
Clever marketing strategies aim to keep women smoking 
and entice young girls to start. They re selling us an image, 

.and with it dependence and ill health. 

October 1987 issue of upscale 
York-based Vanity Fair mag

photographer Helmut Newton 
this to say of his accompanying 

· of actress Debra Winger: 
· a very intelligent girl. Look 

'ty of her eyes-riveting .... 
rette? Well, she's ~ real 

~- But, also, smoking in women 
erotic act."' 

rather frivolous endorsement 
... ..-.~r smoking, and the black 

graph showing Debra 
a ~ouldetjng cigarette 
botween her lips, must 

the cockles of the 
uslI)''s heart. And for 
· lflC., the worldwide 
r it must have been par-

heartening: the three full-page 
ci~arette ads appearing in that 

asue of the magazine all promoted 
1 

ukra-light brands (largely targeted at 
CJm•·n) and all carried the Philip 

;;..;:.....~ QU;ITlli· trademark. 
.• esc days, the tobacco industry 

~still the help it can get to boost its 
1nu market. And with a sharp 
. h~ in the male cigarette market, 

~~ British physician Bobbie Jacob
. SC!t. author of Beating the Ladvki/Jers: 
W<mu•n and Smoking, it's ba~king on 
'WOmen and new converts in the Third 

• \',''.,rid to SrlVe the day.'• And to a 
'.i,.-; ,._t·:;, we: Canadian women are g1v
ang ll some help: while 30 percent of 

men aged 15 to 19 smoke, almost 
of those in their 20s do. 

1)ie reasons girls and young women 
to smoke are complex indeed, so 
lex, that if you ask women why 

staned smoking in the first place. 
they are often at a loss to explain it. 

, many seem to have some 
terswee1 memory of the person they 
Ught they could become through 
king. Retracing her own devel

t as a smoker, one woman I 
ke to who ha,; since kicked the 

habit said: "It starts with an image. 

BY JUDITH HAINES, RN, BFA 

Through acting out the image it 
becomes an association. Then it just 
becomes a dependence." 

A newly-released background paper 
on women and tobacco, prepared for 
Health and Welfare Canada's Health 
Promotion Directo_rate and the Na
tional Working Group on Women 
and Tobacco, offers some explana
tions as to why young women reach 
for cigarettes. 2 The attraction of smok
ing as an appetite suppressant; identi
fying with adult behavior through 
smoking, and the perception that 
smoking represents risk taking and 
ema,ncipatipn can all contribute to the , 
initiation of smoking in young women._' 
M atem~. rpJe majels who smoke and 
pro-smoking friends also contribute to 
a climate of social acceptability that 
supports smoking behavior. But more, 
"the advertising and promotion of 
tobacco, using themes of sexual attrac
tiveness and freedom,· is particularly 
effective on teenage girls," says the 
paper's author, Lorraine Greaves. 
Once hooked, women keep smoking 
for a variety of reasons, including to 
feed their physiological dependence, 
prevent weight gain, relieve stress, or to 
help support &n image. 

Selling ill health 
\\ 'lx-re doe , this imapc that so m;.my 
women have internalized come from? 
In large part from sophisticated 
cigarette marketing campaigns. And 
while advertising alone can't fully 
shape the smoking behavior of girls 
and women, our awareness of the con
siderable health risks attending tobacco 
use has led us to vigorously question 
tobacco marketers' false impression of 
what cigarettes have to off er us. It is an 
impression cleverly constructed on a 
foundation of aspirations that women 
-for better or for worse-hold dear. 
Aspirations to be independent, in con
trol. successful and appealing. And 
while the Cinderella-like transforma-

tion to such a world is not within 
reach, 'smoking's promise must hold 
particular appeal to those Canadian 
women who experience higher smok- -
ing rates than others: native women, 
the poor, the battered and the 
unemployed. 

Some might say that we should 
thank the tobacco industry for taking 
women's hopes so seriously. But 
seriously for whose benefit? Certainly 
not ours. We know full well that 
cigarette smoking ups women's chances 
of acquiring coronary heart disease, 
chronic bronchitis and emphysema., 
peripheral vascular disease and lung 
cancer. Indeed lung cancer, a disease 
attributable to smoking in approxi
mately 85 percent of cases has in some 
Canadian provinces already surpassed 
breast cancer as the leading cause of 
cancer death in women aged 55 to 74. 
For smokers using contraceptive pills. 
the picture is particularly disturbing. 
The multiplicative effects of smoking 
and the pill put their users at particular 
risk for heart attacks, certain kind~ of 
strukes and, it now appears, cervical 
cancer. And as if that weren't c:nough. 
there's a host of smoking-related com
plications that the pregnant woman 
and her fetus can experience. Yet in the 
face of all this, tobacco companies 
cont inue 10 shi:lmeie~sly promote 
tobacco~a product that accounts for 
approximately 35,00) preventable deaths 
in Canada each year, 13,000 of them 
women. They sell us a dependence 
cloaked in glossy images of indepen
dence. And they call it choice. ' 

