warnings, and have been found to equate the 

size of the warning with the magnitude of the risk.42,44,45,46,47,48,49,50  One Canadian survey 

found that smokers judged warnings that covered 80% of the package to be most 

effective. For example, in studies where youth and adults are asked to rate the 

http://www.tobaccolabels.org/
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effectiveness of different health warnings, the largest warnings are most likely to be 

rated as effective. 51,52,53 Smokers also report greater recall for warnings that appear on 

the front, compared to the side of packages.44,47,49,50,51 For example, several studies 

indicate that the US text warnings on the side of packages demonstrate low levels of 

salience among smokers.54,55,56,57 In a comparative study of students in Canada and the 

US carried out in 1995, at a time when Canadian packages carried text warnings on the 

front of packages, 83% of Canadian students mentioned health warnings in a recall test 

of cigarette packages, compared to only 7% of US students.58  A Phillip Morris document 

also highlights the importance of positioning on the front of packages:  ―Government 

required warnings placed on the largest packaging panel, often called the front 

and/or back, are the biggest marketing threat to all of us in Asia...‖22 Features that 

distinguish the warning messages from the package design have also been found to 

increase the salience and recall of warnings.59 Messages with contrasting colours, such 

as black lettering on a white background are the easiest to read, whereas the legibility 

of silver or gold text messages is comparatively poor.47,60  

Literacy 

The message content of text-based warnings must target an appropriate literacy 

level.61 The current US warnings, for example, require a college reading level and may 

be inappropriate for youth and Americans with poor reading abilities.62 This is 

particularly important considering that, in most countries, smokers report lower levels of 

education than the general public. Picture-based warnings may be particularly 

important in communicating health information to populations with lower literacy 

rates.63,64 Preliminary evidence suggests that countries with pictorial warnings 

demonstrate fewer disparities in health knowledge across educational levels.65 

Impact on Health Knowledge 

Cigarette warnings labels have been demonstrated to have a 

significant impact on smokers‘ understanding of the risks of 

tobacco use. Several studies have shown that large text-based 

warnings are associated with increased perceptions of risk. Cross-

sectional surveys conducted in Canada during the 1990‘s found 
Hungary 
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that the majority of smokers reported that package warning labels are an important 

source of health information and have increased their awareness of the risks of 

smoking.66,42 In Australia, Borland67 found that, relative to non-smokers, smokers 

demonstrated an increase in their knowledge of the main constituents of tobacco 

smoke and identified significantly more disease groups following the introduction of 

new Australian warning labels in 1995. Several studies have evaluated enhancement of 

text warnings in European Union (EU) to a minimum of 30% of the principle display area 

of the package. First, a study of Spanish university students concluded that text 

warnings based upon the EU directive significantly increased perceptions of risk.68 These 

findings were consistent with results from a series of studies conducted with a 

representative sample of smokers in the UK, France, Scotland, and Ireland on the 

effects of similar text warnings that were introduced in 2003 in compliance with the EU 

directive. 69,70 Collectively these studies indicate that smokers‘ awareness of the 

warnings increased following the new warnings and considerable proportions of 

smokers report thinking about health risks and quitting smoking as a result of the large 

text warnings. 

The use of Pictures and Sybmols in Health Communications 

A wide variety of research has clearly demonstrated the effectiveness of using pictures 

and imagery in health communications.71,72,73,74,75   This research has demonstrated that 

warnings with pictures are significantly more likely to draw attention and result in greater 

information processing, and improve memory for the accompanying text. Picture 

warnings also encourage individuals to imagine health consequences and are also 

more likely to be accessed when an individual is making relevant judgments and 

decisions. As a result, the use of pictorial symbols is a common and effective feature of 

health warnings for a wide variety of consumer products.76,77,78,79,80,81,82  

 

Pictures and Sybmols in Tobacco Warning Labels 

Experimental research on cigarette warnings has also found that picture-based 

warnings are more likely to be rated as effective versus text-only warnings both as a 
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deterrent for new smokers and a means to increase cessation among current 

smokers.83,84,103 

 

Extensive focus group testing and market-research 

commissioned by government health agencies 

also underscores the importance of using pictures 

in package health warnings. This research 

consistently demonstrates that health warnings 

with pictures are rated by smokers and non-

smokers as more effective and associated with 

greater impact and memory for health risks than 

text-only warnings. The following includes summary 

statements from several prominent sources. 

 

 

 

Summary of Health Canada Research Conducted Prior to 2000 

Participants felt that the new larger health warning messages, featuring colour 

photographs, were a definite improvement over the current warning messages. 

Teenagers were particularly impressed with the use of pictures and the larger size 

of the messages that allow for the dissemination of more information.  

     Overall Responses to New Warning Messages, 

p.585 

 

 

Summary of Research Commissioned by Health Canada Since 2000 

―It also appears that messages have to be credible and supported by facts and 

visual depictions wherever possible.‖  

      

―Other graphic approaches showing dramatic negative health effects, although 

not necessarily liked, were effective in garnering notice among a number of 

participants.‖ 

        Executive Summary, p.386 

 

―The picture was generally the first thing people looked at and related to. It 

determined the strength of the warning's emotional impact and noticeability. For 
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many participants, the picture played the key role in understanding the message, 

and tended to override the meaning conveyed by the words in the headline. 

