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A B S T R A C T

Purpose: In the U.S., tobacco products are now regulated by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Litigation
has quickly followed. One area of controversy is when a change to the design of the cigarette pack requires
approval through FDA's rigorous premarket review process. In this paper, we examine how adult U.S. smokers
view the connection between the design of cigarette packs and the characteristics of the cigarettes within.
Methods: Data for this qualitative study came from six focus groups conducted in March 2017 with adult
smokers. Two groups consisted of lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) participants; two groups of participants with
less than four years of college education; one group of LGB and straight identity; and, one group of the general
population. All groups were selected for regional, gender, and racial/ethnic diversity. Participants (n=33)
represented all nine U.S. Census divisions. We conducted constant comparison qualitative analysis utilizing a
grounded theory approach.
Results: Participants’ views reflected a belief that pack design is clearly a reflection of the cigarettes within and
that a change in the pack signaled a change in the cigarettes. However, some participants felt price was the
salient characteristic of cigarettes and design mattered more for enticing young people to smoke.
Conclusions: Changes in pack design signal changes to the product for smokers. Pack design and changes to pack
design are seen as particularly relevant to new and young smokers. These findings provide support for regula-
tions that require assessment of cigarette pack design changes for impacts on public health.

1. Introduction

Regret at having started to smoke is a nearly universal experience
among smokers [1], and over 480,000 adults die early due to smoking
annually in the United States [2]. In the U.S., tobacco products, which
were less regulated than strawberry jam until 2009 [3], are now
regulated by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Litigation by the
tobacco industry has quickly followed [4]. One area of controversy is
whether a change to the design of the cigarette pack requires review by
FDA, even if the cigarettes inside are not changed. If package design
changes do require review, such changes could need FDA approval
under an exacting premarket review standard designed to protect
public health [5]. A 2016 federal court decision accepted FDA argu-
ments that a change in quantity of cigarettes in a pack could trigger this
review, but rejected arguments that changes to cigarette packaging
would require review [4]. More recent FDA decisions show that design

changes remain important to FDA when they alter or affect the pro-
duct’s performance or characteristics [6]. In this paper, we bring the
voices of U.S. adult smokers into this debate by exploring what cigarette
packaging signals about the characteristics of the product inside the
package.

The ultimate outcomes of judicial and policy processes about ci-
garette packaging are relevant to population health [7]. Tobacco in-
dustry documents show careful attention to how cigarette pack design
can be used to influence consumers [8,9]. There are clear examples of
how cigarette pack design changes have shifted population distribu-
tions of smokers. For example, RJ Reynolds created a sleek pink and
black cigarette package that was linked with a substantial increase in
adolescent female smoking [10], and tobacco industry documents show
careful calibration of cigarette packaging to increase smoking among
women [11]. Public health researchers have also shown how pack de-
signs are used to convey health risks (e.g., level of tar) by manipulating
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the size of pack design elements and other information (e.g., filter
ventilation or “lightness”) by using color [12–14].

Industry lawyers, government lawyers, tobacco control advocacy
lawyers, and researchers have weighed in on the issue of cigarette
packaging being part of, or distinct from, the product. The aim of this
tobacco regulatory science-based [15] paper is to address the question:
How do U.S. adult smokers view the cigarette pack’s visual design in
relation to the cigarettes inside the package?

2. Methods

We conducted six telephone-based focus groups with adult U.S.
smokers from across the country in March 2017. We used the
AmeriSpeak Panel from National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at
the University of Chicago. This panel is probability-based and was de-
signed to include households without internet access. From the
AmeriSpeak Panel, staff at NORC purposively recruited participants to
maximize diversity. We conducted six focus groups: Two groups of
lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) participants; two groups of participants
with less than four years of college education; one group mixing LGB
and straight participants; and, one group with no limitations by sexual
orientation or socioeconomic status. Each group was recruited to
maximize racial, ethnic, gender, and regional diversity. We focused on
LGB participants and participants with fewer years of formal education
due to the higher smoking prevalence in these populations [16].

