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Adolescents’ responses to cigarette advertisements:
links between exposure, liking, and the appeal of

smoking

Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, George Terhanian

Abstract

Objective—To evaluate adolescents’ re-
sponses to cigarette advertisements for
different brands.

Design—Adolescents were shown one
print advertisement for each of five
cigarette brands (Camel, Marlboro, Kool,
Benson & Hedges, and Lucky Strike).
They indicated on a structured question-
naire how many times they had seen the
advertisement (or one almost like it), how
much they liked it, whether or not they
thought it made smoking more appealing,
and whether or not it made them want to
smoke cigarettes of that brand.
Setting—Middle school and high school
classrooms, seven schools in four states in
the United States (New York, Pennsylva-
nia, Ohio, and Texas). The classrooms
were selected randomly within each
school.

Participants—534 adolescents in grades
6-12 (ages 11-18 years) from seven schools
in four states, 54% female, 76% white.
Results—The advertisements for Camel
and Marlboro were more likely than the
advertisements for the other brands to be
seen, to be liked, to be viewed as making
smoking appealing, and to influence
adolescents to want to smoke cigarettes of
that brand. More than 95% of the
adolescents had seen an advertisement
featuring Joe Camel or the Marlboro Man
at least once, and more than 50% had seen
these advertisements six or more times.
Nearly half believed that the Joe Camel
advertisement makes smoking more app-
ealing, and 40% believed that the
Marlboro Man advertisement makes
smoking more appealing. Adolescent
smokers were more likely than non-
smokers to believe that the advertise-
ments for Camel and Marlboro make
smoking more appealing.
Conclusions—The advertisements most
popular among adolescents are for two of
the brands they are most likely to smoke—
Marlboro and Camel. The results of the
study are consistent with the view that
certain cigarette advertisements enhance
the appeal of smoking to many adoles-
cents.

(Tobacco Control 1998;7:129-133)
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Introduction

In the past decade, criticism of tobacco adver-
tising has become especially intense. At the
centre of the criticism is the assertion that
tobacco advertising appeals to children and
adolescents in a way that leads many of them to
take up smoking as minors. The tobacco
industry has long maintained that the aim of
their advertising is to persuade adults to switch
brands or to maintain their brand loyalty, and
that the industry does not target its advertising
to adolescents.' However, studies indicate that
90% of adult smokers begin smoking by age
18, and public health officials and advocates
have charged that tobacco advertising is
directed especially at adolescents,”* to draw
them into the market and to establish an initial
brand preference that they will maintain into
adulthood.’

Three factors have especially contributed to
the growing criticism of tobacco advertising over
the past decade. First, tobacco industry
documents have been released in the course of
litigation against the tobacco companies that
provide evidence that tobacco advertising has
been directed toward adolescents. The docu-
ments show a strong concern with the
characteristics of adolescents that lead them to
take up smoking, and describe research
conducted to investigate these characteristics.
Some of the documents make explicit references
to minors. For example, a planning document
for 1977-1986 produced by the RJ Reynolds
Tobacco Company states, “Evidence is now
available to indicate that the 14 to 18 year old
group is an increasing segment of the smoking
population. RJR must soon establish a successful
new brand in this market if our position in the
Industry is to be maintained over the long
term”® (emphasis in the original).

A second reason for the growing criticism of
tobacco advertising is the Joe Camel advert-
ising campaign, which ran from 1988 to 1997.
This campaign featured a cartoon camel, des-
cribed in the advertisements as a “smooth
character” and depicted typically in leisure
situations such as playing cards with friends or
presiding over a lively party of young people.
Although RJR Nabisco (maker of Camel ciga-
rettes) denies that the advertisement campaign
was directed toward adolescents, there is
substantial evidence that the campaign was
most successful among those aged 12-17
years. Before the initiation of the campaign, the
market share for Camel among underage
smokers was virtually non-existent, less than
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1%.’> However, 18 months after the Joe Camel
advertisement campaign began, Camel’s
market share among 12-17 year olds had risen
to 8%, and by 1993 it had risen to more than
13%."” The increase in market share that Camel
attained among 12-17 year olds was greater
than for any other age group.* Furthermore,
rates of adolescent smoking rose in the early
1990s,* and many public health advocates sug-
gested that the Joe Camel campaign
contributed to the increase.'’* Studies have
found that adolescents are more likely than
adults to find Joe Camel advertisements “cool”
and “interesting”,” and that even adolescent
non-smokers name Joe Camel advertisements
as their favourite cigarette advertisements.’ '
In response to growing criticism of the
campaign, RJR Nabisco discontinued the Joe
Camel theme in mid-1997.