Therefore, those warnings with a clear, simple and effective headline to support or 

complement the emotionally strong visual were the ones that consistently 

generated positive and almost enthusiastic feedback from participants.‖ 

        Executive Summary, p.487 

 

Summary of Research Commissioned by the Australian Department of Health 

 ―The graphic packs were more informative about health effects and more 

effective in general in conveying health information regarding the contents of 

cigarettes and cigarette smoke than were the ―text only‖ alternatives. They were 

also more likely to elicit an emotional response from smokers. They will generate 

controversy and discussion about smoking and its health and social effects. The 

graphic packs are more likely to: create impact; attract attention; be confronting 

and difficult to ignore; make it more difficult for smokers to deflect the health 

message. Overall, the ―text only‖ packs were not considered as impactful or as 

effective in conveying the potential negative health consequences of smoking as 

the graphic pack alternatives.‖        

      Executive Summary, p.588 

 

Summary of Research Commissioned by the New Zealand Ministry of Health 

―All experience and evidence suggests that a combination of visual and text 

provides the best possible communication; the visual element to attract attention 

and telegraph a strong message, the text to expand and provide information.‖  

         Summary, p.1489 

 

―Respondents consistently mentioned visuals as being the crucial element-i.e. 

clear pictorial evidence of the consequences of smoking or the potential gains of 

quitting.‖          Summary,    

p.690 

 

―By way of a high-level summary of findings, the following key consideration 

emerged from the research: 

-Pictorial messages are likely to have significantly more impact than text-only                

message. 

-The larger the pictorial message, the greater its impact.‖    

          Summary p.691 

 

Since 2000, when the first pictorial warnings were introduced in Canada, a series of 

population-based surveys have compared the effectiveness between text and pictorial 

warnings. These findings are consistent with both the experimental and government 

commissioned research: graphic warnings are more likely to be noticed and read by 
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smokers, are associated with stronger beliefs about the health risks of smoking as well as 

increased motivation to quit smoking.69,84,86,87,90,91,92,93,94,95,,96,97,98,99,100,101.102 

 

Picture warnings appear to be especially effective among 

youth: more than 90% of Canadian youth agree that picture 

warnings on Canadian packages have provided them with 

important information about the health effects of smoking 

cigarettes, are accurate, and make smoking seem less 

attractive.42 Other national surveys of Canadian youth suggest 

similar levels of support and self-reported impact.41 A recent 

longitudinal evaluation of pictorial warnings among Australian 

school children found that students were more likely to read, 

attend to, think about, and talk about health warnings after the 

pictorial warnings were implemented in 2006.101 In addition, 

experimental and established smokers were more likely to think 

about quitting and forge cigarettes, while intention to smoke was lower among those 

students who had talked about the warning labels and had forgone cigarettes. Recent 

experimental research conducted among youth in Greece is consistent with these 

findings.103 In recognition of this evidence, the Elaborated Guidelines of FCTC Article 11 

state that:  

  

FCTC Article 11 Elaborated Guidelines 

―Evidence shows that health warnings and messages that contain both pictures 

and text are far more effective than those that are text-only. They also have the 

added benefit of potentially reaching people with low levels of literacy and those 

who cannot read the language(s) in which the text of the health warning or 

message is written. Parties should mandate culturally appropriate pictures or 

pictograms, in full colour, in their packaging and labelling requirements.‖104 

  

 



 13 

“Graphic’ picture and the use of fear arousing information 

Pictorial warnings that contain graphic images of health effects have been criticized on 

the grounds that threatening information may cause defensive reactions among 

smokers that lessen the likelihood of 

quitting.105  Graphic warning labels showing 

―shocking‖ pictures of health effects do 

indeed cause strong emotional reactions 

among a considerable proportion of smokers 

and non-smokers.98,106 However, strong 

emotional reactions are associated with 

increases in the effectiveness of warnings.98 Indeed, there is no evidence that graphic 

warnings labels decrease the effectiveness of the warnings in terms of intentions to quit, 

thinking about health risks, or engaging in cessation behaviour. For example, a recent 

experimental study compared picture warnings that showed graphic depictions of 

disease (or ―loss-framed‖ message) versus pictorial warnings that emphasized the 

positive aspects of abstaining from smoking (or ―gain-framed‖ messages). The results 

indicated that adolescents had more favorable attitudes toward the loss-framed 

warnings and perceived them as more effective than the gain-framed warnings. 

Further, smokers exposed to the loss-framed version featuring decaying teeth had 

significantly lower intentions to smoke in the future.107 

 

It has also been suggested that smokers will simply avoid warnings that are too strong 

and will ―tune out‖ the health messages. Although several studies indicate that a 

considerable portion of smokers make some attempt to avoid graphic pictorial health 

warnings by covering or hiding the warnings and using another case, these examples of 

fear control behaviour do not necessarily reflect an adverse 

outcome or inherent weakness of package warnings. 

Research has demonstrated that avoidant behaviours and 

attempts at thought suppression often have the opposite 

effect of increasing the presence of the unwanted 

thoughts.108 One study found that smokers who attempted to 

Singapore 

Canada 
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avoid the warning were nevertheless no less likely to see the warnings, think about 

them, or engage in cessation behaviour at 3-month follow-up.98 Preliminary findings 

from a longitudinal study of the pictorial warnings in Australia also demonstrate a 

positive association between ―avoidant behaviour‖ and self-reported measures of 

effectiveness, such as foregoing a cigarette and increases in motivation to quit smoking 

as a result of the warnings.109 In the context of the warning labels, avoidant behaviour 

might be more reasonably interpreted as a measure of effectiveness. Indeed, if the 

warnings were ineffective in communicating the threatening consequences of smoking 

there would be no reason to avoid them. 

