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Packaging has grown in importance as 
governments remove tobacco companies’ ability 
to promote their brands via traditional media.

Traditionally regarded by 
marketers as a ‘silent 
salesperson’, packaging 
communicates brand attributes 
to consumers and reaches them 
at the point of sale.

Plain packaging policies recognise the influence 
branding may have, its function as a mass 
medium that reaches and appeals to young 
people, and its contravention of FCTC Article 13.

Tobacco companies oppose plain packaging  and 
argue branding only influences existing smokers 
by prompting them to switch brands.

To assess these arguments, we tested:

1. Whether young adults differentiated between 
brands on the basis of their packaging alone;

2.  Whether and how smokers and non-smokers 
differentiated between familiar and unfamiliar 
tobacco brands.

Sample: 1035 New Zealanders aged between 
18 and 30, sourced from an online consumer 
panel, between 16 September and 5 October 
2011. Quotas ensured adequate representation 
by gender, ethnicity (Māori and Pacific Island vs 
non-Māori/other) and smoking status (smoker vs 
non-smoker).  

Instrument: Respondents were asked which of 
15 brand personality attributes gleaned from 
earlier studies and marketing literature.1-3. applied 
to seven familiar and unfamiliar tobacco brands.  
The task is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Analysis: The brand attribute associations 
were analysed using principal components 
analysis (PASW v.18). 

ANOVA was used to compare smokers’ and 
non-smokers’ perceptions of familiar and 
unfamiliar brands. 

Figure 1: Example of Attribute-Association Task

Brand Differentiation
Principal Components Analysis produced between three 
and five significant factors for each brand. 

Among familiar brands, Port Royal was seen as 
traditional and mature, popular and relaxing, and 
masculine; few regarded it as a sophisticated brand. 

Longbeach was primarily plain and budget, associations 
that reflect its lower price point.  

Of the three unfamiliar brands tested, Merit had strong 
associations with professionalism and maturity, and was 
seen as an older and more masculine brand. 

Camel No. 9 was seen as a younger brand, likely to be 
sold at a lower price point, and targeted at women.  

Smokers’ and Non-Smokers’ Perceptions
If packaging only prompts brand switching, smokers 
should have higher positive attribute association with 
familiar brands. 

However, ANOVA comparisons revealed they were 
more likely than non-smokers to see familiar brands 
as budget and less likely to regard them as relaxing. 

Non-smokers associated more positive attributes 
with unfamiliar brands than smokers.  

Young adults clearly and easily distinguished between different tobacco brands on the basis of packaging alone 
and irrespective of brand familiarity or their smoking status. Respondents’ varied brand-attribute associations 
highlight how packaging creates appealing brand personalities in the absence of mass media advertising.

That neither smokers nor non-smokers saw the Basic brand as anything other than ‘plain’ or ‘budget’ suggests 
generic packaging would remove the associations communicated by branded products. 

Non-smokers’ more positive brand-attribute associations does not necessarily indicate increased risk propensity 
or demonstrate that plain packaging would reduce smoking experimentation; however, the findings support 
arguments that the carefully designed imagery featured on packaging has assumed the role of advertising. 

Young adults of all ethnicities used packaging to identify positive attributes with brands. They saw a minimally 
branded package (Basic) as only ‘budget’ and ‘plain’; this suggests they will find dissuasive packaging even less 
attractive, and associate fewer positive attributes with brands using these packages.

The findings support arguments that tobacco packaging breaches Article 13 of the FCTC by functioning as 
advertising and that plain packaging would afford greater protection of groups at greater risk of initiation, 
addiction, and harm.

Kool was seen primarily as plain or budget, but was also considered trendy and cool, and without a specific 
gender appeal. 

Overall, respondents interpreted brands’ attributes on the basis of packaging alone, and associated very different 
attributes with each brand, regardless of brand familiarity.  

Basic Brand
Both smokers and non-smokers saw the pack with 
largely generic branding - Basic - as only ‘plain’ and 
‘budget’.
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