Standardised packaging of tobacco: independent review report published
Standardised packaging of tobacco is likely to contribute to a modest but important
reduction in smoking, including reducing the rate of children taking up smoking, Sir
Cyril Chantler will say today. These are the main conclusions of his independent
review of the evidence for and against standardised packaging of tobacco products.
Sir Cyril was commissioned by the Government to give advice on whether or not the
introduction of standardised packaging is likely to have an effect on public health,
and what any effect might be, particularly in relation to the health of children.
When undertaking his review he considered three key questions and came to the
following conclusions.


Is standardised packaging likely to lead to a reduction in the consumption of
tobacco?

Sir Cyril considered evidence from the Stirling Review and commissioned his own
independent assessment to make sure the Stirling Review was robust. He
accepts the findings of the Stirling Review that standardised packaging has been
shown to reduce pack and product appeal. He considers it likely that
standardised packaging will result in smokers and potential smokers feeling more
negative about smoking, susceptible children and young adult smokers becoming
less likely to associate particular brands with the peers they want to emulate and
health warnings becoming more credible when not next to attractive packaging.
This reduction in appeal is likely, in due course, to translate into changed
behaviour and so to a reduction in tobacco use. Overall he expects standardised
packaging, over time, to contribute to a reduction in the prevalence of smoking.


Does branded packaging promote tobacco consumption, especially by
encouraging children to take up smoking?

Very strong evidence shows that children who are exposed to advertising or
promotion of tobacco products are more likely to subsequently take up smoking.
Branded cigarettes are ‘badge’ products, frequently on display, which therefore
act as a “silent salesman.” The tobacco industry argues that all of its marketing
activity, including packaging, aims solely to persuade existing adult smokers to
switch brand and never targets children or new smokers. However, Sir Cyril has
heard no coherent argument as to how this separation happens in practice. In his
view children and non‑smokers cannot be ‘quarantined’ from seeing tobacco
packaging and once they are exposed to it, they are susceptible to its appeal
whether it is intended to target them or not. In the light of these and other
considerations he believes that branded packaging contributes to increased
tobacco consumption.



Is it likely that standardised packaging will lead to an increase in tobacco
consumption by lowering the price of tobacco as the market is commoditised
or by increasing the consumption of cheap illicit products?

Sir Cyril is not convinced by these arguments. He considers that the risk of prices
falling is small, but if it were to happen and undermine the objectives of
standardised packaging then this could be mitigated through taxation. He notes
that in Australia prices have continued to rise, above and beyond tax increases
since plain packaging. He has not found any convincing evidence to suggest that
standardised packaging would increase the illicit market. The main driver to an
increase in the illicit market seems to be price. It seems to Sir Cyril that the
solution to illicit use is to have an effective enforcement regime, and the
enforcement agencies in the UK have already demonstrated that an effective
enforcement regime and appropriate sanctions can keep illicit products to low
levels.
In coming to his conclusions he considered published studies, met with
representatives from the tobacco industry and tobacco control experts, and
commissioned independent analysis of the Stirling Review.
Sir Cyril will say today:
“Research cannot prove conclusively that a single measure like standardised
packaging of tobacco products will reduce smoking and it is not possible to carry out
a controlled trial.
“However, I am satisfied that there is enough evidence to say that standardised
packaging is very likely to contribute to a modest but important reduction in smoking.
This effect will be optimised if it is part of a wider tobacco control strategy.
“The evidence base is modest and it has limitations, but it points in a single
direction, and I am not aware of any evidence pointing the other way.
“Given the dangers of smoking, the suffering that it causes, the highly addictive
nature of nicotine, the fact that most smokers become addicted when they are
children or young adults and the overall cost to society, the importance of such a
reduction should not be underestimated.”
Background notes
“Standardised packaging” means putting tobacco products in drab, purposefully
unattractive packaging, devoid of branding (other than name) or promotional
information.
The term is often used interchangeably with ‘plain packaging’, however plain
packaging may involve fewer restrictions on, for example, size and shape of packs
than fully “standardised” packaging. In Australia (a plain packaging scheme with

some restrictions on size and shape), packaging is in brown/olive packaging and
matt cardboard. There are no special foils, tapes, laminating or special print effects.
Packages are dominated by large and prominent (graphic and textual) health
warnings. Cigarette boxes are limited to simple flip-top openings, with other features
such as slide opening, or bevelled edges banned. Brand and variant names are
required to be written in a prescribed format, font and size.
The Stirling Review was a systematic review of the evidence on standardised
packaging commissioned by the Department of Health and undertaken by
academics at the University of Stirling, the University of Nottingham and the Institute
of Education, London. It was funded through the Public Health Research
Consortium. It considered the findings of 37 studies, and was published alongside
the Department of Health’s 2012 consultation document.1
Sir Cyril is Honorary Fellow and past Chairman of University College London
Partners, and Non-executive Chairman of the Quality and Clinical Risk Committee of
NHS England. He was Professor of Paediatric Nephrology and Consultant
Paediatrician at Guy’s and St Thomas’ Hospital, and Principal of the United Medical
and Dental School of Guy’s and St Thomas’ Hospital and Vice-Principal for Health at
King’s College London.
The Review was commissioned on 27 November 2013. Terms of Reference are set
out in a letter from Jane Ellison MP. A ‘method statement’ was published on 16
December, setting out how the Review was to be conducted.
The terms of reference for the Review made clear that it was concerned only with
any public health effects of standardised packaging and not with matters such as
legal issues or competition. Issues such as potential effects on the price of tobacco
products, or the trade in illicit tobacco were considered insofar as they relate to
impacts on public health.
By kind agreement of the Principal of King’s College London, the Review was hosted
by King’s College at its Guy’s Campus.
Notes/ transcripts of meetings held, together with copies of the evidence submitted
are being made available on the Review’s webpage
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/health/packaging-review.aspx
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