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Abstract

Introduction: The cigarette, like the cigarette pack, is used by tobacco companies as a

promotional tool. We explore how the cigarette could potentially be used as a dissuasive tool.
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Methods: An online survey was conducted with 15-30 year old smokers and non-smokers
(N=998) in France to explore their perceptions of a plain cigarette (grey with no brand name)
and three branded cigarettes (regular, slim, pink). Participants were randomly assigned to view
the plain cigarette and either the regular, slim or pink cigarette. They were asked to rate the
cigarettes by Appeal (tastiest, highest quality, most expensive), Harm (most dangerous, most
effective for motivating people to talk about tobacco dangers), and Perceived behavioral impact
(most effective to convince teenagers not to start, to motivate smokers to reduce consumption

and quit).

Results: In comparison to the grey cigarette, each of the branded cigarettes were considered
more appealing, less harmful, and more likely to motivate teenagers to start and less likely to

motivate smokers to reduce consumption or quit.

Conclusions: The study suggests that altering the appearance of the cigarette may reduce

cigarette appeal, increase harm perceptions, and deter both young people and smokers.

Implications

Very little research has focused on dissuasive cigarettes whereas the cigarette stick has become
very important for tobacco companies for communication purposes. This is the first study to
compare the effect of various branded cigarettes (regular, slim, pink) with a plain grey cigarette
on young adult smokers and non-smokers. The findings suggest that a plain grey cigarette can
reduce cigarette appeal, increase perceptions of harm, and may deter use among both smokers

and non-smokers.
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INTRODUCTION

Article 13 of the Framework Convention for Tobacco Control (FCTC) bans all tobacco marketing
and recommends plain (or standardized) tobacco packaging.[1] Many countries have adopted
comprehensive tobacco advertising bans and some have fully implemented plain packaging.
Following Australia in December 2012, France became the second country to require plain
packaging in January 2017; the United Kingdom has since followed suit in May 2017.[2]
Consequently, the cigarette stick has become more important for tobacco companies for brand
communication,[3] with promotional elements often displayed on cigarettes (e.g. brand names,
logos, brand descriptors, capsule symbols) and filter innovation (e.g. different shapes and

colors) increasingly common.[4]

Tobacco companies’ use of branded cigarettes to influence audience preferences has
been revealed in past research and in internal documents.[5-8] For instance, slim cigarettes
have been marketed at women and associated with advertising campaigns promoting the belief
that smoking is an effective way of controlling weight: Philip Morris launched Virginia Slims
with its advertising stressing themes of thinness, glamour and independence.[9] Industry
research has found that among women smokers, irrespective of age, certain ‘superslims’ brands
and cigarettes were viewed as stylish or projected a feminine elegance.[10,11] Studies have also
found that certain slim brands were perceived as less harmful than other
cigarettes,[12] although blood cadmium levels have not been found to be lower among females

who smoke slim rather than non-slim cigarettes.[13]

Colored and flavored cigarettes have also been developed by tobacco companies to
create appeal and communicate favorable brand impressions.[14,15] In the 1950s for instance,
pink colored ‘Vanity Fair’ cigarettes were advertised alongside the slogan ‘Be glamorous all day
long’.[16] Internal tobacco documents reported that colored tipping or cigarette paper could
make smoking more pleasurable for women,[17] with these products perceived as novel by

young people.[18] In addition, colored cigarettes are used to communicate flavor and taste,[14]
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e.g. black indicates chocolate flavor for the ‘Black devil’ brand and pink indicates vanilla flavor

and sweet taste for the ‘Pink elephant’ brand.

