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Industry claim:  A ban on tobacco advertising won’t decrease 
tobacco use.

Today, we have compelling evidence that comprehensive bans on tobacco 
advertising, promotion, and sponsorship can significantly reduce cigarette 
and other tobacco use.2,3  Research conducted between 1970 and 1992 in 22 
countries found that comprehensive bans can reduce tobacco consumption by 
6.3%.4  A study involving 30 developing countries between 1990 and 2005 
showed that comprehensive bans resulted in a 23.5% reduction in per capita 
consumption.5

Industry claim:  Tobacco advertising, promotion, and sponsorship targets only adult smokers.

Internal tobacco industry marketing plans reveal careful targeting of young people. Documents from R.J. 
Reynolds (RJR), released in 1998, show that the company sought to reverse its declining sales by targeting 14 to 
24 year olds. RJR memos describe the success of the Joe Camel cartoon in France and state that the campaign was 
“about as young as you can get, and aims right at the young adult smoker Camel needs to attract.6 

Tobacco advertising, promotion and sponsorship target non-smokers and youth especially in developing countries 
where regulations on advertising and promotion are weak and knowledge of the danger of tobacco is limited. 
Tobacco industry advertising tactics include concert ticket giveaways, prizes after buying a certain number of 
packs, and free samples of cigarettes, which cater specifically to low-income groups such as youth and the poor.7,8 

Evidence from recent years shows that youth smoking rates in many developing countries are on the rise. 
Increasing tobacco use rates negatively affect educational opportunities, financial stability of families, and 
increase healthcare costs to households.9,10,11,12   For example, homeless children in India spend a significant 
portion of their income purchasing tobacco, often prioritizing tobacco over food.13  In Niger, students spend 40% 
of their income on cigarettes.14

Industry claim:  Advertising and promotion just encourage tobacco brand loyalty or entice 
current smokers to switch brands.

This claim was answered best by David Abbott, chairman of British advertising agency Abbott Mead Vickers, 
in 1988: “I think arguments like shifting brands are just insulting in their shallowness... I think advertising has 
certainly helped to introduce new smokers, be they women or be they in the Third World.”15  

A growing body of research confirms that tobacco advertising and promotional activities increase smoking 
initiation. A 2008 review of nine longitudinal studies involving more than 12,000 youth concluded that “tobacco 
advertising and promotion increases the likelihood that adolescents will start to smoke.”16   A study in the United 
Kingdom conducted between 1999 and 2004 found that for each form of tobacco marketing that youth recognized, 
the likelihood of smoking initiation increased by seven percent.17   In a 2004 study, familiarity with local tobacco 
billboards increased the likelihood of smoking initiation among 13 to 14 year olds in Spain.18

Tobacco adverTising, PromoTion and sPonsorshiP 
countering industry arguments

“a key defense strategy 
employed by tobacco 
companies appears to 
be to ‘‘throw a lot of 
mud at the wall, hop-
ing that some of it will 
stick.’’1 
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Industry claim:  The right to free speech includes the right to advertise a legal product.

Around the world, national courts have ruled in favor of public health and against the deadly interests of the 
tobacco companies on the issue of tobacco advertising, promotion, and sponsorship. In France, the Constitutional 
Council declared that the French ban on tobacco advertising is constitutional because it is based on public health 
protection and does not interfere with free trade.19  In the United Kingdom, a ruling noted that promotion of a 
legal product does not automatically give the manufacturer unlimited freedoms. Instead, the exercise of such 
freedoms is subject to formalities, conditions, restrictions and penalties which may be prescribed by law and are 
necessary in the interests of the protection of health and for the protection of rights of others.20 

Industry claim:  There is no need to ban tobacco logos on non-tobacco products because they 
are not intended to promote tobacco sales.

