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From legitimate consumers to public relations pawns: the
tobacco industry and young Australians
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Objective: To document the Australian tobacco industry’s activities regarding youth smoking to support
tobacco control.
Method: 492 industry documents from primary and secondary websites were abstracted and analysed.
Results: Australian legislation and rhetoric on youth and tobacco has changed dramatically over the last
50 years, from an unproblematic association of teenagers and smoking in the 1960s, through the
industry’s aggressive attacks and denials in the 1980s, to the 1990s, when industry became newly
compliant with ‘‘societal expectations’’ and youth became a dominant bargaining issue in the industry’s
public relations strategy. The industry’s current policy is to simultaneously blame others for underage
smoking, frame the industry as socially responsible via voluntary marketing codes, youth access
programmes, and school education, and market actively to young adults.
Conclusions: The arbitrary distinction between 17 and 18 year olds is, particularly in Australia’s dark
market, a liability for tobacco control and an opportunity for the industry, which is attempting to claim the
high moral ground traditionally occupied by tobacco control on the youth issue. The current review of
Australia’s Tobacco Advertising Prohibition Act of 1992 should prohibit all forms of industry
communication targeting young people, including retail access and schools programmes and below-
the-line marketing. Tobacco control advocacy should highlight the industry’s attempts to use the youth issue
in its own favour while laying the blame elsewhere.

Y
outh smoking is the focus of extensive research
nationally and internationally, driven by a fundamental
tenet of tobacco control: that most smokers become

addicted as teenagers, before they are able to consent, and
that the tobacco industry has worked to ensure that this
continues. Recent research has shown that the most likely
age for transition to regular smoking in Australia is 14 years,1

and that smoking by Australians aged under 18 supplies
$A18.7 million in profits to the tobacco industry, $A18.7
million to retailers, and $A87 million to the Australian
government in taxation every year.2 International research
has recorded the tobacco industry’s explicit targeting of
young people with market research, product design, and
marketing strategies including advertising and pricing.3–6 In
response to the problem, both tobacco control and the
tobacco industry have created ‘‘youth smoking prevention’’
campaigns of varying effectiveness. The literature particularly
criticises industry funded programmes.7–12

Particularly of late, the traditional emphasis on youth in
tobacco control policy has been challenged, authors suggest-
ing that it plays into the industry’s hands and diverts
resources from more effective adult programmes.13 14 Retail
access programmes and school based education, in particular,
have been criticised. Access programmes, which set legis-
lated age limits for tobacco purchase and penalise retailers
who do not comply, are considered likely to influence teen
purchase rather than reduce smoking prevalence,15–17 and
school based programmes are not well supported by the
literature.15 18–22

This work was funded by the Australian National Health
and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) to investigate the
actions of the industry in Australia. Given the central place of
the youth issue in tobacco control, it was considered
necessary for such a project to consider youth smoking in
Australia. While the findings bear similarities to previous
North American and European work, this research

contributes to the body of existing literature by highlighting
some activities that appear to have been unique to the
Australian situation. Local manufacturers in Australia tend to
distance themselves from accusations made against the
international industry, increasing the need for research
specific to Australia.23–25 In addition, most northern hemis-
phere research has focused on domestic (rather than
international) brands and strategies, and has often used the
documents of companies with a negligible presence in
Australia, such as Lorillard and RJ Reynolds. Domestic
northern hemisphere cigarette companies, operating in
different legislative and constitutional environments, often
have policies very different from those of their ‘‘interna-
tional’’ arms, or the holding companies operating in other
countries. Finally, much of the published research has
focused on the industry’s marketing to young people, and
this paper additionally explicates the public relations aspects
of the industry’s youth programmes.*