 

In fact, research in the field of health communication indicates that messages with 

emotionally arousing content are more likely to 

be noticed and processed by smokers.110  The 

most consistent finding from this literature is that 

fear appeals are effective when paired with 

strong efficacy messages for a specific 

outcome (i.e. quitting smoking). A recent meta-

analysis of the literature on public health 

communications concluded that ‗strong fear 

appeals and high-efficacy messages produce the greatest behavior change‘, and 

found no evidence of any adverse or ‗boomerang‘ effects for strong fear appeals.110  

Graphic warnings in Canada, Australia, Singapore, Brazil, and other countries are 

entirely consistent with this literature: in addition to 

information on health risks, they include messages 

designed to increase self-efficacy for quitting. These 

messages include both general messages of support, as 

well as concrete information on ways to quit smoking and 

specific sources of help, including website addresses and 

toll-free ―quitline‖ numbers.  

 

Australia 

Belgium 
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The effectiveness of graphic fear-inducing images is supported by surveys and focus 

groups with smokers. For example, an extensive public consultation was conducted by 

the UK Department of Health that received more than 20,000 responses. The highest 

rated warnings were generally those that 

included the ―hardest hitting‖ messages 

and images, including graphic pictures of 

the health effects of smoking (see 

right).111 Research conducted on behalf 

of the Australian, New Zealand, and 

Canadian governments yielded similar 

results: 

 

 

―Participants in all groups consistently expected or wanted to be shocked by 

HWMs, or emotionally affected in some way. Even if the feelings generated were 

unpleasant ones to tolerate, such as disgust, fear, sadness or worry, the emotional 

impact of a warning appeared to predict its ability to inform and/or motivate 

thoughts of quitting. HWMs which worked on emotions rather than on knowledge 

or beliefs were often acknowledged as effective and noticeable, and actually 

motivated thinking. When a strong emotion generated by a HWM was supported 

by factual information, that was the best combination possible.‖ 

        Overview of Findings, p.387 

 

 

―Most participants were moved by the dramatic and scary pictures and 

messages, such as the woman smoking through a hole in her throat, the sick 

baby, the cemetery with grieving loved ones, and warnings that depicted the 

physical and health consequences of smoking, such as the diseased mouth.‖  

           Overall Responses to New Warning Messages, p.585 

      

 

United Kingdom  
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Health warnings and cessation behaviour 

The extent to which health warnings lead to changes in smoking behaviour is difficult to 

ascertain within the context of population-based data. However, significant proportions 

of adult and youth smokers report that large comprehensive warnings have reduced 

their consumption levels, increased their likelihood of quitting, increased their 

motivation to quit, and increased the likelihood of remaining abstinent following a quit 

attempt.42,96,97,98, 112,113,114,115,116,117,118,119,120  In at least three studies, longitudinal studies 

have demonstrated an association between reading and thinking about health 

warnings and subsequent cessation behaviour.97,101,102  Increases in the use of cessation 

services have also been associated with health warnings. Research conducted in the 

UK, the Netherlands, Australia, New Zealand, and Brazil has examined changes in the 

usage of national telephone ―helplines‖ after the contact information was included in 

package health warnings. Each of these studies reported significant increases in call 

volumes. 118,121,122,123,124  For example, calls to the tollfree smoking cessation helpline in the 

Netherlands increased more than 3.5 times after the number was printed on the back 

of one of 14 package warnings.122  Therefore, while it is not possible to precisely quantify 

the impact of health warnings on smoking prevalence or behaviour, all of the evidence 

conducted to date suggests that health warnings can promote cessation behaviour 

and that larger pictorial warnings are most effective in doing so. 

Brand Appeal 

Prominent health warnings that cover a significant proportion of the package also have 

the potential to undermine a brand‘s appeal and the impact 

of package displays at retail outlets.116,125,126,127,128  One recent 

study found that including graphic pictures compared to text- 

only warnings lowered the appeal of non-combustible 

products, nicotine lozenges, and cigarettes with modified 

designs.129 A Quebec Superior Court judge remarked upon this 

phenomenon in a ruling regarding the industry‘s challenge to 

pictorial warnings in Canada: ―Warnings are effective and 

undermine tobacco companies‘ efforts to use cigarette 

packages as badges associated with a lifestyle.‖130 Chile 
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Credibility & Public Support 

Research indicates that smokers report graphic warnings 

to be a credible source of information, particularly when 

attributed to a well respected Department of Health or a 

well respected non-governmental authority, such as a 

cancer society.90,150,131 The levels of credibility do not 

appear to be associated with the type or design of 

warning labels: like text-based warnings, smokers report 

high levels of believability for graphic picture-based 

warnings. 

 

Several studies also report high levels of public support for 

graphic pictorial warnings.98,132,133 For example, in Canada 

more than 90% of youth agreed that picture warnings on 

Canadian packages have provided them with important 

information about the health effects of smoking cigarettes, 

are accurate, and make smoking seem less attractive.42 In 

Brazil, a national survey indicated that 76% of those 

interviewed approved of the measure, including 73% of 

smokers.118  Two years after the introduction of large 

pictorial warnings in Uruguay, only 8% of adult smokers 

reported they would prefer less health information to 

appear on packages, whereas 62% reported they would like more health information 

on packages.134 Similar levels of popular support have been observed following the 

introduction of pictorial warnings in Canada and Thailand.97,135 Although tobacco 

companies have suggested that pictorial warnings ―harass‖ smokers, research suggests 

that, overall, smokers welcome more health information on their packages, including 

information that presents the health consequences of smoking in a vivid, arousing 

manner. 