Rather surprisingly, only a few studies have explored consumer response to cigarettes.
Two focus groups studies were conducted in Scotland, one with 15 year old smokers and non-
smokers and the other with 12-24 year old female never smokers and occasional smokers, to
explore perceptions of a range of cigarettes.[19,20] In both studies, slimmer cigarettes were
considered more appealing and less harmful than regular cigarettes with a cork filter and white
cigarette paper. Color also influenced product perceptions, with a pink cigarette generating
considerable interest among 12-24 female never smokers and occasional smokers, being
considered appealing, pleasant tasting and less harmful. A qualitative study with young female
smokers in New Zealand found that colored cigarettes (lilac, red, silver-white or gold) were
judged to be attractive and improved smokers’ social image, with these cigarettes thought to
help them look better, be seen as classy, and avoid social stigma.[21] When regular cigarettes
with cork or white filters and slim cigarettes were compared, there was a preference for slim
and white cigarettes as participants thought that these helped distance themselves from
negative associations with smoking by portraying a glamorous, slim, delicate and feminine
image. Using a face-to-face survey with a large European sample of current and former adult
smokers, Agaku et al. found that colored cigarettes were thought to be sweet tasting and that
flavored cigarettes were associated with first smoking experiences and reduced harm
perceptions.[22] Finally, an online survey in Australia compared young adults smokers’
reactions to different cigarettes, with regular cigarettes rated as more attractive and higher
quality than extra-long, short, slim or extra slim sticks.[23] Most participants indicated that they

would prefer to smoke the regular stick.

To reduce the appeal of the types of cigarettes on sale in most markets, researchers have
begun to explore consumer response to cigarettes designed to be dissuasive. Few studies have

explored the impact of plain, unattractively colored cigarettes. A qualitative study and an online
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survey in New Zealand both found that green or yellow-brown cigarettes were considered
aversive and rated as less appealing than regular cigarettes.[21,24] Focus groups in Scotland
also found that young people perceived brown cigarettes as particularly strong and
harmful.[19,20] These findings suggest that altering the color of cigarettes may be able to

influence how they are perceived, the image they convey and smoking intentions.

Research has yet to compare the effect of a plain, unattractively colored cigarette, with a
number of different cigarette styles which are available in most countries. In this study, we
explore how young adult smokers and non-smokers perceive a plain grey colored cigarette
(designed for this study) and three cigarettes (regular, slim and brightly colored) that were on

sale in France at the time of the study, in terms of appeal, harm and behavioral impact.

METHODS

Design and sample

An online survey was conducted in France from 4t to 16th December 2013 (before the
implementation of tobacco plain packaging in 2017), with 998 smokers and non-smokers aged
15-30 years. The sample was chosen because prevalence of daily smoking is high in France for
this population (33.4%).[25] A quota sample was sought, balanced by gender, age group, socio-
economic status, geographic area (nine broad areas that cover all of France) and size of urban
unit (<2000 inhabitants; 2000-20,000; 20,000-100,000; >100,000; and the Ile de France region,
which includes Paris, with 12 million inhabitants), following the national percentages of the
general population indicated by the National Institute of Statistics and Economics Studies (see
Table 1 for sample characteristics). Almost two-fifths (38%) were smokers (of which 67% were

daily smokers) and 62% were non-smokers (of which 39% were former smokers).
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Procedure

Participants were recruited by an established market research company (LH2), in collaboration
with its partner ‘Survey Sampling International’. Members of their online panel were sent an
email invitation explaining that the survey was part of a national public health study on tobacco
prevention messages; the email invitation and survey were both in French. We do not have the
response rate as recording contact, participation and refusal rates is impractical when using this
sampling methodology. Participants received a modest incentive, in the form of ‘points’ which

can be redeemed for vouchers, as is common with online panels.

For those eligible for inclusion, they were randomly assigned to view one of three
images: 333 were shown an image of a regular cigarette with the brand name ‘Marlboro’ written
on the stick and a grey plain cigarette (PC); 332 were shown an image of a slim cigarette with
the brand name ‘Vogue’ displayed on the tip and a grey cigarette; 333 were shown an image of a
pink cigarette with the symbol of the brand (an elephant) displayed on the tip and a grey PC (see
Figure 1: cigarettes shown to participants). These three branded cigarettes (regular, slim and
pink) were chosen because they were sold on the French market when the study was conducted:
regular sticks were the most commonly sold cigarettes, with slim and pink cigarettes, targeted at
women and young people, also available.[26, pages 57-60] Grey was selected for the PC because
previous research in France found that grey tobacco packaging was perceived as unattractive
compared to white and brown packs,[27] with grey reported to be the color that French
consumers disliked the most in a study that compared 190 color pairs.[28] Participants were
asked about Appeal, Harm and Perceived behavioral impact, with the ordering of the questions
randomised. The study was ethically approved by the Institut National de Prévention et

d’Education pour la Santé (INPES).
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Measures

