
LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Ethnic and racial blindness in EU anti-smoking campaigns, slogans
and images

Diane O’Doherty1 & Frank Houghton1
& Derek Mc Inerney2 & Sharon Houghton3

& Bruce Duncan4

Received: 18 September 2018 /Accepted: 21 September 2018 /Published online: 26 September 2018
# Royal Academy of Medicine in Ireland 2018

The USA took the lead when in 1964 it legally required cig-
arette manufacturers to include a warning about the potential
danger posed by cigarettes [1, 2]. Although the warning intro-
duced by Surgeon General Luther Terry has been criticised as
weak [3], there can be little doubt that it was both an important
milestone in the start of a concerted attack on Big Tobacco and
set an important precedent and guide for future anti-smoking
text warnings. Big Tobacco is collectively five companies that
control 90% of the world’s cigarette market which produce
more than 5.4 billion cigarettes a year [4]. Despite the best
efforts of Big Tobacco [5], the text-based anti-smoking warn-
ings in many countries became more direct and forceful.
Historically, the issue of racial invisibility or under-
representation in anti-smoking tobacco packaging warnings
was less of an issue when such warnings were purely text-
based. Assuming a certain level of literacy in the official lan-
guage or languages of the state, anti-smoking warnings were
essentially ‘colour-blind’.

Given the importance of the necessary self-referential ele-
ment in effective tobacco control warnings [6], the introduc-
tion of anti-smoking graphic images in recent years necessi-
tates the inclusion of racial diversity in the graphic images
used [7]. This diversity is ostensibly lacking in both sets of
European Union graphic images produced to date. Neither the
original set of 42 graphic anti-smoking images produced by

the EuropeanUnion [8] nor the revised 42 combinedwarnings
obviously include any member of a racial or ethnic minority
[9] (see Fig. 1 as an example).

The absence of racial diversity in the anti-smoking graph-
ical warnings is particularly notable on three grounds. Firstly,
it is surprising given the specific targeting of racial and ethnic
minority members globally by Big Tobacco [10]. Tobacco
companies have a long history of differentiated marketing
designed to entice distinct market segments into smoking,
including both race and gender [10, 11]. Secondly, the absence
is surprising given the numbers of ethnic and racial minority
members in Europe and Australasia. In the UK, for example,
the 2011 census indicates a population of 1.4 million people
identifying as Indian (separate to other ethnic identities from
the Indian subcontinent) [12]. Thirdly, it should be acknowl-
edged that although overall smoking rates among ethnic group
members in countries such as the UKmay be lower than those
of the majority population [13], this figure hides important
differences in gender-specific smoking rates which can be
attributed to cultural and societal norms held within these
ethnic groups. For example, although the prevalence of
smokers in the White male population in the UK was 20.8%
in 2014, the comparable figure for Bangladeshi males was
28.1% [13]. This complete absence of any racial or ethnic
diversity effectively discounts the negative impacts of
smoking in non-White groups. This effectively normalises
smoking in such groups, supporting the differential marketing
of tobacco companies. It is therefore important that in
reviewing the use of images for tobacco packaging, all ethnic-
ities of a country are represented—not just the dominant
White culture.

In some ways, this ‘colour blindness’ in relation to race
and ethnicity fits mainstream ideological perspectives in
some countries. For example, although it is perfectly ‘nor-
mal’ in the UK, Ireland, New Zealand, Canada, Australia
and the USA to ask questions about race and ethnicity, in
some countries, such as France, it is illegal for state agencies
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to do so [14]. What makes the French stance particularly
interesting is that some areas of France are notably mixed
on the basis of race.

An interesting example is the island of Reunion, an over-
seas department and region of France. Officially part of
France, and therefore in the European Union, this island is
located between Madagascar and Mauritius in the Indian
Ocean and has a population of approximately 880,000.
Uninhabited, when initially colonised by the Portuguese, it
is racially something of a melting pot, combining populations
of African, Indian, Malagasy, Chinese and European descent
[15]. This diverse nation, although ruled by France, would
struggle to identify with many of the pictorial warnings used
in the EU. It is interesting to note that the cigarette packet-
based anti-smoking graphics that were to be introduced in the
USA in 2012 clearly included members of racial minorities
[16]. However, attempts to introduce these graphics in the
USA were defeated in a successful legal challenge by Big
Tobacco [17].

There are many other examples of anti-smoking health
promotion initiatives targeting diverse racial and ethnic
groups [18, 19]. Examples from Australasia include the
‘Give up smokes for good’ campaign aimed at Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia [20] and initia-
tives such as the BEvery cigarette^ campaign [21] and BE te
whānau awhi Mai/ My baby is Māori and will be smokefree^
campaign in New Zealand [22]. However, the graphic anti-
smoking images required on cigarette packets by both
Australia and New Zealand may similarly be problematic in
their racial under-representation [23, 24]. Lastly, it is

important to ensure that the inclusion of a more diverse cast
of characters does not lead to increased racism and facilitate
pejorative out-group judgements. However, this is easily over-
come by having images incorporating people that are from
minority groups alongside the European majority White
population.