 

Brazil 

Uruguay Uruguay 
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“Wear-out” and impact over time 

It is widely accepted that the salience of advertising and health communications is 

typically greatest upon initial exposure.136,137 For example, a recent study found that 

new text-based warnings introduced in the United Kingdom in 2003 were considerably 

more likely to be noticed than Australian text-based warnings which were only slightly 

smaller, but had been in place for more than eight years at the time of the survey.96  

The frequency with which smokers read and attend to warnings has been shown to 

lessen over time as smokers become desensitized to the warnings.138,139,140  As a result, 

health warnings must be regularly updated to maintain their maximum impact over 

time.  

 

Government Regulation & Industry opposition 

The tobacco industry has vigorously opposed 

comprehensive tobacco labelling policies, especially 

in the case of pictorial labels.141 For example, as 

Alechnowicz and Chapman142 have noted, in 1995, 

package warnings were identified by British American 

Tobacco as one of the key issues facing the company. 

Protecting the pack design and "neutralizing‖ the 

controversy over pack warning labels were among the 

priorities listed in the document.143 The same 

document goes on to state that, "pictorial warnings, 

and those occupying a major pack face or faces (front and back) or a 

disproportionately large area of advertising space, should be restricted, as should 

moves to plain or generic packs. Every effort should be made to protect the integrity of 

the company's packs and trade marks".143  

 

In public, tobacco manufacturers have argued that large comprehensive warnings are 

not only unnecessary, but are less effective than more obscure text messages.141  For 

example, Martin Broughton, the former Chairman of BAT recently stated that: ―The 

growing use of graphic image health warnings …can offend and harass consumers- yet 

Thailand 
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in fact give them no more information than print warnings.‖144  Tobacco manufacturers 

have also argued that comprehensive warnings constituent an unreasonable and 

illegal expropriation of cigarette packaging.7 

 

To date, courts of law have disagreed. For example, in response to a legal challenge of 

the Canadian Tobacco Act, the court found that the tobacco companies‘ right to 

advertise their products could not be given the same legitimacy as the federal 

government‘s duty to protect public health. In short, the courts have ruled that even 

graphic warnings are warranted considering the societal costs of smoking. 

 

Alternative tobacco products 

Labelling requirements for manufactured cigarettes are more advanced than for other 

tobacco products. In many jurisdictions, tobacco products such as cigars and 

smokeless products are subject to different regulations and often carry a different set of 

health warnings or no warning at all. There is a need for research to examine issues such 

as alternative packaging sizes, as well as the extent to which alternative tobacco 

products require unique message content to reflect differences in health effects and 

patterns of use.145  In addition, in many jurisdictions tobacco products are sold without 

any manufactured packaging. This practice will inevitably reduce the impact of 

comprehensive labelling policies. For some products sold without packaging, such as 

manufactured cigarettes that are sold individually, it may be possible to print health 

warnings directly on the cigarette itself. For other products sold without packaging, 

such as ―loose‖ or ―fine cut‖ tobacco, this may be impossible given the nature of the 

product. Given the lack of information in this area, research on health warnings for 

―alternative‖ tobacco products should be regarded as a priority.  
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CONSTITUENTS AND EMISSION LABELLING 

 

 

FCTC Article 11:  

Each unit packet and package of tobacco products and any outside packaging 

and labelling of such products shall, in addition to the warnings specified in 

paragraph 1(b) of this Article, contain information on relevant constituents and 

emissions of tobacco products as defined by national authorities. 

 

 

Disclosure of constituents and emissions has presented a unique challenge to 

regulators. Cigarette smoke contains approximately 4,000 chemicals, including over 60 

carcinogens and toxins such as polonium 210, benzene, and arsenic.146 Although there 

is general agreement that cigarette packages should include some information on 

these chemicals, regulators continue to struggle with how best to communicate this 

information in a feasible and meaningful way to consumers.  

 

Indeed, the primary rationale given for the disclosure of emissions and constituents is to 

inform consumers about the contents of tobacco products; however, the benefits of 

communicating this information to consumers are by no means certain. 

 

At present, national authorities have taken much different approaches to labelling 

constituents and emissions. The traditional regulatory practice in many jurisdictions has 

been to require manufacturers to 

print levels for three emissions in 

the mainstream smoke: tar, 

nicotine, and carbon monoxide 

(CO). These numbers are typically 

printed on the side of packages. 

In fact, communicating emissions 

numbers to consumers was 

originally an industry practice. Tobacco manufacturers have communicated tar and 

China 
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nicotine numbers directly to smokers ever since the health risks of smoking became 

publicly known.147 These early forms of ―product disclosure‖ were motivated less by 

consumer protection than by a marketing strategy intended to capitalize upon 

widespread misperceptions of ―lower tar‖ products. Despite early objections by 

regulatory authorities such as the U.S. Federal Trade Commission, this industry practice 

was adopted by  regulatory communities throughout the world.148   

 

Cigarette emissions 

Tar, nicotine, and carbon monoxide emission numbers are misleading. They represent 

neither the amount of chemicals present in the cigarette (i.e. tobacco ―constituents‖), 

nor the amounts actually ingested by human smokers. This is because the emission 

numbers are determined by a machine that ―smokes‖ cigarettes according to a fixed 

puffing regime. This machine method does not predict the amount of smoke inhaled by 

individual consumers or account for design elements such as ―filter ventilation‖—tiny 

holes poked in the filter that yield low emission levels 

under machine smoking, but much higher levels 

under human smoking.149 As a result, there is no 

association between the machine-generated 

numbers printed on packages and the health risk of 

different brands. In short, the underlying premise for 

communicating tar and 

nicotine numbers directly to 

consumers—that ―low tar‖ 

cigarettes are less harmful— 

has since been rejected.  