METHODS
The source material for this paper came from primary and
secondary online tobacco document collections. In addition
to the manufacturers’ websites,26 (US) Tobacco Institute
website,27 and Council for Tobacco Research website,28

material came from Tobacco Documents Online (Bliley, BC,
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Abbreviations: AAA, US Action Against Access; ITL, ‘‘It’s the Law’’;
NHMRC, Australian National Health and Medical Research Council;
PMI, Philip Morris International; PML, Philip Morris (Australia) Limited;
POS, point of sale; TIA, Tobacco Institute of Australia; WA, Western
Australia; WRA, Worldwide Regulatory Affairs; YSP, youth smoking
prevention
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Health Canada and Guildford Miscellaneous collections),29

the Canadian Council for Tobacco Control site,30 the British
Columbia Ministry of Health Services site,31 and the Center
for Disease Control and Prevention Guildford site.32 The
search string (pagewood or moorabbin or granville or
australia or sydney or melbourne or brisbane or hobart or
adelaide or perth or amatil or wills) has been used
throughout the project to gather documents which related
to the Australian market. Documents relating to youth
smoking from this set were analysed. As relevant people,
projects, and acronyms emerged they were further investi-
gated on appropriate websites. In all, 492 documents were
abstracted: abstracts are available from http://tobacco.health.
usyd.edu.au/site/gateway/docs/index.htm.In addition, an
archive of Australian tobacco retail magazines, held at the
University of Sydney, and industry websites were examined
for past and present industry youth policies and strategies.
Detailed information about searching and analysis are
available elsewhere.33

RESULTS
Australian legislation and rhetoric on youth and tobacco has
changed dramatically over the course of the last 50 years,
from an unproblematic association of teenagers and smoking
in the 1950s and 1960s, through the industry’s aggressive
attacks and denials in the 1980s, to the 1990s, when industry
became newly compliant with ‘‘societal expectations’’ and
youth became the dominant bargaining issue in the
industry’s public relations strategy.

1950 TO 1990: FROM LEGITIMACY TO
BATTLEGROUND
In the 1950s and 1960s, cigarettes were advertised during
children’s television programmes34 and in teen magazines,35

and the industry openly encouraged tobacco retailers to
pursue young smokers as a valuable future market.36 It was
only in the 1970s, when Australian tobacco advertising was
threatened by its perceived influence on children’s uptake of
smoking, that the industry began to attempt to dissociate
tobacco advertising from children, consistently arguing that
‘‘all known research’’ showed that cigarette advertising had
no influence.37 An Australian study published by the NHMRC
in 1969 was used as evidence for this proposition for 20 years,
despite the fact that it was not designed to examine any
relation between smoking and advertising.38

The aggressive 1980s
In the 1980s, a particularly aggressive decade for the
Australian industry, new arguments on youth emerged. The
NHMRC study, which did show that peers and parents were
important in children’s smoking behaviour, was used to
justify a shift towards blaming others for youth smoking,
including parents, peers, siblings, retailers, government,
tobacco control and youth themselves.39 In addition, the
industry began to claim that youth smoking was merely
‘‘experimentation’’, that youth shouldn’t smoke, and that
smoking was a ‘‘mature’’ pastime appropriate only for
adults.40

In the 1980s the Tobacco Institute of Australia (TIA) had a
respected and central position in the worldwide tobacco
‘‘family’’.41 In closed industry meetings the TIA argued
dismissively that ‘‘children are the most over-protected of
all consumers… [they] are being used as a major weapon in
the anti-tobacco groups’ fight to remove tobacco advertising
and make smoking socially unacceptable—their aim is a
smoke-free generation by 2000, or to put you and your
companies out of business’’,42 a position which informed and
was informed by the rhetoric of Philip Morris International
(PMI),43 and INFOTAB.44

A key promoter of these arguments was Glen Smith, ex-
patriot Australian and director of the ‘‘Children’s Research
Unit’’ in London, who had been recruited to the industry by
Bryan Simpson, the TIA’s inaugural director. Smith supplied
two ironically conflicting services to the TIA and its
international counterpart INFOTAB. The first was criticism
on demand of tobacco control research. Smith’s standard
accusations were that public health studies had ‘‘methodo-
logical deficiencies reminiscent of a Swiss cheese’’45 and were
hopelessly naı̈ve in their approach to children.46 47 Secondly,
as documented elsewhere, Smith conducted a large, ongoing
study for the industry explicitly designed to show that
advertising did not influence children’s smoking.48 49 The
study led to peer reviewed publications, monographs, and
international presentations. The Australian segment of the
‘‘study’’ was completed in 1983/84, fronted by a third party to
cloak the industry’s involvement.50–52

Smith was an ‘‘invaluable’’ witness and lobbyist in
Australia,53 promoting his ‘‘study’’ to parliamentarians and
the Australian media at a cost to the industry of £1000 a
day.54 In 1988 Smith attempted to convince the TIA of the
value of repeating the 1983/84 work, assuring them that it
would provide the results, and thus the publicity, that they
wanted55; but he was unsuccessful in meeting the TIA’s
precondition for funding—that he acquire the endorsement
and preferably financial support of state governments.56–59

Despite the apparent end of Smith’s financial relationship
with the industry, they continued to quote his work until the
late 1990s. Smith has continued his career as a youth
research specialist servicing controversial industries.