The third reason for increased criticism of
tobacco advertising is the growing research
evidence of the role of advertising in smoking
initiation among adolescents. Numerous
important studies on this topic have appeared
in the past decade. In one study, Pollay and
colleagues traced tobacco companies’ advertis-
ing expenditures in relation to rates of smoking
among adolescents (aged 12-18) and adults
over the period 1979-1993, and concluded
that the effect of advertising on brand choice
was three times as strong for adolescents as for
adults.' In another study, Pierce and
colleagues examined trends in smoking
initiation from 1944 to 1988."” They found
that, for girls aged 14-17, a sharp rise in smok-
ing initiation coincided with the introduction
of three brands marketed to females—Virginia
Slims, Silva Thins, and Eve—during 1967-
1973. There was no such increase during this
period for girls aged 18-20 or 10-13, nor for
males. The advertisement campaigns were
most effective among adolescent girls aged
14-17, the age range when smoking initiation
is most likely to take place.

We investigated adolescents’ responses to
cigarette advertisements for five different
brands: Marlboro, Camel, Kool, Benson &
Hedges, and Lucky Strike. Marlboro was
included because it has long held the dominant
market share among minors and adults. Camel
was included because of the evidence for the
appeal of Joe Camel to young people. The
other three brands were included because their
current advertisement campaigns include
themes that may be expected to appeal to
young people. Like previous studies, we exam-
ined the degree of adolescents’ self-reported
exposure to cigarette advertisements, but for a
wider range of brands than in most previous
studies. Using a variety of brands allows for
comparisons of how adolescents respond to
advertisements for the most popular brands
among adolescents, Marlboro and Camel, in
contrast to less popular brands.

Methods

PARTICIPANTS

Adolescents in grades 6—12 (ages 11-18 years)
participated in the study. The adolescents were
from a convenience sample of seven schools in
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four states (New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and
Texas). States and schools were chosen
because the second author had done research
in these schools previously and because the
schools were believed to provide some degree
of regional and ethnic diversity. Classrooms
were chosen randomly within each school.
Students were told that the study involved
responses to cigarette advertisements and that
their participation would be anonymous. All
the students in class on the day of data collec-
tion participated in the study. There were 534
participants, including 121 in grades 6 and 7,
203 in grades 8 and 9, and 207 in grades
10-12. There were 129 smokers (24%) in the
sample (who answered “yes” in response to the
question, “Do you smoke cigarettes?”).
Fifty-four per cent of the participants were
female; 76% were white, 6% black, 9%
Hispanic, 3% Asian, and 6% other.

MATERIALS

Participants were shown one print advertise-
ment (in colour) for each of the five brands.
The Marlboro advertisement depicted the
“Marlboro Man” taking a cigarette out of a
pack of Marlboros. The Camel advertisement
depicted Joe Camel flipping a chip of the kind
used as a gambling token. The Kool advertise-
ment depicted three people skiing down a
mountain slope. The Benson & Hedges adver-
tisement depicted a party on the roof of a
building. The Lucky Strike advertisement
depicted a young man standing on a street next
to a motorcycle. For all advertisements, the
brand name of the cigarette was not concealed
or disguised; rather, the advertisement was
shown as it appeared in print.

On a structured questionnaire, participants
indicated for each advertisement how many
times they had seen it (never, once or twice,
three to six times, or more than six times); how
much they liked the advertisement (like very
much, somewhat like, somewhat dislike, dislike
very much); whether or not they thought the
advertisement makes smoking more appealing
(yes/no); and whether or not the advertisement
made them want to smoke cigarettes of that
brand (yes/no). For the two brands that use the
same character in a variety of advertisements—
Joe Camel and the Marlboro Man—
participants were asked whether or not they
recognised the character. Participants were
also asked whether or not they smoked
(yes/no). Demographic questions were in-
cluded as part of the questionnaire.

PROCEDURE
The adolescents were shown pictures of the
advertisements as they had appeared, although
without the magazine context. Different
groups of students were shown the advert-
isements in rotating order, so that the order of
presentation varied. The students completed
the questionnaire portion for each advertise-
ment following its presentation.

The study was conducted during January
1997.
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Results

The demographic characteristics of the sample
are described above. The frequencies regarding
exposure and responses to the advertisements
appear in table 1.

As table 1 shows, most of the adolescents
had seen the advertisements for Camel,
Marlboro, and Kool more than six times. The
highest level of exposure was for the Camel
advertisement, followed by Marlboro, Kool,
Benson & Hedges, and Lucky Strike. Further-
more, 98% of the adolescents indicated that
they recognised the Joe Camel character and
92% recognised the Marlboro Man. Most of
the adolescents had never seen the advertise-
ments for Benson & Hedges (65% never) or
Lucky Strike (75% never).

The degree of adolescents’ exposure to the
advertisements was related to the degree to
which they liked (“like very much” or “some-
what like”) the advertisements (table 1). The
advertisement liked by the greatest proportion
of adolescents was for Camel, followed by
Marlboro, Kool, Benson & Hedges, and Lucky
Strike.

