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Who we are 
 
The Smokefree Action Coalition is an organisation of over 160 health and welfare organisations 
including the BMA, royal medical colleges such as the Royal College of Physicians, the Royal 
College of General Practitioners and the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, and 
charities such as the British Heart Foundation and Cancer Research UK, committed to reducing 
the burden of harm caused by tobacco products.  
 
What we are calling for  
 
Since 2007 we have been campaigning for a comprehensive tobacco strategy that would put an 
end to tobacco displays and require tobacco products to be sold in plain packaging.  
 
Why we support these policies  
 
Tobacco kills 100,000 people a year in the UK and approximately 340,000 under-16s try 
cigarettes for the first time each year1 and it is estimated that eight out of ten smokers start 
before the age of 19.2  
 
A large and growing evidence base shows that tobacco display and packaging are major drivers 
of youth smoking. In the words of Health Secretary Andrew Lansley “It’s wrong that children are 
being attracted to smoke by glitzy designs on packets.” Pack displays also undermine adult 
smokers trying to quit, triggering relapse. 3 4 

Ending tobacco displays and plain packaging are essential to the Government’s policy of 
changing the environment to improve health 

The Smokefree Action Coalition welcomes the Government’s commitment in the Public Health 
White Paper Healthy Lives Healthy People, that “Reducing smoking will continue to be a focus 
for public health. We will work to create environments that further discourage smoking and help 
bring about cultural change to make it less attractive.” 

To quote Richard Thaler, who advises the Government on behaviour change from his book 
Nudge, “It is legitimate for choice architects to try to influence people’s behaviour in order to 
make their lives longer, healthier and better.’ 5 

We particularly welcome the Secretary of State for Health's announcement that the Government 
will consider introducing plain packaging of tobacco products. We are concerned, however, that 
this may be considered as an alternative rather than as well as the removal of tobacco product 
displays.  
 

This briefing contains:  

a. The case for removing tobacco point of sale displays  

b. The case for cigarettes being in plain packaging  

c. Why both policies should be implemented  

 

      



 

(a) THE CASE FOR REMOVING TOBACCO POINT OF SALE DISPLAYS 

 

Children are protected from tobacco marketing  

The advertising ban has reduced overall awareness of tobacco 
promotion and brands among the young making shop displays 
the most important source of tobacco marketing.  

 As recognised in the Cabinet Office’s recently 
published ‘Applying behavioural insight to health’, “If we 
know anything from behavioural science, it is that 
behaviour is strongly influenced by what we think 
others are up to.” 6 

 Removing tobacco displays uses precisely this effect: 
in Ireland, fewer young people now believe smoking is 
widespread among their peers. Before removal, 62 per 
cent thought that more than one in five children their 
own age smoked. This fell to 46 per cent afterwards.7 
 

When other risk factors are controlled for, young non-smokers’ 
susceptibility to start smoking increases with greater 
awareness of brands and tobacco marketing at point of sale.  

 Research with 25,000 young people in New Zealand, where advertising is also banned, 
found that those 15 year olds most exposed to shop displays are almost three times 
more likely to try smoking, and exposure to shop displays is a greater risk factor than 
even parental smoking.8 

 A recent systematic review of international 
research has confirmed previous findings with 
seven out of eight studies showing a link 
between exposure to shop displays and 
youth smoking.9  

 Tobacco industry lobbyists have suggested 
that similar legislation in Canada is 
associated with an increase in youth 
smoking. In fact, official data show youth 
smoking in Canada has fallen steadily. 10 11 
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Retailers are able to adapt 
 
The policy of removing tobacco displays aims to reduce take-up of cigarettes so that shops have 
time to adapt as they have done despite the long-term decline in smoking rates from 45% of the 
population in 1974 to 21% of the population today.12 Ireland recently successfully removed 
displays of tobacco. Their experience was that:  

 The UK Association of Convenience Stores found the average cost of compliance in 
Ireland was £300 for those retailers who had to pay, but the industry paid for many to 
convert.13   

 Peer reviewed economic research14 from the Republic of Ireland, using data from AC 
Nielsen, shows no impact on retailers from removing PoS displays. It will help reduce 
smoking rates over the long-term, giving retailers time to adapt.  

 A report on the Irish experience in the trade magazine The Grocer found that “the outlook 
may not be as gloomy as feared – at least not for retailers.” 15  
 



(b) THE CASE FOR PLAIN PACKAGING OF TOBACCO PRODUCTS   

 
A new approach, with a growing evidence base: Peer reviewed studies have found that 
compared to current branding, plain packaging for tobacco products reduces false beliefs about 
the relative harm of tobacco products, is less attractive, especially to young people, improves the 
effectiveness of health warnings and reduces pressure to smoke. 