 

Although the scientific consensus on tar and nicotine emissions 

has evolved, the practice of communicating these numbers to 

consumers remains widespread: not only have manufacturers 

continued to communicate tar and nicotine levels directly to 

consumers via advertising, but many regulators continue to do so 

Filter ventilation 

European Union 
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through packaging and labelling regulations. Research has repeatedly shown that 

although many smokers are not able to recall the specific tar level of their brand, a 

substantial proportion nevertheless equate lower numbers with a reduction in exposure 

and risk, and many use these numbers to guide their choice of brands.150,151,152, 153,154,155 

Recent findings suggest that smokers even in the most affluent and educated countries 

continue to hold false beliefs about emission numbers:  

 

o 75% of smokers from Australia, Canada, the U.S., and the UK recently 

reported that the tar numbers on packs are related to exposure.156  

 

o Among smokers in the same study who believe that some brands are 

less harmful than others, 81% believe that the tar and nicotine levels 

indicate the brands that are less harmful.156 

  

o When shown emission labels on two cigarette brands from the 

European Union, 92% of smokers recently reported that the 4mg 

product would deliver less tar than the 10mg product, and 90% 

reported that they would buy the 4mg product if they were trying to 

reduce the risks to their health.100 

 

o These findings are consistent with the ways in which smokers have 

been shown to perceive emission numbers when conveyed through 

advertising.147 
 

 

Overall, printing emission numbers on packages reinforces the tobacco industry‘s 

deceptive marketing campaign and the false belief that low tar cigarettes are less 

hazardous. 

 

In many cases, manufacturers voluntary print emission levels on packages even in the 

absence of regulation. For example, in the United States there are no requirements to 

print emission levels on packages. However, a number of manufacturers do so 

voluntarily, albeit in a highly selective fashion. In 2004 and 2005, tar levels were printed 

on more than 90% of U.S. brands with less than 3mg of tar, compared to fewer than 2% 

of brands with 8-11mg of tar.157  Similar practices have occurred in other jurisdictions, 

such as Brazil, where regulators have removed the requirement to print numbers, but 

have not prohibited manufactures from doing so. 
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In light of these findings, some jurisdictions have supplemented the emission numbers 

with additional emission information. In 2000, Canada increased the list of emissions that 

must be reported and added a 

second set of emission numbers 

generated under the ―Health 

Canada‖ method, a more intensive 

machine smoking method (see right). 

This emission testing method is no 

better at predicting exposure or risk 

than the lower set of numbers.158 

Subsequent research conducted on behalf of Health Canada found that 4 out of 5 

smokers did not understand the emission information; nevertheless, more than half 

reported that they would use these numbers ―to find a less harmful brand‖.150  More 

recent research found that Canadian smokers and non-smokers rated the emission 

information on Canadian packs as significantly more ―informative‖ and ―useful‖ than 

the emission information on EU and Australian packs; however, the Canadian emission 

information was also rated as the ―most difficult to understand,‖ and the vast majority of 

smokers reported that the numbers could be used to identify less harmful brands.100  

 

Overall, consumer misperceptions are not simply due to flaws in a particular testing 

method and the actual value of the numbers, but the practice of assigning different 

brands different numbers. Changing the metric of cigarette emissions by using more 

intensive testing methods provides little insurance against the likelihood that consumers 

will interpret brands with lower numbers as lower risk. If the scientific consensus is that 

there are no measurable differences in risk between conventional cigarette brands, 

regulators should not communicate numerical toxicant levels that suggest otherwise. 

Indeed, the ―Elaborated Guidelines‖ for FCTC Article 11 state: ―Parties should prohibit 

the display of figures for emission yields, such as tar, nicotine and carbon monoxide, on 

packaging and labelling, including when used as part of a brand name or 

trademark.‖104 

 

Canada 
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Non-numerical emission labelling 

Overall, there is no evidence that 

quantitative emissions constitute effective 

consumer information and leading scientific 

bodies have called for the removal of 

emission numbers from packages.159 To 

date, at least five countries have removed 

emission information from packages and 

replaced it with descriptive information about toxic constituents and their effects on 

health. Preliminary research suggests that this information is more meaningful to 

consumers and less likely to result in 

misperceptions about the relative risk of 

different cigarette brands.100,160  Further 

work is required to examine what types of 

descriptive product information are most 

useful to consumers. For example, it 

remains unclear whether consumers would 

be best served by a long list of toxic chemicals, a subset of the most hazardous 

chemicals, or perhaps the most recognisable toxicants, such as arsenic and benzene. 

The extent to which additives or design features (such as filter ventilation) might serve as 

effective consumer messaging is also unclear. See Chapter 3 of this Toolkit for 

recommendations on designing toxic emission messages, including examples. 