To maximize participation (i.e., to include households with no in-
ternet access) and regional diversity, we conducted focus groups by
phone. Use of a phone-based focus group opens access to participation
to people who could not travel to attend and enhances the geographic
representation of the group [17,18]. An experienced staff member at
NORC moderated the focus groups, which lasted 60–90min. Partici-
pants received AmeriSpeak “points” for their time. Two authors at-
tended each group to confirm saturation of themes (JGLL, PEA). Audio
recordings were professionally transcribed using a smooth verbatim
protocol.

We used a semi-structured focus group guide designed to generate
thoughts and discussion about the meaning and design of cigarette
packs. It included both cognitive and affective responses to the visual
design of cigarette packs. The guide was based on a theory-informed
framework of the influence of visual product design on consumer be-
haviors [19] and is available online [20]. There were no visual stimuli
in this study. Participants discussed what was salient to them and what
they remembered about cigarette packs. For example, we asked parti-
cipants to describe the pack design of the first cigarette they ever
smoked. The guide was piloted in a test focus group comprised of NORC
call center staff. We followed a qualitative study reporting checklist
[21]. The East Carolina University and Medical Center IRB approved
the study protocol (#16-001200).

2.1. Participants

Thirty-three adults aged 22–62 (mean 46, sd= 11.5) participated in
the groups. Of these, 29 completed the entire group. Participants filled
out a screening survey as part of recruitment. Of the 33, 64% reported
female gender, 36% reported LGB identity, 49% White race, 24% Black
race, 9% Hispanic ethnicity, 3% American Indian race, and 15% being
multi-racial. Almost half (49%) had less than four years of college
education, and 18% had no internet access at home. Participants re-
presented all nine U.S. census divisions. Ninety-four percent smoked
every day, 58% smoked their first cigarette within 30min of waking,
and 46% usually smoked menthol.

2.2. Analysis

We approached analysis from a grounded theory perspective [22].
Grounded theory allows data to speak on its own and allows concepts to

emerge based on participant views rather than based on existing theory.
Analysis of the data was completed via the constant comparison method
[23]. This method includes open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding. Open coding occurred when the lead analyst (PEA, a professor
of social work who specializes in qualitative methodology), with feed-
back from the team, sorted the data into initial themes and attached a
code or descriptor to them. Axial coding occurred next, and the initial
themes were reconsidered for potential groupings into larger themes
based on overlap and connection. Finally, in selective coding, the team
further grouped the data and interpreted it for larger meanings. The
team iteratively discussed findings and provided feedback to one an-
other until we reached agreement in the resulting themes. The analysis
team included researchers with formal training in consumer behavior,
health behavior/tobacco control, and social work. While two members
of the team had smoked, none were current smokers. From this process,
three final themes were identified: (1) pack design is a reflection of the
cigarettes within, (2) change in pack design signals a change in the
cigarettes, and (3) price matters to me but visual design can influence
others.

3. Results

Adult U.S. smokers in our groups had one of two perspectives about
the connection between the visual design of the cigarette pack and its
cigarettes. The first two themes, (1) pack design is a reflection of the
cigarettes within and (2) change in pack signals a change in the ci-
garettes, both support the idea that pack design is perceived by con-
sumers to be connected to the cigarettes within the pack. However,
these views were not universal, as some participants articulated views
aligned with the third theme: (3) price matters to me but visual design
can influence others. In this theme, participants indicated that pack
design and design changes are less salient influences on their choices
than the ability of the cigarette within to provide nicotine at an af-
fordable cost. However, this idea was tempered by the belief that pack
design matters more to new and potential smokers (e.g., youth). We did
not identify differences in themes between groups.

3.1. Theme 1: pack design is a reflection of the cigarettes within

Much of the discussion focused on how the pack design is a re-
flection of the cigarettes. Specifically, our participants discussed how
color is used as a guide for strength and flavor of the cigarettes.