Demographic information

Smoking status, gender and socio-economic status (based on occupation of the head of the
household) was assessed. To assess smoking status, we used the same items employed in the
European Commission's Eurobarometer survey. Participants were asked: ‘Are you: 1/ a non-
smoker; 2/ an occasional smoker (you do not smoke daily); 3/ a regular smoker (you smoke at

least one cigarette per day)’.

Appeal

Participants were asked, in three separate questions: ‘of these two cigarettes, which one do
you consider: the most expensive, tastiest, the highest quality’. These three items were taken

from past research on plain packaging.[29,30]

Harm

Participants were asked in two questions: ‘of these two cigarettes, which one do you consider:

the most dangerous, the most effective to make people talk about tobacco dangers’.

Perceived behavioral impact

Participants were asked in three questions: ‘of these two cigarettes, which one do you
consider: the most effective for convincing teenagers not to start, the most effective for
motivating smokers to quit and the most effective for motivating smokers to reduce

consumption’.

For all questions, participants had the option to select either image, ‘Don’t know’, or ‘None’.
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Analysis

Using Stata/SE 13.1 software, all analyses were conducted on weighted data that reflected the
demographic structure of the national population. Adjusted Wald tests for weighted data were
used to examine differences in the proportion of participants selecting each cigarette. Logistic
regression models were run to examine differences in perceptions of the different cigarettes. For
each cigarette, the dependent variables for Appeal were ‘most expensive’, ‘tastiest’, ‘highest
quality’ (where 0 = selecting the PC and 1 = selecting the branded cigarette). The dependent
variables for Harm were ‘most dangerous’ and ‘most effective to make people talk about tobacco
dangers’ (where 0 = selecting the branded cigarette and 1 = selecting the PC). For Perceived
behavioral impact, the dependent variables were ‘most effective in convincing teenagers not to
start’, ‘most effective for motivating smokers to quit’, and ‘most effective for motivating smokers
to reduce consumption’ (where 0 = selecting the branded cigarette and 1 = selecting the PC).
Gender, age (15-20; 21-24; 25-30), smoking status (non-smoker vs. occasional smokers vs. daily
smoker) and type of cigarette (regular vs. slim vs. pink) were entered as predictor variables in

each of the models.

RESULTS

Perceptions of the plain cigarette (in comparison to the regular, slim or pink cigarettes)

The branded regular, slim, and pink cigarettes were viewed as more appealing (the most
expensive, the tastiest and the highest quality) than the PC, and less likely to have a greater
impact on smoking initiation and cessation (most effective to convince teenagers not to start,
and motivate smokers to reduce consumption and quit) (see Table 2: perceptions of regular,

slim, pink and PC). While the regular and the pink cigarettes were viewed as less dangerous than
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the PC, there were no significant differences with respect to making people talk about the
dangers of tobacco. As for the slim cigarette, it was perceived as less harmful than the PC (least

dangerous, least effective in making people talk about the dangers of tobacco).

Perceptions of cigarettes according to participants’ profiles and type of cigarette

Logistic regression models were conducted to examine the effect of gender (reference: male),
age (reference: 15-20), smoking status (reference: non-smoker) and type of cigarette (reference:
regular cigarette) on selecting the PC or branded cigarette (see Table 3). Wald tests were
computed to test the differences in odds-ratios between 21-24 and 25-30 year olds, and

between occasional and daily smokers.

Females were significantly more likely than males to select the branded cigarette
(regular, slim or pink) as highest quality and the PC as the most effective for convincing
teenagers not to start, for motivating smokers to quit and to reduce tobacco consumption. Those
aged 25-30 years were significantly more likely than 15-20 year olds to report the PC as most
effective for motivating smokers to quit. There was no significant difference between 21-24 and
25-30 year olds. As for smoking status, occasional smokers were more likely than non-smokers
to choose the branded cigarettes as highest quality and to select the PC as most effective for
motivating teenagers not to start. Daily smokers were less likely than non-smokers to consider
the PC as most effective for motivating smokers to quit. Occasional smokers were more likely
than daily smokers to select the branded cigarettes as tastiest and highest quality, and they were
more likely to select the PC as most effective for convincing teenagers not to start and most

effective for motivating smokers to quit.