Regulatory battles in the 1980s
The confrontational 1980s produced both wins and losses for
the industry. Paul Hogan, iconic Australian actor, was
removed from advertising for a major Australian youth
brand, Winfield, through advocacy,60 and in the state of
Victoria most tobacco marketing activities were banned by a
far reaching bill achieved through meticulous tobacco control
lobbying,� despite the industry’s counter-efforts.61 However,
the industry was more successful in other states, particularly
Western Australia (WA) where extensive lobbying by the TIA
and the manufacturers produced results62 including a major
defeat of a bill which proposed banning tobacco advertising
to protect children. This was seen as a major victory, and
studied in overseas markets: the local industry attributed
their success to a late and convincing performance by Smith
in the WA parliament,63 political factors, and the focus
and discipline of their campaign relative to that of the
opposition.64

Active industry targeting of young Australians in the
1970s and 1980s
Consistent with activities overseas, and in contrast to their
public position, many documents from the 1970s and 1980s
show the tobacco industry’s active commercial interest in
Australian teens and young adults. WD & HO Wills (Wills)
and Philip Morris (Australia) Limited (PML) both studied 13
to 17 year old Australians in the 1970s for the purposes of
increasing sales.65–67 Documents from the 1980s also contain
explicit statements that young people are ‘‘the recruitment
market’’ and research focused on these ‘‘starters.’’68–72 In the
1980s PMI also defined 18–25 year olds the world over as the
company’s ‘‘key target group’’,73 commissioning research to
better understand differences between young adults from
different countries.74
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�Gray N. Interview. Personal communication to Chapman S, Carter S,
Bryan-Jones K. Sydney:2002 Nov 29.
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An important event illustrating PM’s worldwide targeting
of young people is the failure of Marlboro, PM’s global
flagship brand, in the Australian market. Marlboro’s failure
was explicitly defined as a failure to market successfully to
new smokers: Winfield, an ‘‘Aussie’’ brand, had attracted the
bulk of Australian starters away from Marlboro from the mid
1970s. Other research in this volume explores the failure of
Marlboro in more detail, defining it as a branding failure
created by a lack of responsiveness to the unique character-
istics of the Australian market. Marlboro’s product, image,
and pricing did not fit either of the two distinct Australian
brand categories operating at the time. In addition, during
the difficult economic times of the 1980s, Winfield’s
egalitarian, value-for-money, ‘‘Aussie’’ branding was more
attractive to Australian youth than the premium priced
American cultural imperialism of the Marlboro Cowboy.75 As
a result, Marlboro’s 31% share of new smokers in 1972 had
fallen to 1.5% by 1986, in contrast to Winfield’s 45% share.71

The crisis was such that, for 10 years, PMI and Leo Burnett
USA participated in and often controlled the attempts to find
a solution, and the resulting memos clearly target Australian
teenagers. It was agreed that ‘‘the key problem’’ was
Marlboro’s ‘‘lack of appeal to younger smokers,’’76 and
‘‘rejection…by first time smokers’’.77 As Leo Burnett USA
noted, nearly half of Australia’s population was under 25
years old, 23% under 15, and ‘‘given [their] predisposition to
try/adopt new brands, this segment represents significant
market opportunity’’.78 PMI worried that attempts since 1976
to ‘‘reintroduce vitality to the Marlboro brand among new
smokers’’ had been so unsuccessful that Marlboro had
‘‘virtually no new smokers’’. Marlboro’s branding did not
‘‘appeal to non-smokers with a future disposition to smoke
when they are forming brand preferences’’.77 The proposed
solution was to develop ‘‘advertising concepts that are
capable of competing with Winfield during the critical 2–4
year period where brand selection is made by people who are
disposed to smoke later’’77—that is, teenagers.1

