























Looking for a Market among Adolescents

In 1992, the most recent year for which data are available,
the tobacco industry spent $5 billion on domestic market-
ing. That figure represents a huge increase from the approxi-
mate $250-million budget in 1971, when tobacco advertising
was banned from television and radio. The current expenditure
translates to about $75 for every adult smoker, or to $4,500
for every adolescent who became a smoker that year. This ap-
parently high cost to attract a new smoker is very likely re-
couped over the average 25 years that this teen will smoke.

In the first half of this century, leaders of the tobacco compa-
nies boasted that innovative mass-marketing strategies built
the industry. Recently, however, the tobacco business has main-
tained that its advertising is geared to draw established smok-
ers to particular brands. But public health advocates insist that
such advertising plays a role in generating new demand, with
adolescents being the primary target. To explore the issue, we
examined several marketing campaigns undertaken over the
years and correlated them with the ages smokers say they be-
gan their habit. We find that, historically, there is considerable
evidence that such campaigns led to an increase in cigarette
smoking among adolescents of the targeted group.

National surveys collected the ages at which people started
smoking. The 1955 Current Population Survey (CPS) was the
first to query respondents for this information, although only
summary data survive. Beginning in 1970, however, the Na-
tional Health Interview Surveys (NHIS) included this question in
some polls. Answers from all the surveys were combined to
produce a sample of more than 165,000 individuals. Using a
respondent’s age at the time of the survey and the reported
age of initiation, the year the person began smoking could be
determined. Dividing the number of adolescents (defined as

those 12 to 17 years old) who started smoking during a partic
ular interval by the number who were “eligible” to begin at the
start of the interval set the initiation rate for that group.

ass-marketing campaigns began as early as the 1880s
which boosted tobacco consumption sixfold by 1900
Much of the rise was attributed to a greater number of people
smoking cigarettes, as opposed to using cigars, pipes, snuff o
chewing tobacco. Marketing strategies included painted bill
boards and an extensive distribution of coupons, which a re
cipient could redeem for free cigarettes and a variety of othe
premiums. Some brands included soft-porn pictures of wome
in the packages. Such tactics inspired outcry from educationa
leaders concerned about their corrupting influence on teenag:
boys. Thirteen percent of the males surveyed in 1955 whe
reached adolescence between 1890 and 1910 commencec
smoking by 18 years of age, compared with almost no females
The power of targeted advertising is more apparent if on
considers the men born between 1890 and 1899. In 1912, whe!
many of these men were teenagers, the R. §. Reynolds compz
ny launched the Camel brand of cigarettes with a revolutionar
approach. In the months before the Camel debut, every city an
hamlet in the country was bombarded with print advertising
According to the 1955 CPS, initiation by age 18 for males in thi
group jumped to 21.6 percent, a two thirds increase over thos
born before 1890. The NHIS initiation rate also reflected thi
change. For adolescent males, it went up from 2.9 percent b
tween 1910 and 1912 to 4.9 percent between 1918 and 1921
it was not until the mid-1920s that social mores permitte
cigarette advertising to focus on women (public clamor force
a 1919 ad aimed at women by Lorillard Company to be witt

identifying themselves as “citizens
against tax abuse” and spend millions
of dollars to fight against tax increases.
The industry probably feels that such
large expenditures are necessary to fend
off the perceived threat to profits. A 10
percent increase in cigarette prices re-
duces consumption by 4 percent, most-
ly by keeping new smokers away. The
drop would probably be much larger in
populations that are highly sensitive to
price hikes, such as teenagers. Because
the vast majority of smokers begin in
their teens, a major drop in teenage
smoking would seriously threaten the
future of the tobacco industry.

The American Heart Association, the
American Cancer Society and the Amer-
ican Lung Association have recommend-
ed a $2 increase in federal tax per pack
of cigarettes. Their counsel is based in
part on data from Canada and Califor-
nia, where cigarette tax hikes have sig-
nificantly reduced consumption. The
potential benefits of high tobacco taxes
are many. Several states have earmarked
the revenue for public health education
campaigns, antitobacco advertising and
health care for the poor. With the re-
cent fall in average cigarette prices, tax
increases have become particularly im-
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portant to counteract a possible accel-
eration in consumption among teenag-
ers. Many bills were introduced in Con-
gress during the past two years to up
the federal tax by $1 or less, both as in-
dependent proposals and as part of
health care reform packages. None re-
ceived sufficient support to pass.

Exports to Hook New Customers

Even if tighter marketing restrictions
and higher excise taxes prove suc-
cessful in decreasing tobacco smoking
in the U.S., the industry has a means to
counteract loss of revenue: exportation.
Indeed, although total cigarette con-
sumption in the U.S. has been declining
for over a decade, domestic production
has been buoyed by steadily increasing
shipments overseas. Cigarette exporta-
tion climbed from 8 percent of produc-
tion in 1984 to 30 percent in 1994. Un-
manufactured tobacco leaf exportation
now exceeds 34 percent of production.
The US. currently leads the world in
tobacco exports and has capitalized on
the markets in underdeveloped coun-
tries, which have few if any restrictions
on advertising or product labeling.

The six major transnational tobacco

companies (three are based in the U.S.,
and the others in the U.K.) have experi-
enced little resistance to gaining foot-
holds in these developing countries. Of-
ten the only competition comes from
government-run production companies,
for which there is marginal advertising.
Many have argued that the introduction
of Western advertising in developing
countries has done much more than
shift the existing market share to the
transnational companies. In Hong Kong,
for instance, only 1 percent of the wom-
en now smoke, but the advertising by
transnational companies has heavily
targeted women-—--clearly indicating that
the companies are making an effort to
carve out a new market. This kind df
exploitation equates with the disgrace-
ful export of opium from England to
China in the 1830s.