With respect to type of cigarette, participants exposed to the ‘pink cigarette / PC’ option
(compared to those exposed to ‘regular cigarette / PC’) were more likely to select the branded

cigarette as the most expensive and less likely to choose it as the highest quality. For perceived
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behavioral impact, participants exposed to the ‘pink cigarette / PC’ option were less likely to
select the PC as the most effective for motivating smokers to quit and to reduce their
consumption compared to those exposed to ‘regular cigarette / PC’ option. Participants exposed
to the ‘slim cigarette / PC’ image were less likely to select the branded cigarette as tastiest
compared to those exposed to the ‘regular cigarette / PC’ option. They were also more likely to
select the PC as the most dangerous and the most effective to make people talk about tobacco
dangers, and they were less likely to choose the PC as the most effective for motivating smokers
to quit and to reduce consumption (compared to those exposed to the ‘regular cigarette / PC’

option).

DISCUSSION

Almost three decades ago, an advertising agency suggested that Philip Morris “brand the
cigarette”, proposing that “colors and designs could be carried through to the cigarette itself - a
visible extension of the personality of the brand (and the user)”.[31] We found that cigarettes,
whether brightly colored or with a slim or regular design, and with a brand name or symbol
displayed on the stick, were more likely than a plain grey cigarette to influence perceptions of
appeal, harm and behavioral impact. The regular, slim and pink cigarettes were considered the
most expensive, highest quality, tastiest and less dangerous than the PC. The PC, in contrast, was
perceived as a more effective means of preventing initiation among teenagers and motivating
smokers to reduce consumption and quit. These results suggest that the appearance of a
cigarette, in terms of its color (bright or dull), size (slim or regular), and presence of a brand
name, can influence product perceptions and perceived behavioral impact. This is also true for
regular cigarettes; the white cigarette paper may help consumers distance themselves from the

health risks associated with smoking.[21] These findings are similar to research on plain
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packaging, where the use of a darker pack color can reduce the attractiveness of the pack,

increase harm beliefs and motivation to quit.[29,30]

We found no significant differences with respect to the cigarettes being more likely to
make people talk about the dangers of tobacco, except between the PC and the slim cigarette. As
such, an unattractive color alone may be insufficient to provoke such reactions. Some research
has revealed that displaying a warning message on cigarettes was considered a reminder of
health risks. For instance, cigarettes displaying a ‘minutes of life lost’ message have been found
to increase smokers’ intentions to quit,[32] and sticks displaying ‘minutes of life lost’ or
‘smoking kills’ warnings were rated as less appealing than regular cigarettes among
smokers.[24] Other studies have also found that on-cigarette message (‘smoking kills‘) may help
to put teenagers off starting[33] and would be less likely to encourage product trial among
young adult smokers and non-smokers.[34] Future research could explore cigarettes combining
unattractive colors and health warnings, as recommended in previous research with marketing

experts.[35]

We identified differences in how the cigarettes were perceived by gender, age, smoking
status and cigarette type. Branded cigarettes had a stronger influence on females compared to
males in conveying quality, with females more likely than males to view the PC as most effective
for convincing teens not to start and for motivating smokers to reduce consumption or quit.
These results are in line with research that showed that women are more likely than men to
view fully branded cigarette packs as attractive compared to plain packs.[36] Cigarette design
also had a stronger impact on occasional smokers than non-smokers and daily smokers, with
branded cigarettes more likely to be selected as the highest quality stick (and the tastiest
compared to daily smokers) than the PC. In addition, the PC was more often chosen as the most
effective cigarette for convincing teens not to start among occasional smokers than among non-
smokers and as the most effective for convincing smokers to quit than among daily smokers. It

may be that occasional smokers are more vulnerable to the impact of tobacco marketing (and
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thus the design of cigarettes) as they are more concerned with their image when they

smoke.[37]