Funding This work was funded by way of a PhD stipend, supported by
the Graduate and Research Office at Limerick Institute of Technology.

Compliance with ethical standards

Conflict of interest The authors declare that there is no conflict of
interest.

Research involving human participants and/or animals N/A.

Informed consent N/A.

References

1. Cole HM, Fiore MC (2014) The war against tobacco- 50 years and
counting. JAMA 311(2):131–132. https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.
2013.280767

2. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The health conse-
quences of smoking: 50 years of progress. A report of the Surgeon
General (2014) Atlanta, GA: U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health
Promotion, Office on Smoking and Health

3. Brenner ED (1965) The quiet victory of the cigarette lobby. The
Atlantic monthly. http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/
1965/09/the-quiet-victory-of-the-cigarette-lobby-how-it-found-the-
best-filter-yet-congress/304762 [Accessed 30 June 2018]

4. Big Tobacco-Australian Council on Smoking and Health (2018)
https://www.acosh.org/resources/big-tobacco [Accessed 20
June 2018]

5. Glantz SA, Slade J, Bero LA, Hanauer P, Barnes DE (1996) The
cigarette papers. University of California Press, Berkeley

6. McQueen A, Kreuter MW, Boyum S, Thompson VS, Caburnay
CA, Waters EA, Kaphingst KA, Rath S, Fu Q (2015) Reactions
to FDA-proposed graphic warning labels affixed to U.S. smokers’
cigarette packs. Nicotine Tob Res 17(7):784–795. https://doi.org/
10.1093/ntr/ntu339

7. Bigman CA, Nagler RH, Viswanath K (2016) Representation, ex-
emplification, and risk: resonance of tobacco graphic health warn-
ings across diverse populations. Health Commun 31(8):974–987.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2015.1026430

8. Pictorial health warnings under directive 2001/37/EC (2005)
https://ec.europa.eu/health/tobacco/200137ec_warnings_en
[Accessed 14 March 2018]

9. Health warnings (2018) https://ec.europa.eu/health/tobacco/law/
pictorial_en [Accessed 14 March 2018]

10. Stanford Research into the Impact of Tobacco Advertising (2018)
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/subtheme.php?token=
fm_mt019.php [Accessed 14 March 2018]

11. Stanford Research into the Impact of Tobacco Advertising (2018)
from: http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/subtheme.php?
token=fm_mt013.php [Accessed 14 March 2018]

12. Office for National Statistics. Ethnicity and national identity in
England and Wales: 2011 (2012) https://www.ons.gov.uk/

Fig. 1 Example of an EU-mandated cigarette packet anti-smoking
graphic [9]

728 Ir J Med Sci (2019) 188:727–729

https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2013.280767
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2013.280767
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1965/09/the-quiet-victory-of-the-cigarette-lobby-how-it-found-the-best-filter-yet-congress/304762
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1965/09/the-quiet-victory-of-the-cigarette-lobby-how-it-found-the-best-filter-yet-congress/304762
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1965/09/the-quiet-victory-of-the-cigarette-lobby-how-it-found-the-best-filter-yet-congress/304762
https://www.acosh.org/resources/big-tobacco
https://doi.org/10.1093/ntr/ntu339
https://doi.org/10.1093/ntr/ntu339
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2015.1026430
https://ec.europa.eu/health/tobacco/200137ec_warnings_en
https://ec.europa.eu/health/tobacco/law/pictorial_en
https://ec.europa.eu/health/tobacco/law/pictorial_en
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/subtheme.php?token=fm_mt019.php
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/subtheme.php?token=fm_mt019.php
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/subtheme.php?token=fm_mt013.php
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/subtheme.php?token=fm_mt013.php
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicityandnationalidentityinenglandandwales/2012-12-1


peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/
ethnicityandnationalidentityinenglandandwales/2012-12-11
[Accessed 14 March 2018]

13. Smoking prevalence by sex and ethnicity (2014) https://www.ons.
gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/
d r u g u s e a l c o h o l a n d s m o k i n g / a d h o c s /
004997smokingprevalencebysexandethnicity2014 [Accessed 14
March 2018]

14. Stille A. Can the French talk about race? (2014) http://www.
newyorker.com/news/news-desk/can-the-french-talk-about-race/
amp [Accessed 14 March 2018]

15. Reunion population 2018 (2018) http://worldpopulationreview.
com/countries/reunion-population [Accessed 14 March 2018]