 

 

 

Brazil 

Australia 
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 25 

 

 

PLAIN PACKAGING AND PROHIBITIONS ON MISLEADING INFORMATION 

 

FCTC Article 11: 

Each Party shall, within a period of three years after entry into force of this Convention 

for that Party, adopt and implement, in accordance with its national law, effective 

measures to ensure that: 

….tobacco product packaging and labelling do not promote a tobacco product by 

any means that are false, misleading, deceptive or likely to create an erroneous 

impression about its characteristics, health effects, hazards or emissions, including any 

term, descriptor, trademark, figurative or any other sign that directly or indirectly 

creates the false impression that a particular tobacco product is less harmful than 

other tobacco products. These may include terms such as ―low tar‖, ―light‖, ―ultra-

light‖, or ―mild.‖ 

 

 

Tobacco companies have made extensive use of cigarette packages to convey 

information regarding the risks of cigarettes.* Prior to the 1950‘s, tobacco packages 

rarely included information about tar levels or other information that might cause 

smokers to reflect upon health risks. However, following the publication of the first 

Surgeon General‘s report on the health risks of smoking in 1964, tobacco companies 

have sought to actively reassure consumers about the potential risks of their products. A 

central feature of this marketing strategy has been to promote differences in the 

relative risk of brands and to integrate this marketing strategy into the design of 

products themselves, largely through the promise of improved filtration and lower 

emissions. Nicotine-addicted consumers embraced these brands as a welcome 

alternative to quitting, as well as a means of easing the guilt and cognitive dissonance 

from smoking.147  

 

                                                 
* Note that several quotes and sources in this section are drawn from a recent review prepare by Freeman, 

Chapman, & Rimmer24 
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The package has served as an essential medium for executing this marketing 

campaign. In general, tobacco companies have relied upon implicit means to 

promote differences in risk, rather than overt health claims on the package.147 This has 

been accomplished using a number of packaging elements, including references to 

product design, the use of misleading descriptors, as well as the use of colours and 

symbols. 

 

References to product design 

Products that are positioned as ―low yield‖ brands often carry images or references to 

product design on the package.161 References to filtration are among the oldest and 

most common examples of this strategy. For more than 50 years, tobacco companies 

have communicated filter properties to consumers as tangible evidence of emissions 

reduction and lower risks. Indeed, the rise of filtered cigarettes in the U.S. paralleled the 

rise in health concerns among consumers.146  From Kent‘s Micronite filter, to Barclay‘s 

ACTRON filter, to the charcoal filters currently being test marketed in Marlboro Ultra 

Smooth—whatever the filtration properties of these designs may be, they reassure 

smokers when displayed on the package.162 As Myron Johnston and W.L. Dunn of Philip 

Morris stated in 1966, ―the illusion of filtration is as important as the fact of filtration.‖163 

The images on the right provide a 

contemporary example of this 

packaging strategy from China, where 

two leading brands feature images of 

high-tech filters and references to ―laser 

holes,‖ ―active carbon particles,‖ and 

"colour cellulose particles.‖ Packages 

with pictures and references to special 

cigarette filters such as these are rated 

by a majority of smokers as having less 

tar and lower health risk.100 These 

references to product design and 

chemical profile on the package are China 



 27 

meaningless in terms of actual risk; however, as internal tobacco industry documents 

indicate, the illusion of improved filtration and technology falsely reassures 

consumers.164 

 

Brand descriptors 

Tobacco manufacturers incorporate a variety of common terms into the names of their 

cigarette brands. Words such as light and mild are ostensibly used to denote flavour 

and taste; however, light and mild brands are often promoted as ―healthier‖ products 

and have been closely integrated with product design in order to maximize their 

impact.9,147,149,161  Brands with descriptors such as light and mild are typically applied to 

brands with higher levels of filter ventilation that generate lower machine levels of tar. 

Not only does filter ventilation dilute cigarette smoke to produce deceptively low 

emission numbers under machine testing, but it also produces ―lighter‖ tasting smoke 

and other sensory properties that reinforce the misleading descriptors and images on 

packages. Indeed, smokers associate the ―flavour‖ and harshness of the smoke with the 

level of risk.165 The synergistic but subtle effect of brand descriptors, low emission 

numbers, and the ―lighter‖ tasting smoke has proven extremely effective in promoting 

misleading perceptions off risk to smokers.149,166,167,168,169,170,171 For example these deadly 

misperceptions have the potential to forestall quitting among many ―health 

concerned‖ smokers and persist to this day among a considerable proportion of 

smokers.149,172  For example, more than 50% of Chinese smokers believe that brands 

labelled as light are less harmful than regular cigarettes.173  

 

Words in the name of the brand are persuasive to the point that they can influence 

sensory properties of smoking a cigarette. One study found that even the name of a 

cigarette brand is enough to alter people‘s beliefs about the quality and attractiveness 

of cigarettes. When Friedman and Dipple had 200 men and women smoke identical 

cigarettes but told them the brand was called either ―April‖ (a feminine name) or 

―Frontiersman‖ (a masculine name), women rated the cigarettes named ―April‖ more 

favourably, whereas the men rated the cigarettes they believed were named 

―Frontiersman‖ more favourably.174 
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Numbers are also used in the name of cigarette brands to distinguish between different 

varieties. These numbers often correspond to the machine levels of tar emissions.147  As 

explained in the previous section, there is extensive research showing that consumers 

perceive lower tar products as ―healthier‖ than regular or higher tar products. When 

shown packages with different numbers in the brand name, as many 

as 80% of smokers report that the 

brand with the lower number would 

deliver less tar and may lower risk.100 

The Elaborated Guidelines under 

Article 11, clearly state that these 

numbers should be prohibited from 

packages.104 

 

Prohibitions on misleading brand descriptors 

To date, at least 44 countries have prohibited the use of the words light, mild, and low 

tar on packaging, including 27 countries from the European Union.175 Although light, 

mild, and low tar are the most notable examples of misleading brand descriptors, they 

are by no means the only ones. Indeed, a wide variety of other descriptors have been 

designed to reinforce the same false beliefs and perceptions. For example, the term 

smooth has been used as a replacement for light and mild in a number of jurisdictions 

with prohibitions.176  Other common substitutes for light and mild include the names of 

colours, such as silver and blue, which capitalize on the 

perceptions of these colours as being ―lighter‖.  These 

replacement words have the same misleading effect 

as light and mild: a recent study found that more than 

70% of smokers reported that packages with words 

such as smooth and silver would have lower health risks 

than regular and full flavour brands.100 In addition, 

recent research conducted in the UK found that 54% 

of children surveyed identified Mayfair Smooth as less 

harmful than Mayfair King Size, similar to the proportion 
Canada 

Japan 
Canada 

C 
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that believed that brands described as ―light‖ brand was less harmful (59%).171 