THE 1990S TO THE PRESENT: FROM
BATTLEGROUND TO ‘‘SOCIETAL ALIGNMENT’’
In the 1990s, as in other developed countries, the industry’s
youth strategy changed substantially. Instead of fighting,
manufacturers began to seek ‘‘a license to operate’’79 by
achieving ‘‘societal alignment’’80—that is, by cooperating
with perceived community standards. Youth programmes
were the first pillar of the industry’s new emphasis on
reframing themselves as responsible, both globally and in
Australian society.45 81 82 As elsewhere, voluntary codes, retail
access programmes, and school education programmes have
been used to achieve this reframing. These have occurred in
parallel with continuing targeting of ‘‘young adults’’ in
marketing,75 83 despite the manufacturers and the TIA
insisting throughout the 1990s that youth should not smoke
and that marketing was not targeted to and did not influence
youth.

The majority of the relevant Australian documents avail-
able from the 1990s are from PML or its parent companies,
and this is reflected in the following discussion.

International codes of practice
In 1991 the Philip Morris group began ongoing work on a
PMI marketing code of practice. This involved PMI’s
presidents and vice presidents, senior counsel, regional
presidents, field marketing staff, and senior management at
PM Corporation. The code was intended to be used,
particularly in lobbying, to gain a public relations advantage
by promoting PMI as responsible towards youth, and to
simultaneously protect PMI’s ability to be ‘‘competitive and
creative’’ in its marketing.84–87 After many redrafts the code

was distributed, including to PML, with memos insisting that
it be implemented.88 89

Initially PMI planned to keep silent about the codes
existence, storing it up as ammunition in case of a regulatory
threat.90 91 This softened over time, such that PMI shared it
with other companies to encourage them to develop similar
codes,92 93 and allowed PMI staff to refer to it in a general
sense. Staff were not, however, to release it in full to other
parties, as this would ‘‘[encourage] the outsider to police our
activities and interpret the code when these responsibilities
belong with the company itself’’.94 The public version of
PMI’s youth policy was instead encapsulated in a brochure,
entitled ‘‘A global commitment to responsible marketing’’,
for ‘‘legislators, journalists and decision makers from around
the world’’; the brochure intended to show that advertising
did not cause youth smoking, and that PMI, with their
marketing code, were the industry leaders on the issue and
did not need to be regulated further.95 96

Simultaneously, in Australia, PML was developing a public
relations management plan intended to regain PML’s control
of its operating environment in the face of massively
declining social acceptability and wide opposition. This
strategy was formulated by Matt Winokur, long time PM
executive who at the time was director of corporate affairs for
PMI and was also chief architect of the PMI voluntary
marketing code. Along with more sordid lobbying activities,
such as undermining the Ministerial Council on Drug
Strategy by convincing state premiers that the council was
usurping them, and creating ‘‘political capital’’ by getting
inside Australia’s ‘‘political machinery’’, PML’s reputation
was to be reconstructed in part by a ‘‘[programme] against
youth smoking which goes beyond what is required.’’82 97 98

This was in response to research showing the potential value
of the youth issue for the industry’s PR programmes.99 100

The primary objective of the Australian industry youth
campaign appears to have been the creation of ‘‘political
capital’’ with politicians and third parties to enable the
industry to counter political challenges. The youth issue has
provided an excuse to approach the media, decision makers,
and interest groups with ‘‘good news,’’ as in the July 1998
self-congratulatory Report to federal and state politicians: Philip
Morris addressing underage smoking in Australia.101 The industry’s
policy platform on youth also provides an immediate
alternative to offer when challenged with more prohibitive
regulation.102

Access to cigarettes at retail in the 1990s
PM was aware that retail access programmes had been found
to be counterproductive, as evidenced by files from their
worldwide regulatory affairs offices discussing conference
proceedings where these findings were presented.103 Yet they
continued aggressively pursuing access programmes when it
suited the company’s political agenda.