16. FDA’s newwarning labels for cigarettes-Latimes.com (2018) http://
beta.latimes.com/health/la-he-smoking-cigarette-warning-labels-
pictures-photogallery.html [Accesed 14 March 2018]

17. Gottlieb M (2014) Overcautious FDA has lost its way. Tob Control
23(3):187–188. https://doi.org/10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2014-
051695

18. The Africa pictorial health warnings resource - Who.int. (2018)
http://www.who.int/tobacco/healthwarningsdatabase/africa/en/
[Accessed 14 March 2018]

19. Stanford Research into the Impact of Tobacco Advertising (2018)
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/images_anti.php?

token2=fm_anti_st428.php&token1=fm_anti_img14136.
php&theme_file=fm_anti_mt028.php&theme_name=Specifics
Groups&subtheme_name=Aboriginal Tribes [Accessed 14
March 2018]

20. Maksimovic L, Shen D, Bandick M, Ettridge K, Eckert M (2015)
Evaluation of the pilot phase of the ‘Give up smokes for good’
social marketing campaign. Health Promot J Austr 26(1):16–23.
https://doi.org/10.1071/HE14066

21. Wilson N, Grigg M, Graham L, Cameron G (2005) The effective-
ness of television advertising campaigns on generating calls to a
national Quitline byMāori. Tob Control 14(4):284–286. https://doi.
org/10.1136/tc.2004.010009

22. E te whānau awhi Mai/My baby is Māori and will be smokefree
(2018) http://nationalwomenshealth.adhb.govt.nz/Portals/0/A%
20to%20Z/M%20to%20S/S/S%20Smokefree%20-%20My%
20Baby%20will%20be%20Maori%20and%20smokefree.pdf
[Accessed 14 March 2018]

23. Current tobacco graphic health warnings (2016) http://www.health.
gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/tobacco-label-images
[Accessed 14 March 2018]

24. Tobacco packaging warnings (2017) https://www.health.govt.nz/
our-work/preventative-health-wellness/tobacco-control/plain-
packaging/tobacco-packaging-warnings [Accessed 14
March 2018]

Ir J Med Sci (2019) 188:727–729 729

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicityandnationalidentityinenglandandwales/2012-12-1
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicityandnationalidentityinenglandandwales/2012-12-1
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/drugusealcoholandsmoking/adhocs/004997smokingprevalencebysexandethnicity2014
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/drugusealcoholandsmoking/adhocs/004997smokingprevalencebysexandethnicity2014
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/drugusealcoholandsmoking/adhocs/004997smokingprevalencebysexandethnicity2014
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/drugusealcoholandsmoking/adhocs/004997smokingprevalencebysexandethnicity2014
http://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/can-the-french-talk-about-race/amp
http://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/can-the-french-talk-about-race/amp
http://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/can-the-french-talk-about-race/amp
http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/reunion-population
http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/reunion-population
http://cigarettes-latimes.com
http://beta.latimes.com/health/la-he-smoking-cigarette-warning-labels-pictures-photogallery.html
http://beta.latimes.com/health/la-he-smoking-cigarette-warning-labels-pictures-photogallery.html
http://beta.latimes.com/health/la-he-smoking-cigarette-warning-labels-pictures-photogallery.html
https://doi.org/10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2014-051695
https://doi.org/10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2014-051695
http://www.who.int/tobacco/healthwarningsdatabase/africa/en/
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/images_anti.php?token2
http://tobacco.stanford.edu/tobacco_main/images_anti.php?token2
https://doi.org/10.1071/HE14066
https://doi.org/10.1136/tc.2004.010009
https://doi.org/10.1136/tc.2004.010009
http://nationalwomenshealth.adhb.govt.nz/Portals/0/A%20to%20Z/M%20to%20S/S/S%20Smokefree%20-%20My%20Baby%20will%20be%20Maori%20and%20smokefree.pdf
http://nationalwomenshealth.adhb.govt.nz/Portals/0/A%20to%20Z/M%20to%20S/S/S%20Smokefree%20-%20My%20Baby%20will%20be%20Maori%20and%20smokefree.pdf
http://nationalwomenshealth.adhb.govt.nz/Portals/0/A%20to%20Z/M%20to%20S/S/S%20Smokefree%20-%20My%20Baby%20will%20be%20Maori%20and%20smokefree.pdf
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/tobacco-label-images
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/tobacco-label-images
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-wellness/tobacco-control/plain-packaging/tobacco-packaging-warnings
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-wellness/tobacco-control/plain-packaging/tobacco-packaging-warnings
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-wellness/tobacco-control/plain-packaging/tobacco-packaging-warnings

	Ethnic and racial blindness in EU anti-smoking campaigns, slogans and images
	References