“You’ve got your typical Marlboro Reds with the red and white,
you’ve got your 100 s with the gold and white, you’ve got your lights
with like a light gray and white, then, when you get into the men-
thols, you’ve got the black and green, the green and white, the black
and white. To me, it just helps me identify the difference in the
flavors or the styles of cigarette.” (Group 1, LGB)

“Well so they did away with like the Reds, the Lights, the Ultralights
but the packages have stayed the red, gold and silver and green for
menthol so there’s no guessing. I mean if you’ve been around long
enough, you know that the red is the hardest cigarette and then
there’s the lights and you know so it doesn’t matter what it’s being
called at this point. You know it’s still the same.” (Group 5, lower
education)

It was clear that many of our participants believed that cigarette
packs were an indication of the type of cigarettes within the pack. As
the following quote demonstrates, a simple package signaled a simple
cigarette.

“The packaging is simple, the cigarette in and of itself in my opinion
is simple, and that’s what I get from it.” (Group 1, LGB)

The participants often discussed that different pack styles were as-
sociated with various cigarette characteristics. In the next quote a
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participant breaks down how a pack reflects the characteristics of the
cigarette.

“I would say the lines and the stripes (on the package) kind of mean
just straightforward cigarette. You smoke it, it's going to be good.
The checkmark is what I said before, as far as being highly re-
commended choice of cigarettes” (Group 3, LGB).

Along these lines, participants also discussed how certain packaging
reflects differences in how “healthy” different cigarettes are compared
to others (in this case Natural American Spirit):

“It just makes me think of free-spirited and it’s considered like the
healthier of all the cigarettes because of the less ingredients and
whatnot and the packaging reflects all that.” (Group 2, lower edu-
cation)

A clear point of view that emerged is that the design, specifically
colors and symbols, signifies qualities about the cigarettes in a pack.
The participants believed they could assume various qualities about the
cigarettes by viewing the pack – whether the product inside is a strong,
light, healthier, or simple cigarette.

3.2. Theme 2: change in pack signals a change in the cigarettes

Building off the belief that package design reflects the cigarettes,
our participants specifically discussed that changes to the cigarette
packs signaled a change in the cigarettes. Some of the participants held
negative attitudes toward pack design changes.

“Well, recently Newports have changed their packaging. At the
bottom where the Newport sign is, I believe they don't have the
checkmark there. They may have the checkmark, I'm not sure. But
speaking for myself and the peers that I frequently smoke around
and they smoke as well, it was basically more of a discomfort and it
made us kind of feel like something was wrong with the cigarettes.
So, it wasn't a good sign, kind of like…they tasted a little flatter.”
(Group 3, LGB)

Similarly, participants connected package change to avoidance of
the product. When participants discussed the connection in changing
pack design to changing the cigarettes, they also saw this affecting
other smokers’ experience as well as their own. Along these lines, a
participant explained:

“They changed their packaging I remember like seven or eight years
ago and a lot of people disliked it so they stopped smoking them…”
(Group 2, lower education)

On the other hand, there were instances in which participants
thought change in pack design signaled a good change, which often
piqued their interest and led them to try the “new” cigarettes.

“Yeah, I remember them changing for it was like a summer or two
that they changed to their fancy packs and I was like, oh, and I was
thinking maybe they had changed something and it was cool and
better, but it was still Camels, you know.” (Group 6, general po-
pulation)

Another participant described it in the following way:

“Yes, and like I said, just to be something totally different, like,
Marlboro never had any black packs, and then they started coming
out with these cigarettes that were being marketed in black packs,
and it was just totally different from Marlboros.” (Group 4, LGB/
mix)

In short, the participants in this study connected pack design change
to a change in the cigarettes themselves. While some participants
viewed changes as a “bad” thing (indicating a reason to avoid the
product), others perceived changes to be a “good” thing (indicating a
reason to try the product).

3.3. Theme 3: price matters to me but visual design can influence others

While most participants expressed that design changes signal im-
portant information about the product inside the package, some parti-
cipants shared a divergent view. For these smokers, changes in pack
design were neither “good” nor “bad,” and there was a disconnect be-
tween pack design and the physical attributes of the cigarettes. For
example:

“I wouldn’t care if they packaged them in a box, in a green box with
purple polka dots, as long as they didn’t change the flavor. As long
as the formula doesn’t change I could care less how they’re pack-
aged, I really could.” (Group 1, LGB)

As expressed above, this particular group of smokers was not con-
cerned about pack designs, they reported disregarding the aesthetic
attributes altogether. However, for these participants the lack of con-
nection between the pack design and the cigarettes was driven by an-
other product attribute, affordability:

“I could really care less one way or the other if they change the pack
style. I don’t smoke because of the pack style. I don’t choose my
brands because of the pack style. I’m all about the affordability or
whatever.” (Group 2, lower education)

“Yes, that’s why I smoke them. It’s not even the packaging, it’s the
price.” (Group 6, general population)

Although these participants believed that pack design did not im-
pact their perceptions or behaviors, they did express that pack design
was important to other smokers. In particular, they felt that pack design
influenced new and young smokers.