In promoting cigarettes to women, 
&dvertisers capitalize not only on 
women's aspirations for thems()}ves ( as 
in Virginia Slims' successful ode to 
emancipation, "You've come a long 
way, baby'), but on society's aspira- ~ 
tions for women. That women should ~ 
aspire to be thin and attractive is a i 
message that most of us find hard to f 
escape- whether turning on the TV ': 

i 

" I 



set, driving by a billboard or flipping 
through women's magazines that 
claim to have our best interests at 
heart. It is a message we carry around 
with us, and it complicates the picture 
of who we really are and should be." A 
woman is almost continua)ly accom
panied by her own image of herself," 
says the British social critic John 
Berger. "From earliest childhood she 
has been taught and persuaded to sur
vey herself continually. And so she 
comes to consider the surveyor and the 
surveyed within her as the two constit
uent yet always distinct elements of her 
identity as a woman. "3 Advertisers cer
tainly know this, and use it to their 
advantage. 

One way they do it is by playing a 
sort of word association game with us. 
Even a brief perusal of cigarelte ads 
found in women's magazines reveals 
the regular use of words like slender, 
long, ultra light, slims, ultra long, lean 
and thins, This strategy, says Dr. 
Andrew Pipe, chairman of Physicians 
for a Smoke Free Canada, allows 
advertisers to send out the slim mes
sage to young women who are con
stantly and very consciously aware of 
their weight and body image. "There's 
just no question that one of the con
scious strategies of the tobacco indus
try is to sell ~bacco as a form of weight 
control for women,,_ says Pipe. "And 
there's no question that women have 
bought that argument, or bought that 
product in response to those kinds of 
messages." 

If tobacco companies are selling 
their killer product as a form of weight 
control for women, they are not above
selling it as a mere fashion accessory. 
In the October 12, 1987 issue of Adver
tising Age, an international marketing 
publication, an item titled "PM 
fashion smokes glow in Switzerland" 
begins: "Zurich- Philip Morris Cos. 
has launched a new cigarette as a 
fashion accessory here and plans to 
bring it to the rest of Europe."" Called 
"Star", the item says, it has been suc
cessfully tested in the Zurich area and 
is scheduled to enter Austria, France, 
Italy and West Germany in 1988, with 
other European countries following. 
Francis Sulzer, creator of the bn~nd's 
concept, is quoted as saying: "The idea 
we had was to position Star as a 
f ashio~ accessory, much like jewelry or 

Does advertising 
buy silence from 
womens magazines? 
Or is it that items on 
lung cancer aren t 
sexy to juxtapose 
with f a~hion spreads 
and food features? 

a scarf." As such, its package will 
change five times a year. "When people 
take their spring clothes out of the 
closet, we change the package to give 
them a springlike pack of cigarettes," 
Mr. Sulzer says. The winter collection, 
embellished by art deco design, fea
tures the theme of old movies. Star, the 
item tells readers, targets young, 
upscale smokers. 

Lest you think that women are the 
only ones targeted by the tobacco 
industry, another recent Advertising 
Age item, this time from New York, 
announces that Lorillard, the U.S.A. 's 
fourth-largest cigarette marketer, is 
test-marketing a new brand of cig
arettes called Harley-Davidson.5 The 
theme of the campaign? "Harley
Davidson cigarettes. Take a new 
road." According to Lorillard, the 
objective of the marketing campaign is 
"to capitalize on Harley-Davidson's 
preexisting image to generate interest 
and appeal to the male segment of the 
cigarette market." The company plans 
to support its new brand with point-<>f-

Abrege 
Les femmes : cibles d'une industrie 
du tabac soll'i pr~ion. Les hommes 
representant un marche en declin 
pour les cigarettes, l'industrie du 
tabac se tourne vers !es femmes 
pour remedier ace probleme. Leurs 
strategies astucieuses de commer
cialisation nous vendent une image 
qui entralne acco4tumance et 
problemes de sante. 

purchase displays, buy-one-get-one 
free deals, premium and T-shirt offers, 
and a sampling program. 

Clearly, the tobacco industry is 
ready to try just about anything to 
keep people smoking. A fashion acces
sory for every season you say? Delight
ful. 111 take fall. Cigarette? Sure, I 
always wanted to ride on the back of a 
Harley. Surely no intelligent human 
being would fall for this sort of stuff, 
right? We'd never see Star fashion 
accessories on lhc pages of Flan1 or 
Chatelaine .. . 

Womtn's magazines 
In recent years, Canadian women's 
magazines have drawn fire from anti
smoking forces for turning somewhat 
of a blind eye to the serious health 
consequences of the tobacco products 
their pages advertise. While ttJ.ey'U 
gladly tell us all about safe sex, depres
sion, compulsive eating, and the harm
ful effects of overexposure to the sun's 
rays, all valid concerns, they're reluc- . 
tant to really speak out about the on 
health issue women are dying to 
informed about. That's not to say 
don't see occasional articles te · 
women how to stop smoking and sta 
slim or how to butt out a bad tiabi 
B~t given the tremendous faith reade 
place in these publications to k 
them informed about health issues, 
says Andrew Pipe, they should 
doing a lot more. 

