LESSON 7
0

Thinking Like A Tobacco Company
.Subjects: Communication Arts, Health

Overvie w:
By assuming the roles of marketing personnel in a tobacco company, students learn
why tobacco companies need to recruit youth and some of their techniques for doing
so. Students then create their own marketing campaigns to sway various sub-groups
within the youth demographic.

Suggested Time:
1 - 2 Class Sessions

Resources/Materials:
Photocopies of the following
student handouts are needed:
• How Bad is the Threat?*
• We Need Replacement
Smokers*
• The Teen Market Report
• Recruiting the
Replacement Smokers
• Photocopies or overheads
of the attached ads (or
similar ones from
magazines).
• Large sheets of paper for
brainstorming.

OBJECTIVES:
Students will demonstrate:
1. an understanding of how the tobacco
industry uses psychological data to profile and
market cigarettes to specific target audiences.
2. an awareness of how the tobacco industry
downplays the health risks associated with
smoking.
3. an awareness of how advertisers use
specific strategies to target youth.
4. an understanding of why the tobacco
industry needs to recruit replacement smokers.

*Ideally, make powerpoints or overheads of these handouts.

Procedu re:
1. Set-Up Role Play: Tell your students to imagine that they work in the marketing
branch of a large tobacco company. They have been called to a meeting to figure out
how the company can sell more cigarettes and sustain its profits. Let them know that
you will play the role of company’s vice-president for marketing. Begin with something
like the following:

This lesson has been adapted from Smoke-Free for Life, a smoking prevention curriculum supplement
from the Nova Scotia Department of Health, Drug Dependency and Tobacco Control Unit.
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Suggested Script:
“I’ve called this meeting today to share with you some good and bad news and
to seek your advice about the best way for us to move forward. The good news is
that, even though our industry has been getting bad press about all the health
problems caused by smoking, people keep lighting up!
And as you know, every time someone lights up one of our cigarettes, that's
about one cent profit for us. A penny a cigarette. Now that may not sound like
much, but for each pack-a-day smoker, that adds up to about $70 a year. In the
U.S., there are about 44 million smokers. So those pennies add up quickly! In
fact, they add up to more than 3 billion dollars in profit each year. So every
smoker that chooses our brand is precious to us. We need them—and, because
they're addicted—they need us. But we have a problem. And I need your help to
solve it.”
"The bad news is that our product has a few unfortunate side-effects. As you all
know, smoking can cause heart disease, stroke, lung cancer, and emphysema – to
name a few. What does this mean? It means that we can’t count on our current
customers to keep their money flowing to us. Too many of them are dying. Let
me share a handout that I’ve prepared …”
Show (or hand out): “Number of Deaths in US Caused by Smoking”
After they have had a chance to look at it briefly, continue:
"As you can see, tobacco is the number one cause of preventable death in the
U.S. The bad news for us is that we are losing more than $30 million in profits
each year, due to customers dying from our product.”
“The other bad news is that once people realize that they're slowly killing
themselves when they smoke, they get it into their heads that they should quit.
At any one time, about 16 per cent of smokers are trying to stop smoking.
However, there is some good news for us. Only about 10-12 per cent of those
who attempt to quit smoking are successful. But still – back to the bad news –
about 1 million Americans do manage to quit smoking each year. Now look at
what that does to our profits. Quitters result in another $70 million in lost
profits. In short, every year we lose more than $100 million as a result of
customers dying or quitting. What can we do?” [Invite suggestions.]
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2. Show (or hand out): “We Need Replacement Smokers”
Give the class an opportunity to read through it. Once students have reviewed it,
continue the role play:
"Clearly, what we need are replacement smokers - new smokers, or ‘starters’ to
replace the ones who quit or die. Of course, we also want to convince our
present customers that they shouldn't worry about their health. And maybe we
can convince a few people to switch from some other band to ours. But our
greatest need is to recruit new smokers.
Before we go on, let me make sure we’re all clear on what is at stake here.
Why are young teens such a desirable target group to our industry? …[allow
class to offer responses]. OK, if young people are so important to us, we
really need to know how to reach them, how to market to them.
Now, here is one more piece of ‘good news’: We’ve been able to get a copy
of a study that was done of young teens. It is a bit old now, but it may still be
useful. The study was conducted by one of our competitors. The study
identifies different subgroups of teens and talks about their characteristics. I
think we can use their study to help us design our own advertising. By knowing
more about different groups of young teens, we can create ads that will make
smoking look attractive to kids.”
“Remember, once we get ‘em, we’ve got most of ‘em for life. Sure, it’s a short
life, but we can still get plenty of money from each kid that we recruit. So, let’s
take a look at the research.”
3. Distribute the “R.J. Reynolds Report”
Give students some time to review each category, then ask these questions:

Questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Which is the largest group? What are the traits of this group?
Which group contains the highest percentage of males? What are the traits of this group?
Which group contains the highest percentage of females? What are the traits of this
group?
Which group are we most likely to successfully market cigarettes to? Why?
Are there any groups we should forget about, that aren’t worth trying to target because
they are unlikely to ever become smokers? Why?
Do you think the people who conducted the survey and wrote this report accurately
described today’s teens? What groups might they have missed? How would you
characterize them?
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4. Show the Advertisements for Young Smokers (or similar ones, from magazines
aimed at young people)
• Which of these groups would each of these ads most appeal to? Why?
5. Activity
• Divide the class into seven groups. Assign each a target group from the
“R.J. Reynolds Report.” Then continue the role-play with the following
instructions:
“OK, we know our target groups, so now let’s sell some cigarettes! Your
job is to think up new ideas for getting our message across to each target
group. Think of images that will really “grab” your target audience. Who
should be in your ads, and what should they be doing?”
•

Each student group will develop and advertising strategy for their target
audience. Students will brainstorm messages (verbal and visual) that will
influence their target group. If time allows, they can decide which
magazines to place their ads in.

•

Once a strategy has been developed, have each group of students create a
magazine advertisement.

6. Presentations
Have each group present its ad, explaining its marketing appeal. Once the
presentations are completed, post the group strategies and final advertisements on a
bulletin board under the heading “The Target is You.”
7. End the role play and conclude by passing out “Let the Truth be Told:
Recruiting the Replacement Smoker.” If time is up, have students read the
handout for homework and write a
one paragraph response indicating
Method of Evaluation:
how they feel about the tobacco
Group presentations,
industry’s effort to target them.
advertising strategies and
advertisements.

How Bad is the Threat?
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“Preventable” Causes of Death in the U.S. Per Year:
Cause of Death

Number of Deaths

Tobacco

435,000

Poor Diet and Physical inactivity

365,000

Alcohol

85,000

Secondhand Smoke

54,000

Motor Vehicle Crashes

26,347

Adverse Reactions to Prescription Drugs

32,000

Suicide

30,622

Murder

20,308

Illegal Drug Use

17,000

Profits Lost Each Year
Profit Loss Due to Death:
435,000 customers
@ 1.5 packs per day = $105 / year

$45,675,000.00

Profit Loss Due to Quitters:
1,000,000 customers quit
@ 1 pack per day = $70 / year

$70,000,000.00

TOTAL IN LOST REVENUE:

$115,675,000.00
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We Need Replacement Smokers
The Problem:
We are losing customers due to death, disease, and quitting.
The Need:
We must recruit about 3,000 new users everyday just to stay even.
The Solution:
Target our advertising at “replacement smokers”

What is a “replacement smoker”?
In order for us to continue to reap big profits, we must not only replace quitters
with new smokers – we must also replace the more than four million adults who die
each year of tobacco-caused diseases. Who are we going to recruit? Consider
this:
•