As assistant secretary of health un-
der President George Bush, James Ma-
son stated in 1990 at the Seventh World
Conference on Tobacco and Health in
Perth, Australia: “It is unconscionable
for the mighty transnational tobacco
companies to be peddling their poison
abroad, particularly because their main
targets are less developed countries.
They play our free trade laws and ex-
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drawn). In 1926 a poster depicted women imploring smokers
of Chesterfield cigarettes to “Blow Some My Way.” The most suc-
cessful crusade, however, was for Lucky Strikes, which urged
women to "Reach for a Lucky Instead of a Sweet.” The 1955 CPS
data showed that 7 percent of the women who were adoles-
cents during the mid-1920s had started smoking by age 18,
compared with only 2 per-
cent in the preceding gener-
ation of female adolescents.
Initiation rates from the NHIS
data for adolescent girls were
observed to increase three-
fold, from 0.6 percent be-
tween 1922 and 1925 to0 1.8
percent between 1930 and
1933. In contrast, rates for
males rose only slightly.

The next major boost in
smoking initiation in adoles-
cent females occurred in the
late 1960s. In 1967 the to-
bacco industry launched
“niche” brands aimed exclu-
sively at women. The most
popular was Virginia Slims.
The visuals of this campaign emphasized a woman who was
strong, independent and very thin. Consequently, and ironical-
ly in conjunction with the rise of the women’s movement, initi-
ation in female adolescents nearly doubled, from 3.7 percent
between 1964 and 1967 to 6.2 percent between 1972 and
1975 (NHIS data). During the same period, rates for adolescent
males remained stable.

Thus, in four distinct instances over the past 100 years, in-
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OLD JOE CAMEL coolly surveys Times Square.
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novative and directed tobacco marketing campaigns were as-
sociated with marked surges in primary demand from adoles-
cents only in the target group. The first two were directed at
males and the second two at females. Of course, other factors
helped to entrench smoking in society, such as the provision of
free cigarettes during wartime and the romanticization of ac-
tors smoking in the movies.
Yet it is clear from the data
that advertising has been an
overwhelming force in at-
tracting new users.

Despite subsequent regu-
lations barring advertise-
ment geared to minors, the
tobacco industry nonethe-
less has retained its targeted
approach. In 1988 R. J. Rey-
nolds introduced another
novel campaign featuring the
ultracool cartoon character
“Joe Camel.” Recent data from
California indicate a rising
market share for Camels in
youths and a turnaround in
adolescent smoking preva-
lence, which had been declining during the 1980s. Future sur-
veys of adults will most likely show a jump in adolescent
smoking initiation rates coincident with the rolling out of this
campaign. —John P. Pierce and Elizabeth A. Gilpin

The authors are researchers at the Cancer Prevention and Con-
trol Program at the University of California, San Diego.

port policies like a Stradivarius violin,
pressuring our trade promotion agen-
cies to keep open—and force open in
some cases—other nations' markets for
their products.”

The U.S. government has remained
remarkably unresponsive to such claims.
One reason for this inaction may be that
in 1990 the U.S. realized a $4.2-billion
trade surplus from tobacco exports, ac-
counting for 35 percent of the entire
agricultural trade surplus. In that same
year Vice President Dan Quayle stated
during a North Carolina news confer-
ence: “I don't think it's news to North
Carolina tobacco farmers that the Amer-
ican public as a whole is smoking less.
We ought to think about the exports. We
ought to think about opening up mar-
kets, breaking down the barriers rather
than erecting new tariffs, new quotas
and things of that sort.”

Much of the aggressive trade behavior
by the tobacco industry is sanctioned
under section 301 of the 1974 Trade
Act. Public health officials have repeat-
edly asked that Congress reevaluate this
act and current tobacco trade practices,
but the representatives have failed to
take action. Moreover, many have ques-
tioned the difference in health stan-

dards applied to domestically consumed
and exported tobacco. For example,
there are no U.S.-imposed regulations
on the labeling, tar content or adver-
tisement of tobacco products exported
to developing nations. It is truly ironic
that the U.S. freely exports cigarettes to
countries such as Colombia in the face
of huge expenditures on both sides to
restrict the trade of cocaine, which ac-
counts for many fewer deaths.

The magnitude of tobacco-related
diseases and deaths around the world
cannot be overstated. Cigarette smok-
ing is the number-one preventable cause
of premature death in the US. Yet it en-
joys remarkable tolerance among Amer-
icans. On an international level, trends
in smoking prevalence suggest an even
more profound rejection or ignorance
of the health risks of tobacco use.

For these reasons, the obstacles fac-
ing the antitobacco campaign are for-
midable. From the standpoint of public
health, it is clear that a battle plan must
emphasize intervention programs that
specifically target children and adoles-
cents. These plans include increased
government regulation of tobacco ad-
vertisements, restrictions on access to
cigarettes by minors and higher tobacco

taxes. Other possibilities are support for
personal-injury litigation against the to-
bacco industry, government subsidies
for the conversion of tobacco crops to
other plants and comprehensive restric-
tions on workplace and public smok-
ing. Concerned citizens, public health
officials, government representatives
and health care providers must join
forces to adopt a multidisciplinary strat-
egy to control this global epidemic.
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