 

Therefore, although the removal of light, mild, and low tar terms represent an important 

first step in removing misleading product information from packages, recent research in 

Australia and the UK, where these terms have been prohibited, suggests only modest 

benefits, in terms of reducing false beliefs about the risks of different cigarette brands.177 

The marginal impact of removing the words light, mild, and low tar is likely due to 

greater colour segmentation, the substitution of other misleading terms such as smooth, 

and the tar and nicotine numbers on UK packages.  

 

“Plain” packaging and the impact of colour and brand imagery 

Colour, symbols, and imagery 

Colour is routinely used in package design to shape consumer perceptions of risk.7,9  

Research has shown that consumers associate the ―lightness‖ and ―strength‖ of a 

brand with different colours. For example, blue tones are perceived as ―lighter‖ than 

red, while products in grey and white packages are perceived to be the ―lightest.‖ 

Recent research in the UK found that cigarettes in a light grey package were rated by 

four out of ten smokers as less harmful than cigarettes in an otherwise identical red 

pack. Similar levels of false beliefs were observed among children in the same study. In 

the same study, different shades of the same colour, as well as the proportion of white 

space on the package, can also be used to manipulate perceptions of the strength 

and acceptability of the product itself. The following quote from a Philip Morris 

researcher describes this phenomenon:9  

 

―Lower delivery products tend to be featured in blue packs. Indeed, as one 

moves down the delivery sector, then the closer to white a pack tends to 

become. This is because white is generally held to convey a clean healthy 

association.‖178 
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Example of colour segmentation with brand varieties (Gauloise—France) 

                

 

Colour can be used to convey other properties of cigarettes. For example, silver and 

gold are used to convey status and prestige, particularly for 

―premium‖ brands.7 Red packages and logos convey excitement, 

strength, wealth, and power.179,180 

In addition to the use of colour, packaging often includes imagery 

and symbols with strong associations with health, including images 

of nature scenes, physical activity, and sport.7,147  

 

As one indication of the power of colour and imagery, the 

Canadian subsidiary of Philip Morris recently introduced the U.S. Marlboro cigarette in 

the Canadian market without the Marlboro name because the trademark is owned by 

a competitor. This product carries no identifiable name on the package (see below). 

This speaks not only to the familiarity of the Marlboro chevron logo, but also to how 

colour alone can be used to distinguish between brand varieties and emission levels.  

 

               

 

China 

―Rooftop‖ Brand Without Identifiable Name on Package (Canada) 
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Research conducted with adult smokers in the UK, where packs carry the name 

Marlboro, but use only colour to distinguish between different varieties, found significant 

levels of false beliefs associated with these brands. Compared to Marlboro packs with a 

red logo, Marlboro packs with a gold logo were rated as lower health risk by 53% and 

easier to quit by 31% of adult smokers.171 

 

A number of studies have shown that the colour and design of the package are 

effective to the point where they can affect sensory perceptions of a cigarette, a 

process known as ―sensory transfer.‖ Imperial Tobacco Canada Ltd, a subsidiary of 

British American Tobacco, summarized extensive research on ―brand imagery‖ that 

demonstrates how the design of the package alone can affect sensory perceptions of 

the product.181 The following provides a description of similar research conducted by 

Philip Morris: 

  

Philip Morris marketing research department compared smokers’ responses to 

cigarette packages in a blue and red pack. Despite the cigarettes being 

identical in composition, smokers appraised the cigarettes in the blue pack as 

―too mild‖ and ―not easy drawing‖. Others felt that the cigarettes in the red 

pack were ―too strong‖ and ―harsher‖.9  

 

Overall, the colour and brand imagery of a brand has a significant impact upon 

product perceptions. As Imperial Tobacco Ltd‘s Vice President of marketing noted: ―it‘s 

very difficult for people to discriminate blind-tested. Put it in a package and put a 

name on it, then it has a lot of product characteristics.‖182  

 

Plain packaging  

Plain packaging has been proposed as a way to address the impact of colour and 

other elements of brand imagery on packages.  Plain packaging would standardize the 

appearance of cigarette packages by requiring the removal of all brand imagery, 

including corporate logos and trademarks. 183 Packages would display a standard 

background colour and manufacturers would be permitted only to print the brand 



 32 

name in a mandated size, font, and position. Other mandated information, such as 

health warnings, would remain, as illustrated below.*  

 

  

      

One alternative to the example above would be to minimize the proportion of ―plain‖ 

or ―generic‖ background by enhancing the size of health warnings—see example at 

right.52 For example, research 

conducted in Canada indicates that 

pictorial health warnings that cover 

90 to 100% of the principal display 

areas may have similar effects to 

―plain‖ packaging.52,53   

 

Plain packaging and brand appeal 

Plain packaging has three potential 

effects. First, removing the colours and brand imagery from packages has the potential 

to reduce brand appeal. Research to date suggests that plain packages are less 

attractive and engaging, particularly to young people.37 For example, a survey of 

Canadian youth found that strong majorities ―liked‖ regular packages better than plain 

packages, and indicated that plain packages are more ―boring‖ and ―uglier‖ than 

regular packages.184  Approximately one third of respondents also reported that young 

                                                 
* Note that plain packaging would not address misleading brand descriptors—the term is 

typically used to refer strictly to the removal of colour and brand imagery. Therefore, prohibitions 

on misleading words and numbers on packages likely requires a separate regulatory measure. 