Table 1 Exposure and responses to cigarette advertisements, smokers and non-smokers

Seen (>6 times) Like Appealing Want
(%) (%) (%) (%)
All S NS All S NS All S NS All S NS
Marlboro 63 75 60 44 74 35 40 53 37 22 61 9
Camel 76 78 75 64 88 57 49 61 45 17 43 8
Kool 56 56 56 38 52 33 30 35 29 9 28 3
Benson & Hedges 6 10 5 26 41 22 21 18 22 6 13 3
Lucky Strike 3 5 3 26 38 22 24 26 24 6 14 3
S = smokers (n = 129), NS = non-smokers (n = 403).
The figures for “Like” combine the responses of “Like very much” and “Somewhat like”.
Table 2 Regression analyses, Exposure and Liking
Smokers/
Grade Gender Ethnicity non-smokers R
Exposure
Marlboro 0.13** —0.08* —0.11** —-0.10* 0.05%**
Camel 0.06 0.08 -0.01 —-0.02 0.01
Kool 0.09* 0.17*** 0.04 -0.02 0.04***
Benson & Hedges 0.10* 0.03 0.03 —-0.08 0.02*
Lucky Strike 0.10% -0.07 —-0.05 -0.05 0.02*
Liking
Marlboro 0.13** 0.10** 0.09* 0.41%** 0.20%**
Camel 0.05 0.09* -0.01 0.38*** 0.15%**
Kool 0.05 —-0.01 —-0.08 0.19%** 0.04***
Benson & Hedges -0.02 -0.08 -0.01 0.17*** 0.04***
Lucky Strike -0.04 0.06 0.07 0.14** 0.03**
*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
The numbers shown (except for the far right column) are the beta weights.
Table 3 Logistic regression analyses, Appealing and Want to smoke
Smokers/
Grade Gender Ethniciry non-smokers
Appealing
Marlboro 1.14** 1.05 1.15 2.14%**
Camel 1.21%** 0.86 1.02 2.16***
Kool 1.20%** 0.56** 1.13 1.54
Benson & Hedges 1.18** 0.69 0.96 0.87
Lucky Strike 1.20** 0.92 0.87 1.18
Want to Smoke
Marlboro 1.23%* 1.28 1.21 20.48***
Camel 1.29%** 1.44 1.06 10.43***
Kool 1.66*** 0.85 1.11 19.66***
Benson & Hedges 1.46%* 1.48 0.78 5.79***
Lucky Strike 1.46** 2.07 0.68* 6.75%**

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
The numbers shown are odds ratios.
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The Camel and Marlboro advertisements
were also the ones that were most likely to be
viewed by the adolescents as making smoking
more appealing (table 1). The rank order was
similar to the responses for exposure and
liking, with the advertisement for Camel
having the highest appeal rating, followed by
those for Marlboro, Kool, Lucky Strike, and
Benson & Hedges. A similar rank order was
found for responses to the question of whether
or not an advertisement made them want to
smoke cigarettes of that brand, but with Marl-
boro highest, followed by Camel, Kool, and the
other two brands.

Analyses were conducted concerning the
relations between the advertisement variables
and smoking status, with grade, gender, and
ethnicity as covariates. Because ethnic diff-
erences in brand preferences have revealed
patterns distinctive to African Americans but
not other ethnic groups,’ ethnicity was anal-
ysed as a dichotomous variable comparing
African Americans (n = 33) to all other adoles-
cents. Regression analyses were conducted for
Exposure and Liking. Because the dependent
variables for some brands violated the assump-
tion of a normal distribution that is made in
regression analyses, the logs of the Exposure
and Liking variables were used as the depend-
ent variables. Logistic regression analyses were
conducted for the Appealing and Want to
Smoke variables because these variables were
dichotomous. For the regression analyses as
well as for the logistic regression analyses,
smoking status and the covariates were entered
simultaneously into the equations.

The results of these analyses are shown in
tables 2 and 3. With respect to Exposure,
smokers reported higher exposure to advertise-
ments for Marlboro but not the other brands.
Older adolescents reported more exposure to
advertisements for all brands except Camel.
With respect to Liking, smokers expressed
higher liking than non-smokers for the
advertisements of all five brands.

With respect to their perceived appeal (table
3), for the Marlboro and Camel advertise-
ments, smokers were more likely than
non-smokers to believe that the advertisements
make smoking more appealing. For all five
advertisements, older adolescents were more
likely than younger adolescents to believe that
they make smoking more appealing. With
respect to whether the advertisements made
them want to smoke that brand, smokers were
more likely than non-smokers to respond
affirmatively to this question, for all five
brands. Similarly, older adolescents were more
likely than younger adolescents to respond
affirmatively to this question, for all five
brands.

Discussion

Our data support the concerns expressed by
public health advocates over the Joe Camel and
Marlboro Man advertising campaigns. The
advertisements for these brands are the ones
that adolescents have seen most, like the best,
and believe are most likely to make smoking
more appealing. Adolescents who smoke are
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