Participants’ reactions differed according to the type of branded cigarette they were
exposed to. In the regular/PC option, the regular cigarette was more often selected as the
tastiest and highest quality compared to the slim/PC and the pink/PC options, but less often
chosen than the slim/PC or pink/PC options as the most effective cigarette for convincing
smokers to reduce consumption and to quit. This may be explained by the fact that people are
more familiar with the regular cigarette style and may consider it is reassuring regarding taste
and quality, whereas slim and pink sticks may be perceived as newer products of which the
taste/quality they are less able to discern. In the slim/PC option, participants less often selected
the slim stick as the most dangerous, consistent with previous research which has found that

slim cigarettes are perceived as less harmful, cleaner and safer than regular cigarettes.[19-21]

Several conclusions can be drawn from these results. First, our study suggests that
dissuasive sticks may be worth considering in countries, such as France, that have implemented
plain packaging. In such markets, while smokers can hide their packs because they are
unattractive, they cannot hide the cigarettes when they smoke. Second, if a pack a day smoker
(20 cigarettes) is exposed to cigarettes approximately 70,000 times per year (with around 10
puffs per cigarette),[4] then removing branding from cigarettes and standardizing the color may
help reduce the attractiveness of cigarettes. Third, branded cigarettes, whether regular, slim or
colored, appear to be more misleading than PC and, as such, regulation of the cigarette itself may
be warranted. These regulations may be particularly important in developing countries where

cigarettes are often sold by the stick.[38]

There are certain limitations that need to be considered. First, as the branded cigarettes
we tested differed from the plain cigarette in a number of respects (color, shape and brand name

or symbol displayed on the cigarette), our research does not allow us to isolate the specific effect
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of each attribute on participants’ reactions. Nevertheless, should policy makers legislate for
unattractively colored cigarettes without any markings, consumers will be confronted with a
similar scenario to the one presented in this study, in that cigarettes on sale, which currently
have brand names and/or symbols, will no longer have any of these features. Second, we
assessed behavioral intentions rather than actual behavior. Third, forced exposure of our
experimental design may have had an impact on responses. Fourth, while we intentionally
explored young adults’ perceptions of cigarette design, given that this is a key demographic for

public health, we are unable to provide any insight into the response of older smokers.

In conclusion, our paper highlights that cigarettes, like cigarette packs, can be a powerful
communication tool. Research could meaningfully extend this study by exploring other types of
branded cigarettes, including cigarettes with flavored capsules in the filter that have been found
to be particularly appealing to young people.[39,40] In addition, PC colors other than grey could

be examined in future research.
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Table 1. Sample characteristics (weighted data)

Smokers Non- Total p-value
(n=375) smokers (n=998)
(n=623)
Age group
15-20 years 33% 39% 37% 0.185
21-24 years 26% 24% 25%
25-30 years 41% 36% 38%
Gender 0.437
Male 52% 50% 51%
Female 48% 50% 49%
Cigarette consumption per day
(daily smokers)
Less than 11 41%
11-20 43%
21-30 8%
31 or more 1%
It varies 8%
Tobacco most often smoked
Manufactured cigarettes 85%
Roll-Your-Own cigarettes 14%
Cigars or pipe 1%
Intention to quit
No 18%
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Yes, in the next 30 days 22%

Yes, in the next 6 months 27%
Yes, but not in the next 6 months 15%
Don’t know 18%
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Table 2. Perceptions of regular, slim, pink and plain cigarettes (PC) (%)

Regular cigarette Plain Nonea  Don't p-
(Marlboro) Cigarette knowa valueb
Appeal
Most expensive 61 14 13 12 Rk
Tastiest 58 6 21 15 ok
Highest quality 61 6 24 9 ok
Harm
Most dangerous 25 44 19 12 ok
Most effective to make people
talk about tobacco dangers
38 29 17 16 ns
Perceived behavioral impact
Most effective for convincing 13 49 29 10 Rk
teenagers not to start
Most effective for motivating 6 52 34 8 ok
smokers to quit
Most effective for motivating
smokers to reduce e
consumption 7 54 30 9
Slim cigarette Plain None 2 Don't p-
(Vogue) Cigarette knowa valueb?
Appeal
Most expensive 67 14 7 12 Rk
Tastiest 48 19 17 17 ok
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Highest quality 61 11 18 11 okk