90% of smokers begin before the age of 18. It is hard to convince adults to
smoke. Adolescents are our most important customers. Young smokers
represent a lifetime of addiction, and a lifetime of profits. We need to start
creating favorable views of smoking in pre-teen kids and get them to start
smoking in their early teens.
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THE TEEN MARKET Report, ABC Tobacco
To help us better market our products, we have
conducted an extensive survey of youth between
the ages of 15 and 24. The goal of this survey
was to give us a better understanding of the
values, lifestyles and smoking behavior of young
people – in order to better target this desirable
group.
In the first half of the survey, the young people
were asked about social roles, self image,
relationships, values, interests, ambitions,
politics, brands, music, forms of advertising, and
their media behavior. The survey also included
questions about their spending habits.
The second half of the survey consisted of interviews in which young people were
asked their thoughts about smoking, and which tobacco products and brands they
knew about and/or used.
Based on their responses, we have divided young people into several different
groups. We will need to develop different advertising approaches for each group.
In fact, these groups are just the starting point. We are currently collecting
additional research to further refine the categories. We want to make sure that
every teen knows that there is a cigarette that is just right for him or her. The
seven groups that we identified are:

Group 1: The Shallows (32% of total survey group)
The Shallows are easily persuaded to follow the latest fads, whatever they happen
to be. They like to listen to whatever is the most popular music, to wear whatever
is the most popular brand, to buy whatever their friends buy. “Average” often
describes the Shallows, who tend to be followers and academic underachievers.
They flow with the trends, taking their cues from others. It’s not that they don’t
have opinions – it’s just that they would rather avoid controversy, so are unlikely
to express any unpopular view publicly. The Shallows tend to focus on material
success and despite wanting to be part of the crowd, they are also rather selfcentered.
• 42% of Shallows were male; 58% were female
• Percentage of Shallows who smoke: 18%
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Personality Profile:
• Fashion-conscious
• Not particularly politically concerned
• Live for the moment and tend to be self-indulgent
• Many have insecurities about their bodies; girls often want to be thinner,
boys stronger or otherwise more attractive
• Medium to heavy viewers of TV
• Popular musical tastes – whatever is “in”
• Enjoy books, especially those that feature teens and pop culture
• Read magazines, particularly those focused on fashion and entertainment

Group 2: Tomorrow’s Leaders (12% of total survey group)
These are potential movers and shakers. They are social and assertive, clear in
their direction and oriented toward achievement and success. Generally, they
don’t “rock the boat.” Rather, they want to become captains of the boat. These
teens demonstrate a degree of independence from family and friends, yet
remain largely conformists in society. Success is still thought about primarily in
material terms. In this respect they are prime consumers, especially for fashion
items, sporting equipment, and accessories.
• 58% of Tomorrow’s Leaders were male and 42% were female
• Percentage of Tomorrow’s Leaders who smoke: 8%
Personality Profile
• Friendly, assertive, independent
• Participate in wide range of activities – clubs, concerts, sports
• Fashion-conscious, but less so than The Shallows
• Often have money of their own to spend
• Come from upscale, professional families
• Enjoy going to movies with friends
• Light viewers of TV (they enjoy sports, comedies, talk shows and dramas)
• Enjoy pop and rock music
• Often like to read books and newspapers
• Most don’t like smoking
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Group 3: The Jocks (11% of total survey group)
Many athletes are not jocks. What separates The Jocks from other athletes is
that they place sport success at the top of their list of priorities. Many see
success in sports as their ticket to success in life. Members of this group may
be particularly vulnerable to marketing when, as usually happens, they fall short
of their athletic goals.
• 67% of Jocks were male and 33% were female
• Percentage of Jocks who smoke: 8%
Personality Profile
• Confident
• Highly active in sports
• Rely on parents for moral support
• Many come from disadvantaged backgrounds
• Tend to not have extra money to spend
• Wide variety of musical tastes, depending on their cultural group
• Average TV viewers (like pro sports, comedies, soaps, and dramas)
• Below average readers