―Plain‖ Packaging ―Regular‖ Packaging 
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people their age would be less likely to start smoking if all cigarettes were sold in plain 

packages. A similar study of Canadian and U.S. youth found that plain packages 

reduced the positive imagery associated with packages and were associated with 

greater negative imagery.185 Recent research conducted with adult smokers in 

Australia also found that, ―cardboard brown packs with the number of enclosed 

cigarettes displayed on the front of the pack and featuring only the brand name in 

small standard font at the bottom of the pack face were rated as significantly less 

attractive and popular than original branded packs. Smokers of these plain packs were 

rated as significantly less trendy/stylish, less sociable/outgoing and less mature than 

smokers of the original pack.‖186 Similar results have emerged from a recent study 

conducted in the UK: adult smokers and children rated generic versions of packages as 

significantly less attractive and youth were less likely to select a general brand if they 

were to try smoking. 171 Marketing research conducted with adults also suggests that 

plain packaging reduces some of the appeal of smoking, as the follow quote indicates:  

 

Trachtenberg ( Forbes Magazine, 1987) 

"…when we offered them Marlboros at half price--in generic brown boxes --only 

21% were interested, even though we assured them that each package was 

fresh, had been sealed at the factory and was identical (except for the different 

packaging) to what they normally bought at their local, tobacconist or cigarette 

machine.' How to account for the difference? Simple. Smokers put their cigarettes 

in and out of their pockets 20 to 25 times a day. The package makes a statement. 

The consumer is expressing how he wants to be seen by others.‖187 

 

 

Plain packaging and perceptions of risk 

Plain packaging also has the potential to reduce false beliefs about the harmfulness of 

different cigarette brands. Considerable proportions of smokers in countries such as 

Canada, Australia, the US, and the UK continue to believe that some types of 

conventional cigarette brands are less harmful than others.156 A recent study 

conducted with adult smokers and youth in the United Kingdom found that, when 

asked to compare varieties from 8 different cigarette brands, approximately 75% of 
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adult smokers and children falsely reported that there were differences in risk between 

at least one of the varieties.171 

 

Plain packaging and the salience of health warnings 

Plain packaging can also increase the effectiveness of health warnings.188  In one study, 

New Zealand youth were significantly more likely to recall health warnings when they 

were presented on plain packs compared to health warnings presented on ―normal‖ 

branded packages.189 A series of surveys and experiments conducted in Canada also 

demonstrate that health warnings on plain packages are more noticeable, easier to 

recall, and more believable.185,27 In 1995, an expert panel from Canada summarized 

their conclusion on plain packaging based on a comprehensive review: 

 

Expert Panel Report on Plain and Generic Packaging (Canada, 1995) 

―Plain and generic packaging of tobacco products (all other things being equal), 

through its impact on image formation and retention, recall and recognition, 

knowledge, and consumer attitudes and perceived utilities, would likely depress 

the incidence of smoking uptake by non-smoking teens, and increase the 

incidence of smoking cessation by teens and adult smokers.‖27 

 

 

To date, plain packaging regulations have been considered in several jurisdictions, but 

have yet to be adopted.183,190  Industry opposition to plain packaging measures can be 

expected to be robust. A ―plain packs group‖ was created in 1993 with representative 

from leading tobacco companies.191 Documents from this group clearly state that the 

group did not ―want to see plain packaging introduced anywhere regardless of the size 

and importance of the market.‖192 

 

In recognition of the evidence on ―plain packaging‖ the Elaborated Guidelines of FCTC 

Article 11 state that:  
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FCTC Article 11 Elaborated Guidelines 

―Parties should consider adopting measures to restrict or prohibit the use of logos, 

colours, brandimages or promotional information on packaging other than brand 

names and product names displayed in a standard colour and font style (plain 

packaging). This may increase the noticeability and effectiveness of health 

warnings and messages, prevent the package from detracting attention from 

these and address industry package design techniques that may suggest that 

some products are less harmful than others...‖104 

Evaluating the removal of information on packages 

Unlike other tobacco labelling policies, restrictions on misleading information result in 

the removal, rather than the provision of information. This presents a challenge when 

evaluating the impact of these policies, particularly when the information being 

removed is used as a brand descriptor. In the case of light and mild bans, the 

terminology that was previously used to identify a class of products no longer exists. 

Smokers may retain the same misleading perceptions of these products after the terms 

have been prohibited, but research measures can no longer refer to ―light‖ or ―mild‖ 

cigarettes in the same way as in the past. Therefore, survey measures must be designed 

so that the wording and meaning of questions remains constant before and after the 

removal of these terms. This creative challenge is only now being confronted by 

researchers with the recent advent of light and mild prohibitions.  

 

Another implication of the ―removal‖ of brand information is that the beliefs associated 

with light and mild cigarettes are likely to persist for some time after the descriptors 

disappear from packages. This situation is similar to advertising, promotion, and 

sponsorship bans: one should not expect beliefs to change immediately upon the 

implementation of the policy, but more gradually over time. Indeed, anecdotal 

evidence suggests that many retailers and consumers continue to use the terms light 

and mild well after their removal from packages. This issue is distinct from, but 

complicated by the effect of new descriptors, which are designed to act as substitutes 

for the banned terms. These considerations are important in terms of how the 

―effectiveness‖ of prohibitions on packaging information are evaluated.  
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