Harm
Most dangerous 14 55 17 14 ok

Most effective to make people
talk about tobacco dangers

20 38 19 24 ok
Perceived behavioral impact
Most effective in convincing 16 46 27 11 ok
teenagers not to start
Most effective in motivating 13 48 30 8 ok
smokers to quit
Most effective in motivating
smokers to reduce e
consumption 16 44 28 12

Pink cigarette Plain Nonea  Don’t p-
(Pink Elephant)  Cigarette knowa valueb

Appeal
Most expensive 69 4 12 14 ok
Tastiest 65 4 16 15 ok
Highest quality 47 13 26 14 ok
Harm
Most dangerous 23 40 23 14 Rk
Most effective to make people
talk about tobacco dangers

30 27 22 22 ns

Perceived behavioral impact
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Most effective in convincing 18 45
teenagers not to start

Most effective in motivating 10 44
smokers to quit

Most effective in motivating

smokers to reduce

consumption 10 46

26

35

34

11

11

10

kkk

kkk

kkk

aThese responses were removed from the chi-square analysis

b ns: not significant ; *** p<0.001
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Table 3. Binary logistic regression: odds-ratios for the selection of branded / plain rather than plain / branded cigarettes by gender (reference =

male), age (reference = 15-20), smoking status (reference = non-smoker) and type of branded cigarette displayed (reference = regular cigarette)

Gender Age Agse p-value Occasional Daily p-value Pink Slim
(Female) (2241 (320 i 21-24 / smoker smoker occasional cigarette cigarette
) ) 25-30 / daily
Likelihood of selecting the branded cigarettes (1)
Most expensive 1.29 1.03 0.88 ns 1.31 0.80 ns 4.03*** 1.21
Tastiest 1.36 1.14 1.16 ns 1.65 0.67 * 2.01 0.29%%*
Highest quality 2.24%%* 0.97 1.48 ns 2.65%* 1.07 * 0.39** 0.64
Likelihood of selecting the plain cigarette (PC) @
Most dangerous 1.22 0.76  0.80 ns 1.31 1.47 ns 1.03 2.31%%x
Most effective to make people
talk about tobacco dangers
1.15 0.87 1.18 ns 1.29 1.17 ns 1.09 2.44%%*
Most effective for convincing
teenagers not to start
1.62* 0.62 0.73 ns 2.26* 0.72 *x 0.69 0.78

© The Author(s) 2018. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Society for Research on Nicotine and Tobacco. All rights reserved. For
permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com.
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Most effective for motivating
smokers to quit 1.92** 1.32 2% ns 1.14 0.53* * 0.50* 0.44**

Most effective for motivating
smokers to reduce
consumption

1.95%** 0.75 1.11 ns 0.57 0.69 ns 0.52% 0.32%%*

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; *** p<0.001; ns: not significant

(1) It was predicted that positive attributes (‘most expensive, tastiest and highest quality’) would be associated with branded cigarettes, which is why participants
were asked about the likelihood of selecting branded cigarettes.

(2) It was predicted that negative attributes ('most dangerous, most effective to make people talk about tobacco dangers, most effective for convincing teenagers not
to start, most effective for motivating smokers to quit/to reduce’) would be associated with the plain cigarette, which is why participants were asked about the
likelihood of selecting plain cigarettes.
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Figure 1. Cigarettes shown to participants

Image 1: Regular cigarette (‘Marlboro’) and Grey cigarette (n=333)

Image 2: Slim cigarette (‘Vogue’) and Grey cigarette (n=332)
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Image 3: Pink cigarette (‘Pink Elephant’) and Grey cigarette (n=333)

Downl oaded from https://academni c. oup. coni ntr/advance-articl e-abstract/doi/10.1093/ ntr/nty105/ 5003364

by University of Stirling user
on 31 May 2018