Group 4: The Brainiaks (14% of total survey group)
The Brainiaks tend to be the brightest students. They are interested in ideas.
While some Brainiaks are socially skilled and popular, those who have fewer
social skills may be labeled “geeks” by classmates. Brainiaks are unafraid to
explore less popular ways of thinking and acting. They are more interested in
creativity and self-expression than in following the crowd. Less materialistically
oriented than Tomorrow’s Leaders, they define success more in terms of selffulfillment and “making a contribution to society” than achieving a high income.
•
•

46% of Brainiaks were male and 54% were female
Percentage of Brainiaks who smoke: 2%

Personality Profile
• Assertive and confidence
• Tend to not have much money to spend
• Challenge popular ideas
• May have unusual tastes in music and arts
• Watch less TV than average
• Avid readers
• Tend to disapprove of smoking
• Not very active in sports
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Rely on parents for moral support
Financially conservative, but have lots of discretionary income
Likely to have bank accounts, credit cards and cars
Prefer “easy-listening” or pop music
Average TV viewers (like soaps, comedies, news and dramas)
Average readers
Older, Quebec youth are over-represented in this group
More females
• Live away from home, working
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Group 5: Rebel-Without-Cause (9% of total survey group)
These teens are often defined by teachers and other authority figures as
“trouble-makers.” They like to test limits and push boundaries. While these
teens reject some of the attitudes and behaviors of the more conforming
students, they do so more as a knee-jerk response, than from a principled
stance. They know what they are against, but are less clear about what they
are for. They like to see themselves as “cool” and carefully cultivate a public
image.
•
•

62% of Rebels were male and 38% were female
Percentage of Rebels who smoke: 52%

Personality Profile
• Outwardly confident, but inwardly insecure
• May come across as “detached” and uninterested
• Like hard rock, heavy metal, or rap music
• Heavy consumers of media
• Usually have a small group of close friends

Group 6: Activists (12% of total survey group)
These young people tend to support a variety of social causes – environmental
issues, peace and justice concerns, racial equality, homelessness, world hunger,
and so on. They like to join clubs that have a cause to support and are active in
their local communities supporting their chosen issue(s). Some become actively
involved in political campaigns and movements.
• 41% of Activists were male and 59% were female
• Percentage of Activists who smoke: 2%
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Personality Profile
• Secure and decisive
• Introspective, yet outwardly focused
• Clear sense of personal values
• Motivation for activism may stem from religious or ethical commitments
• Less fashion conscious than most other groups
• Stable and supportive family backgrounds
• Broad musical tastes
• Below average TV viewing (may be active on internet)
• Heavy readers

Group 7: Traditionalists (10% of total survey group)
The remaining group is the Traditionalists. This segment is the most
conservative and also tends to be the most religious. Material success is not
their leading motivation. Spiritual values are held in high esteem. Many of their
attitudes, like their relatively traditional view of gender roles, are considered by
some of their peers as old fashioned. The Traditionalists support “family values”
and long-established belief systems.
• 44% Traditionalists were male and 56% were female
• Percentage of Traditionalists who smoke: 12%
Personality Profile
• Conservative, religious
• Often come from rural areas and small towns
• Outgoing and confident
• Strong family ties
• Hard-working, unselfish
• Against sexual freedom, drug use, and violence
• Not much money to spend
• Light TV viewers, usually news
• Most likely group to regularly attend church, mosque or synagogue
• Prefer lighter music
• Enjoy reading news magazines, books, newspapers
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Recruiting the Replacem ent Smo ker