Brand-stretching is the use of tobacco brand names, logos, or visual brand identities on non-tobacco products, 
activities, or events. Internal tobacco industry documents confirm that brand-stretching is used to promote the use 
of a tobacco product and to circumvent advertising bans.21  In response to the French ban on tobacco advertising, 
R.J. Reynolds (RJR) France noted, “Compared to most competitors, RJR France seems better prepared to 
successfully confront the new legal restrictions thanks to a larger number of available logo licensing activities, 
allowing a satisfactory communication continuity behind [the] Camel and Winston [brands].”22  Research has 
found that indirect advertising is a powerful tool for maintaining brand identity.23 

Industry claim:  A tobacco advertising ban will harm the advertising industry and the economy.

Tobacco advertising represents only a small fraction of the total advertising industry. In France, tobacco 
advertising represented 0.5 % of the total advertising budget in 1990, 0.7 % in the United Kingdom in 1994, and 
1.8 % in Belgium in 1995.24  The growth in total advertising will generally compensate for the loss of tobacco 
advertising revenue. Based on the experience in a number of European Union countries that have banned 
advertising, tobacco expenditures were replaced by publicity from other sectors without revenue or net job loss.25  

Industry claim:  A ban on tobacco advertising will lead to other advertising bans.

Tobacco, unlike ordinary consumer products, is highly addictive, carcinogenic, and inherently deadly. There is no 
safe level of tobacco use. Tobacco is unique in its harm to individuals, society and the economy, and banning its 
promotion does not establish a precedent for other products.26

Industry claim:  If tobacco itself isn’t banned, why should its advertising be?

There is little doubt that if tobacco were introduced today, its sale would be illegal.27   However, there are many 
precedents for banning or restricting the advertising of dangerous or potentially dangerous products even if these 
products themselves remain on the market. Examples include firearms, fireworks or pharmaceutical products.



www.tobaccofreecenter.org3 November 2008

Tobacco adverTising, PromoTion and sPonsorshiP: industry arguments

Tobacco adverTising, PromoTion and sPonsorshiP: industry arguments

1 Milberger S, Davis RM, Douglas CE, et al. Tobacco manufac-
turers’ defence against plaintiffs’ claims of cancer causation: 
throwing mud at the wall and hoping some of it will stick. Tob 
Control 2006;15(suppl IV):iv17–26. Qtd. in Goldberg ME, 
Davis RM, O’Keefe AM. The role of tobacco advertising and 
promotion: themes employed in litigation by tobacco industry 
witnesses.  Tobacco Control.  2006;15:iv54-iv67.

2 Saffer H. Chapter 9: Tobacco Advertising and Promotion. In: 
Jha P, Chaploupka F, editors. Tobacco Control in Developing 
Countries. New York: Oxford University Press, Inc.; 2000. p. 
215-236. Available from: http://www1.worldbank.org/tobac-
co/tcdc/215TO236.PDF

3 Saffer H, Chaloupka F. The effect of tobacco advertising bans 
on tobacco consumption. Journal of Health Economics. 2000 
Nov;19(6):1117-1137.

4 Saffer H. Chapter 9: Tobacco Advertising and Promotion; 
2000. p. 224.

5 Blecher E. The impact of tobacco advertising bans on con-
sumption in developing countries. Journal of Health Econom-
ics. 2008;27(4):930-942.

6 Blackmer, D. Advertising consultant to R.J. Reynolds. Memo 
from ad agency on the success of the French Camel Filter ad-
vertisement. 7 Feb 1974. Available from: http://legacy.library.
ucsf.edu/tid/yuw62d00. 

7 Targeting the Poor: Casualties in Cambodia, Indonesia and 
Laos. Southeast Asia Tobacco Control Alliance (SEATCA). 
March 2008.

8 BAT’s African Footprint. Action on Smoking and Health. 
2008.

9 The World Bank, Curbing the Epidemic: Governments and the 
Economics of Tobacco Control, 2004.

10 Brands A and Prakash R. Bidis and bidi workers. Observations 
in India. Geneva, World Health Organization Report, 2002 
(unpublished).