Less misleading: Adults and young people (11-17 year olds) are significantly more likely to rate 
'silver' and 'gold' packs as lower tar, lower health risk and either easier to quit smoking (adults) 
or their choice of pack if trying smoking (youth). Plain packs significantly reduce false beliefs 
about health risk and ease of quitting, and young people rate them as significantly less attractive 
and appealing for trying smoking.16 17 18 

Less attractive, especially to young people: Following the introduction of advertising bans, 
tobacco manufacturers have increasingly turned to packaging to make their products more 
attractive. In a study comparing existing branded packs with plain cardboard packs with the 
name and number of cigarettes in small standard font, plain packs were found to be significantly 
less attractive. 19 20 21 22  

Improves the effectiveness of health warnings: Reducing the extent of branding on cigarette 
packaging progressively increases the dissuasive effect of health warnings as does increasing 
the size of warnings. Of 13 options tested in one study, plain packs with large warnings were 
significantly more likely to elicit cessation related behaviours.23 24 25 26 

Tested in real life settings. Recent research, in which young adults were asked to use plain 
packs and were questioned about their feelings towards them, confirm findings that standardised 
packaging increased negative perceptions and feelings about the pack and about smoking. It 
also increased avoidant behaviour such as: hiding or covering the pack; smoking less around 
others; forgoing cigarettes; and increased thinking about quitting. Almost half in the post-study 
interview reported that plain packs had either increased avoidant behaviour or reduced 
consumption. 27 

Reduces pressure to smoke: Large-scale research in the UK demonstrates that even after 
advertising is not allowed, branding continues to drive teen smoking.  Awareness of packaging 
and new pack design are key elements of industry marketing. 28 29 30  

 

(c) WHY BOTH POLICIES SHOULD BE IMPLEMENTED 
 
Legislation to remove displays of tobacco products at the point of sale has been passed by 
parliament and is due to start in October 2011 in large shops and in October 2013 for small 
retailers. If it is successful, legislation for plain packaging of tobacco products is unlikely to come 
into force before 2015. 

 Every year 340,000 children under sixteen try cigarettes for the first time.31  Smoking is 
so harmful that it is entirely appropriate that government should protect children both by 
putting tobacco out of sight in shops and requiring plain packaging.  

 In Australia, the only country so far to commit to mandating plain packaging, it is being 
introduced in addition to, and not instead of, display removal.32 It is seen as a natural 
progression not an alternative to display removal.  

 Display removal are also a recommendation in the guidelines to Article 13 of the WHO 
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (to which the UK is a Party), with Parties 
urged to consider, in addition, adopting plain packaging.33 

 
These measures, taken together, will achieve the public health objectives of reducing young 
people’s uptake of smoking and helping those trying to quit. 

 



The tobacco industry will mount very strong opposition to plain packaging 
 
The tobacco industry will not get rid of tobacco displays just because tobacco has to be put in 
plain packs because even displays of plain packs will continue to reinforce the social norm that 
smoking is mainstream and acceptable. 
 
Plain packaging will face no less opposition from manufacturers and retailers than has the point 
of sale display removal. The tobacco industry says: “We're going to take whatever action we 
can.” 34 

 As an adviser to the Australian tobacco industry campaign against plain packaging said: 
“Be forthright - at times even aggressive - in nature (if the campaign fails, you won't have 
any brands left anyway, so there is no point worrying too much about damage to your 
brand).”35 

 In Australia, small shop keepers have been used as a front for the tobacco 
manufacturers' campaign against plain packaging just as they have been in the UK in 
their campaign to defend displays.36  

 Indeed, the same core arguments have been used in both cases, claiming that tobacco 
smuggling will increase, reducing legitimate sales and resulting in businesses closing. In 
the case of point of sale displays, international evidence demonstrates these claims to be 
false and they lack clear logic when applied to plain packaging. 
 

 
A recent survey by YouGov for Cancer Research UK found that 73% of the UK backed 
proposals to protect children from tobacco by putting it out of sight in shops.37 Failure to 
implement legislation on tobacco displays risks the Government appearing to have caved in to 
the tobacco industry and so encouraging the industry to use the same tactics in opposition to 
plain packaging. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information contact  

Martin Dockrell, Director of Policy & Research, Action on Smoking & Health 
martin.dockrell@ash.org.uk 0207 7339 5902 

The Smokefree Action Coalition is an organisation of over 160 health and welfare organisations 
committed to reducing the burden of harm caused by tobacco products. 
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