The tobacco industry tries to recruit young people to replace those current smokers who are dying or
quitting. How can the industry justify marketing an addictive, deadly drug to young people,
especially when kids under the age of 18 cannot even buy cigarettes legally?
They don’t try to justify it. They try to deny it. For example, here is what R.J. Reynolds says about its
advertising:
“We don’t advertise to children. …All of our cigarette ads are what we call ‘brand
advertising.’ Their purpose is to get smokers of competitive products to switch to one of our
brands, and to build the loyalty of those who already smoke one of our brands. …Getting
smokers to switch is virtually the only way a cigarette brand can meaningfully increase its
business. That’s why we don’t advertise to young people.”
The Truth: Trying to gain business by getting current smokers to switch brands is a losing strategy.
Studies show that smokers tend to be extremely loyal to their brand of choice. Only 10 percent of
smokers switch brands each year. IF tobacco companies are going to keep the money rolling in, they
need to recruit new smokers – and they know it!
How do we know that the industry targets youth?
Tobacco industry documents (which were secret until the courts forced them to be made public) are
filled with statements about the importance of recruiting young smokers. Here are just a couple of
examples:
•
•
•

A 1971 tobacco marketing plan stated that: “young smokers represent the major opportunity
group for the cigarette industry. We should therefore determine their attitudes to smoking and
health, and how this might change over time.”
A 1988 tobacco marketing plan said: “if the last ten years have taught us anything, it is that the
industry is dominated by the companies who respond most effectively to the needs of younger
smokers.”
A 1989 J.J. Reynolds document specifically identifies young people as “the only source of
replacement smokers.” It notes the importance of young people to the future of tobacco industry
profits, noting that less than one-third of smokers start after age 18, and only 5 percent of
smokers start after age 24.

The following observations about teen smokers appeared in an Imperial Tobacco report:
Starters no longer disbelieve the dangers of smoking, but they almost universally assume these
risks will not apply to themselves because they will not become addicted. Once addiction does
take place, it becomes necessary for the smoke to make peace with the accepted hazards.
…The desire to quit seems to come earlier now than before, even prior to the end of high school.
In fact, it often seems to take hold as soon as the recent starter admits to himself that he is hooked
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on smoking. However, the desire to quit and actually carrying it out, are two quite different things,
as the would-be quitter soon learns.
It’s not only older teens that are targeted. Numerous tobacco industry documents indicate that the
industry has perceived kids as young as 13 to be a key market. For example, a RJ Reynolds document
states:
Evidence is now available to indicate that the 14-18 year-old group is an increasing segment of the
smoking population. RJR-Tobacco must soon establish a successful new brand in this market if our
position in the industry is to be maintained.
How do ads target youth? Just a couple examples…
• Full-page, glossy cigarette ads appear regularly in Cosmopolitan, Vibe, Maxim, Rolling Stone,
People and Sports Illustrated, among others. According to the magazine themselves, many
readers are teens.
•

These ads create and reinforce the images of smoking as cool, acceptable, and popular among
independent-minded, active, fun-loving people.

•

An August 2001 study in the New England Journal of Medicine showed that the cigarette
companies increased their advertising in youth-oriented magazines after formally agreeing to
stop all advertising to youth.

•

One of the most successful youth marketing campaigns involved the cartoon character, “Joe
Camel.” Within four years after the Joe Camel campaign was launched, the number of young
U.S. smokers who preferred Camels jumped from less than 1 percent to 30 percent. Sales to
kids 12 to 19 years of age grew from $6 million in 1988 to $476 million in 1991. Even onethird of three-year-olds knew who “Joe Camel” was. In 1997, R.J. Reynolds agreed to stop
using Joe Camel. However, their more recent ad campaigns have also featured cartoon-like
images, as well as humorous ads designed to mock the health warning labels that are on
cigarette packages.

Sources:
Youth and Tobacco: Promoting a Lethal Product, National Clearinghouse on Tobacco and Health, 1993.
Jeffry Jensen Arnett and George Terhanian, “Adolescents’ responses to cigarette advertisements: links between exposure, liking, and the
appeal of smoking,” Tobacco Control Online, 1998, 7:129-133.