11 Efroymson D, ed. Tobacco and Poverty, observations from In-
dia and Bangladesh. PATH Canada, October 2002.

12 Tobacco and Poverty: A vicious circle. World Health Organi-
zation, 2004.

13 Shah S, Vaite S. Choosing Tobacco over food: daily struggles 
for existence among the street children of Mumbai, India; and 
Shah S, Vaite S. Pavement dwellers in Mumbai, India: Priori-
tizing tobacco over basic needs.  Both articles in: Efroymson 
D, ed.  Tobacco and Poverty, Observations from India and 
Bangladesh. Ottawa: PATH Canada; 2002. 

14 SOS Tabagisme-Niger. Tabac et pauvrete au Niger [Tobacco 
and Poverty in Niger]. Niger: SOS Tabagisme-Niger; 2003.

15 Bates, C. and Rowell A. Tobacco Explained…The truth about 
the tobacco industry…in its own words. WHO Tobacco Con-
trol Papers. University of California, San Francisco. 2004. p. 
46. Available from: http://repositories.cdlib.org/tc/whotcp/
WHO4.

16 Lovato C, Linn G, Stead LF, Best A. Impact of tobacco adver-
tising and promotion on increasing adolescent smoking behav-
iors. Cohrane Database Syst Rev. 2003;(4):CD003439.

17 Moodie C, MacKintosh AM, Brown A, Hastings G. Tobacco 
marketing awareness on youth smoking susceptibility and per-
ceived prevalence before and after an advertising ban. Euro-
pean Journal of Public Health. 2008 Mar 24 [Epub ahead of 
print].

18 Lopez Mi, Herrero P, Comas A, et al. Impact of cigarette ad-
vertising on smoking behaviour in Spanish adolescents as mea-
sured using recognition of billboard advertising. Eur J Public 
Health. 2004;14:428-432.

19 Joossens L. Questions and answers: Why ban tobacco adver-
tising in the European Union? [monograph on the Internet]. 
Geneva: International Union Against Cancer; 1998. Avail-
able from: http://globalink.org/tobacco/docs/eu-docs/9802faq.
html.

20 UK Human Rights Act 1998. Available from: http://www.opsi.
gov.uk/ACTS/acts1998/ukpga_19980042_en_1. Qtd. in ASK 
UK [homepage on the Internet].  London: Action on Smoking 
and Health; updated 13 Aug 2007;.  Frequently Asked Ques-
tions: Tobacco Advertising; [4 p.].  Available from: http://
www.ash.org.uk/files/documents/ASH_637.pdf

21 Joosens L. How to circumvent tobacco advertising restrictions 
[monograph on the Internet]. Brussels: International Union 
Against Cancer; 2001. Available from: http://globalink.org/
tobacco/docs/eu-docs/0102joossens.shtml.

22 R.J. Reynolds France. 1992. Communication Strategy and 
Strategic Plan 1992-1996. Available from: http://tobaccodocu-
ments.org/misc_trial/RJRFRANCEPLAN1992-96.html. Qtd. 
in National Cancer Institute. The Role of the Media in Promot-
ing and Reducing Tobacco Use. Tobacco Control Monograph 
No. 19. Bethesda, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, National Institutes of Health, National Cancer Insti-
tute. NIH Pub. No. 07-6242, June 2008. p.106.

23 NCI Monograph No. 19; 2008. p.106.
24 Joossens, L.,1998. 
25 European Union. Press release. Frequently asked questions on 

tobacco advertising in the EU. European Union. Health and 
Consumer Protection Directorate-General: Brussels, Belgium; 
5 Oct. 2000. Available from: http://europa.eu.int/comm/dgs/
health_consumer/library/press/press78_en.html.

26 Institute of Medicine (IOM). Ending the tobacco problem: A 
blueprint for the nation. Washington, DC: The National Acad-
emies Press. 2007. p. 152.

27 IOM, 2007. p. 153. 

References