“As far as that’s concerned, I do feel that their packaging has up-
dated over the years and I think they were trying with the new
packaging to get younger people, because to me it was a old person’s
cigarette.” (Group 1, LGB)

“I know from personal events that I’ve seen growing up and smoking
myself, it’s like some people in the younger sense got into those
Camel Crushes because of the fact of the look of those packs but I
never really thought about it as appealing at that time.” (Group 2,
lower education)

Overall, this theme captured that some smokers are acutely aware
that they hold a different perspective on the importance of pack design
compared to other long time, new, and young smokers. Despite their
own focus on obtaining cigarettes based on affordability, these smokers
felt that cigarette packaging design communicates a message that draws
in new and young smokers.

4. Discussion

4.1. Principal findings

Adult U.S. smokers in this study clearly connect the visual design of
cigarette packs to the characteristics of the cigarettes inside the packs.
This provides evidence contradicting some court decisions asserting
that changes to pack design are not relevant to concerns about changes
to the cigarette product. This study identified three prominent per-
spectives about pack design shared among smokers. Some smokers as-
sociated pack design elements, like color, with attributes about the
physical characteristics of the cigarette, such as strength, health effects,
and flavor. Some participants explicitly stated their beliefs that pack
design changes reflect changes to the actual cigarette; changes to the
cigarettes were assumed to be both negative (e.g., taste has changed)
and positive (e.g., there is something new and enticing about the ci-
garette). Finally, some smokers reported simply not caring about pack
changes, as their perceptions and behaviors related to cigarettes were
driven by affordability and price point. While this group of smokers
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exempted themselves from being influenced by changes to pack design,
they expressed a belief that such changes do influence the behaviors of
new and young smokers.

4.2. Study results in context

Our findings are consistent with the broader marketing literature
that the packaging of a product changes how it is experienced [24,25].
Specific to tobacco products, our findings are also consistent with to-
bacco industry internal documents [8,9,26,27]. A large literature on
plain packaging of cigarettes, which is not a feasible option in the U.S.
due to protections for commercial speech under the First Amendment,
finds that plain packaging changes consumer perceptions [28]. Indeed,
in focus groups of Australian smokers, plain packaging changed per-
ceptions about the taste of cigarettes – even when the cigarettes have
not been changed [29]. Similarly, our findings that the color of cigar-
ette packaging communicates flavor profiles reflects prior quantitative
research showing the tobacco industry has effectively evaded FDA's ban
on modified risk descriptors such as “light” and “mild” [12,30,31].
Finally, our finding that price was perceived to be more influential than
packaging for some participants is consistent with a robust literature
showing the importance of price in smoking behaviors [32].

4.3. Limitations

There are important limitations to this study. First, as a qualitative
study, our findings do not tell us about the prevalence of different
perceptions. Second, we cannot generalize to all adult smokers in the
U.S. given our purposive sampling. Third, given the use of a panel
service, we could not engage participants in reviewing transcripts or
providing feedback on the themes we developed. Fourth, we used a
telephone-based approach rather than holding groups in person, which
prevented us from reading facial expressions and allowed participants
to easily drop off the call. Fifth, while we attempted to maximize di-
versity, our study does not include all perspectives. Sixth, this study
focused on adult smokers, and findings for youth may be different.

4.4. Cancer policy implications

Adult smokers' thoughts are now available to the courts and the FDA
and should inform their decision-making processes. Failure to evaluate
changes to the visual design of cigarette packs under a broad, exacting
public health standard allows the tobacco industry to continue ma-
nipulating smokers’ perceptions and behaviors, contributing to con-
tinued detrimental impacts on population health.
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