In response to US regulatory pressure in the mid 1990s, PM
USA formed an ‘‘access taskforce’’ which created the US
Action Against Access (AAA) programme.104 It simulta-
neously created a problem for PMI executives around the
world, who were keen to avoid similar measures. Repeated
shareholder efforts to force PM Corporation to implement
AAA in developing country markets were deflected through
the efforts of PM executives, mainly wielding the PMI
marketing code.89 91 105–110 PML’s assessment was that ‘‘it is
only a matter of time before the Australian anti-smoking
movement calls upon Philip Morris Australia to adopt all the
measures of the AAA program...it will not be easy for us to
distinguish ourselves from Philip Morris USA’s adoption of
the AAA program on the basis of difference in market,
culture and practices.’’111 PML suggested that, if pressed, only
voluntary codes would be entered in to, as it was too easy in
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‘‘the hostile Australian environment’’ to ‘‘lose control over
the progress and content’’ of legislation.111

A PMI Access Taskforce, including Australian representa-
tion, was formed in 1995, and along with Burson-Marstellar
and its parent Young & Rubicam, wrote a ‘‘strategy’’ which
aimed to position PMI as an international leader by building
the access issue as an international ‘‘brand’’, like a ‘‘global
cigarette brand’’.112 It noted: ‘‘[this is] a key global program
that is central to ensuring the long term growth of the
company.’’112 It was a classic public relations strategy,
including development of arguments and allies, monitoring
the opposition, and lobbying,112 all based on the fundamental
principle that ‘‘PMI cannot be held reasonably responsible for
ensuring that no minor smokes’’.113

The Australian industry had used access strategies since
the successful 1983 battle against WA advertising bans.43

These early rudimentary signage systems evolved incremen-
tally into the 1993 programme ‘‘It’s the Law’’ (ITL). Similar to
access programmes elsewhere, it was promoted by PML sales
representatives and supported by an associated lobbying/
media campaign.114 Since then it has been regularly
relaunched and subtly re-badged, promoted to tens of
thousands of retailers, used to forge links with third parties
such as retailer associations, promoted to politicians, and via
general, retail, and culturally specific media, and has been
expanded into helplines, campaign kits, and training
videos.101 In its current incarnation, it includes point of sale
(POS) signage and billboards, jointly funded by the three
manufacturers, providing a rare opportunity for ‘‘Australian
Tobacco Companies’’ to raise their profile with the public in a
highly restricted marketing environment.83a 115 116

ITL also provides the industry with additional ‘‘clout’’ with
their ‘‘natural constituency’’—that is, their retail and whole-
sale customers.117 Other research in this volume has demon-
strated the heightened power and importance of the retailer
in Australia’s dark marketing environment.83a The industry
has, on occasion, remonstrated with retailers over their role
in underage cigarette sales.118 However, they have more often
been concerned about the intrusions of access policies on
retailers, distanced themselves from any policing role, and
reassured retailers that the industry understands that they
act responsibly and has provided ITL to assist them.111 119

Youth school programmes in the 1990s
The Australian industry’s ongoing youth programme also
features school based education, as in other markets. In
Australia it has been spearheaded by a conservative
‘‘educationalist’’, Dr Kevin Donnelly. He has strong connec-
tions to the conservative Liberal Party and to the private
school sector, and frequently editorialises on educational
policy as an ‘‘independent consultant’’. His consulting group,
Education Strategies, developed an Australian schools pro-
gramme based on a South American programme ‘‘Yo-Tengo’’
(‘‘I Have’’). ‘‘Intensive [Australian] research among practi-
cing teachers, and actual classroom application’’ resulted in
an amended programme, launched in 1998, entitled ‘‘I’ve Got
the Power’’.120 It was designed for secondary schools in
Australia and New Zealand, and subsequently expanded to
an indigenous and a primary school programme. As with
other similar programmes, tobacco was not prominent, and
was presented in the context of decision making, not health:
in PML’s words, the programme ‘‘assist[ed] children to make
responsible lifestyle choices with regard to a range of things
that adults believe children should not do’’.120

Many of the available documents regarding ‘‘I’ve Got the
Power’’ are correspondence between PML and PMI regarding
the acknowledgement of PML’s funding of the programme.
Although PMI policy was to always attribute PM’s backing of
such programmes, PML warned that in the hostile Australian

environment, this would result in widespread rejection of the
programme.120–123 The appropriate response was decided by
Worldwide Regulatory Affairs (WRA). Firstly, PML should
‘‘get a letter from the government along the following lines:
We are aware that PM is supporting Education Strategies in
the development of the ‘‘I’ve got the power’’ program, and we
applaud your efforts to help underwrite an education
program to help youth make smart choices avoid peer
pressure etc. We do not believe it would be effective for a
program such as ‘‘I’ve Got the Power’’ to be used for public
relations or corporate identification purposes and we would
therefore ask that you refrain from putting PM’s name on the
materials.’’124 ‘‘Government officials’’ should then be advised
of PML’s investment, via a letter drafted by WRA and the
aforementioned PR document Philip Morris Addressing
Underage Smoking in Australia.125–129 Then the kits could be
printed without PML’s funding being attributed.

Although Donnelly’s association with PML continues,
attempts to garner publicity for the programme in Australia
are dogged by controversy, to which he consistently responds
that ‘‘I’ve got the power’’ is not about smoking and was
developed independent of Philip Morris.130–135

Late 1990s: ‘‘new day’’, new cooperation
Geoff Bible’s February 1998 ‘‘new day’’ speech before the US
Senate Commerce Committee, which committed to minimum
age laws, youth access programmes, anti-smoking education
programmes, product labels against ‘‘underage’’ usage, and
limits on cigarette marketing,136 137 started a new phase of
‘‘youth’’ activity at PMI.138 139 This activity again took the
basic position that marketing freedoms must be protected.
PMI personnel argued ‘‘we must be seen to be acting
responsibly and not [be seen to be] to blame [for the fact]
that kids do smoke. We do not have a role in why kids smoke,
and we cannot control kids from doing so.’’139 140 A new
‘‘Global Commitment in Support of Youth Smoking Preven-
tion’’ and new processes, guidelines and meetings resulted,
making ‘‘youth smoking prevention’’ (YSP) an ongoing
international project which included Australia.80 141–146

These activities created a problem of which PMI personnel
were keenly aware: that the company could create rules for
itself more stringent than those of its competitors, particu-
larly given that they believed that ‘‘BAT and local competitors
are not going to play this game: they do not see the world this
way’’.142 147 148 In 1998 PMI went into negotiations with RJ
Reynolds Tobacco International and BAT, after which they
were ‘‘hopeful that we will be able to implement a greatly
expanded joint international industry youth access and
marketing code to which all major industry participants will
voluntarily adhere’’.149 PMI created two lists of possible
concessions in preparation for the meeting: those PMI would
make unilaterally versus those which would only be made if
forced or mutual—that is, those which they considered
potentially damaging to their competitiveness.150 The result
was a set of ‘‘International Tobacco Products Marketing
Standards’’ signed by the parents of both PML and British
American Tobacco Australia, along with other companies.151

On their corporate websites, PMI presents these standards
as a necessary control of their competitors; BAT presents
them as exciting progress in the area of YSP. In contrast,
Credit Suisse Equity Research/First Boston advised on the
release of the standards: ‘‘we… believe that the multi-
nationals’ strategy is proactive and is a way to improve their
image…[possibly to] counter a number of proposals that the
WHO has been working on…in many countries the existing
laws or industry codes are already more restrictive than
[these] standards…we believe the [modest savings resulting
from changed marketing practices] will be redirected into
other types of marketing promotions i.e. point of sale
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activity.’’152 PM Corporation (now Altria), BATA, and BAT
continue to promote their responsible investment in YSP in
their ‘‘social reporting’’ and at annual general meetings.153–155

Shift ing the blame
In parallel with these cooperative social programmes, the
industry maintains a strategy of blaming others for youth
smoking at every opportunity. When Philip Morris Corporate
Affairs discussed ‘‘Youth: a corporate strategy that applies to
food, tobacco and beer’’ at a world conference, it noted ‘‘Key
issue: individual responsibility. Put the onus on kids, parents,
teachers, retailers, legislators/regulators’’.156 Many documents
from the 1990s, as in the 1980s, blame ‘‘parents and peers’’
for youth smoking, and this appears to be a central strategy
for Altria. In 2002, Geoff Bible, then CEO of PM Corporation,
told shareholders that ‘‘most young people don’t buy
cigarettes, they get them from loose packs left lying around
by adults’’, urging adults to be ‘‘more careful’’,157 and new
mass media YSP programmes were planned to focus on
parents’ responsibilities.158 Young smokers themselves are
also blamed, as evidenced by PML’s 1998 proposal to
Australian government that they work with industry to
‘‘investigate the feasibility of making it an offence for
underage youth to purchase tobacco’’.101

CONCLUSIONS
This paper has documented the development of youth
strategy within the tobacco industry in Australia and in the
parent companies of Australian manufacturers. It has shown
that the Australian tobacco industry, like the industry
elsewhere, has targeted young people in its research and
marketing, although the changing acceptability of that
activity over time has forced the industry’s public position
to evolve. From unproblematic advertising to children in the
1950s and 1960s, to aggressive denials in the 1980s, to the
‘‘societal alignment’’ strategies of the 1990s, the youth issue
has become increasingly central to the Australian industry’s
agenda over 50 years.

The industry’s continuing active engagement in the
development of voluntary codes, ITL, and ‘‘I’ve got the
power’’, along with its ‘‘social reporting’’ demonstrates an
intention to continue benefiting from promotion of its
‘‘responsibility’’ towards teenagers, particularly with govern-
ment and retailers. Manufacturer’s internal documents show
a parallel intention to shift the blame for youth smoking onto
alternative scapegoats, particularly young people and their
addicted smoking parents, while distancing the industry
from taking responsibility.

There is no doubt that Australian cigarette manufacturers
have marketed deliberately to teenagers. However, as the
public relations imperative has grown, overt evidence of the
industry marketing to youth under 18 has faded. Instead, as
seen earlier from PMI’s 1989 meeting, the 18–25 year age
group has been defined as the industry’s ‘‘key target group’’.
Other work in this volume has documented the guerrilla
marketing strategies subsequently used by the industry to
attract young adults in Australia.83 This is further reinforced
by BATA’s 2002 Social Report. This report was supposedly a
responsive exercise based on ‘‘stakeholder research’’.
However, despite BATA’s ‘‘stakeholders’’ defining ‘‘youth’’
as ‘‘people under the age of 25’’ during the research process,
the report committed only to ‘‘reducing the supply of tobacco
products to people under 18 years of age’’.155

The industry has, effectively, learned from the strategies of
tobacco control. Their current position resonates with the
aforementioned 1984 speech by the CEO of the TIA, which
claimed that ‘‘children are being used as a major weapon in
the anti-tobacco groups’ fight to remove tobacco advertising
and make smoking socially unacceptable.’’42 The 21st century

reality is, in fact, that children are being used as a major
weapon in the tobacco industry’s fight to protect the tobacco
market and make smoking more socially acceptable. It could,
in fact, be argued that tobacco control has unwittingly played
into the industry’s hands, providing them with a failsafe
source of legitimacy. They are now in a position to argue, as
Bible did in 1995, that ‘‘we stand ready to work with anyone
who truly wants to address this issue’’,112 implying that
anyone who is caring, responsible and serious about youth
smoking, like Altria, will cooperate with the company’s
agenda. If the industry can overcome community cynicism,
this strategy has the potential to give them a much needed
upper hand.

The fundamental flaw in the industry’s logic is the
arbitrariness of the distinction between ‘‘youth’’ and ‘‘adult’’
marketing targets. It is commonly observed that teens tend to
mimic those just older than themselves and strive to establish
themselves as independent, and that the industry’s youth
smoking programmes play to those characteristics by
emphasising the ‘‘forbidden fruit’’ aspects of smoking. As
years of dedicated research, media circulation demographics,
and even common sense dictates, it is impossible to
quarantine those under 18 years of age from aspiring to, or
participating in, activities designed for those over 18. The
notion that aggressively marketing cigarettes to an 18 year
old is somehow ethical, because it is legal, is an equally
suspect proposition. This false distinction is the biggest
challenge facing activism on the youth smoking issue in
Australia and elsewhere, requiring deft handing and com-
plete reframing. Traditional accusations that the industry
markets to children are less powerful now, particularly in the
Australian market where any form of promotion is illegal.
The key frame through which tobacco control can target the
industry on youth is now their efforts to reframe the debates
in their own favour while laying the blame elsewhere.

The Tobacco Advertising Prohibition Act 1992, which
provides Australia with its strong marketing restrictions, is
under review at the time of writing this paper. The review
provides an opportunity to widen the definition of ‘‘advertis-
ing’’ to include tobacco industry communications of any
kind, including below the line advertising, retail access
campaigns, and schools programmes. This study suggests
that such a move is justified in light of the evidence on the
industry’s youth programmes in Australia. Such policies
could reorient tobacco control away from arbitrary age
distinctions that serve the industry’s marketing aims, and
toward effective tobacco control for the benefit of the entire
Australian population.
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