Why don't they? The argument goes 
something like this: women's maga
zines, depending on tobacco advertis 
ing revenue as they do, feel reluctant to 
bite the hand that feeds them by pub
lishing the truth about tobacco. D 
advertising really buy silence from the 
editorial side of women's magazines?. 
Or is it just that items on lung cancer 
aren't · particularly sexy to juxtap se 
with alluring fashion spreads and food 
features? 

Two surveys conducted by the 
American Council on Science and 
Health provide some insight into the 
issue. 6 The results of the Council's 1982 
~µrvey showed clearly that of 18 Amer
ican magazines surveyed, the best 
coverage of smoking and health issues 
was presented in those that didn't 
accept cigarette advertising. A follow
up study in 1986 assessed reporting of 
smoking as a health hazard in a selecC 
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f 1!) magazines; the readership 
.- l4 ~(_these was primarily women. 
~ magazine that fared worst in its 

.· ,·.,:,itt't: of smoking? Cosmopolitan, 
b.!lk!wed by such publications as Ms., 

? 1 mltmoiselle, Glamour and Se!f. all 
' ~ which were accepting cigarette 
. advertising at the time of the smvey. In 

umtrast, Reader's Digest , which has 
ng-~ policy of rejecting 

~mcfteird'vertising, provided the best 
around coverage of the hazard of 

ing. Good Housekeeping, Pree 
....,_., $alurday Evening Post and 
H also provided what was consi
da'ed excellent coverage, and of these 

lions only Vogue accepted 
ads. 

Vogues advertising policy, 
· movide some of the best 
on smoking? Because, said 

flogw editor Grace Mirabella, she and 
-.cir;4101'torial staff were concerned 

~ ;.!!!!~:l!}.SC:.,-lltsSUe of ~making and health 
tefl.depcy to report on it 

~ il;)le.. When asked about 
,-.•- ""· l" ft.om cigarette adver-

.... .,..,,.,...,,,a claimed that she was 
insulated from the adver

agazine. lnterpret
inr<mnation, Lawrence White 

Elizabeth Whelan, authors of the 
'ffirYey results, said: "The freedom of 
; ''Ki4t· \ editor to ignore the maga-
71 !'¥.''s :idvertising needs is a privilege 
muillJ only to the most successful 
aQd wdf established magazine . .., Also, 
• '°°'n te inf om,s readers that Mira-

t ~Ila is married to a lung surgeon. 
What's the picture with Canadian 

~,1~n• magazine ? Clearly we could 
do '-'1th w me research in this area. All 

magazines thal I rhoned
~/aine, Chaleloine Homemak
, Madame, Canadia,; living, oup 

"W 't', f7ure. rlin di!'il, and ., 
· ,·m· . ,!tee ! cigar(:tte a vtru::,ing, 

IOmethmg you can eac;ily figu re out 
~ :lf if you pend any amount of 

t your local newsstand. Chate-
. , with an average total paid circu
. n of I ,071, 779, is the largest circu
JOn women's magazine in the 
n~ry. According to Richard Page, 

~le adve1tising director at the 
"-"a-.uiaz.t , e, "the advertising department 

~ try to influence the editorial 
ment, especia.!ly where health 
are concerned. " However, if a 

".IIOiaoo~related story is scheduled to 

We should be aware 
of the messages 

' . womens magazines 
are selling us, and of 
important issues 
given scant attention 
at the expense of our 
best interests 

run in the same issue of the magazine 
as a· tobacco ad, he says, the cigarette 
manufacturer is notified and offered 
the option of pulling out, a standard 
magazine practice no matter what the 
product or who the advertiser. 

Tho1.1gh not by definitjon a women's 
magazine, the Canadian version of 
Readers Digest (average paid circula
tion 1,334,892) attracts a hefty reader
ship-approximately half of it female. 
In its 40-year history, it has never 
accepted a cigarette ad, and that's a 
matter of policy, says Germain Fau
bert. the Digest'.\· Eastern Sales Man
ager. It's a policy that the Wall ace fam
ily, founders of the magazine, were 
committed to and one that Faubert 
feels is fair for both advertisers and 
readers. He estimates that without this 
policy, Reader's Diges/ and its French 
counterpart Seleaion could pick up 
about $.5 million annually in cigarette 
advertising. Oddly. however, the mag
azine does accept pipe tobacco ads, 
infrequent as they are. 

Where to from here? 
Realistically, we can't expect to find all 
the health information we want or 
need in magazines- women's or oth
erwise. But as women we should be 
aware of the messages they're selling 
us-both through editorial copy and 
advertising-and of important issues 
that are given scant attention at the 
expense of our best interests. And 
regarding women· health, there are 
few issues more compelling than that 
of the growing ranks of women lung 
cancer victims. It is an issue that con
cerns us all, whether we 're smokers or 

Januar_1· /988 J7 Janl'ier /988 

not. And we must together explore 
how we ended up like this and work 
together to find a way out. For there is 
a way out, and the thousands of Cana
dian women who have kicked the 
smoking habit have shown us that. 
Smokers don't need guilt trips to dog 
them into quitting. They need to know 
that quitting smoking is darned hard 
work, and that we'll be there to sup
port them in their efforts. 

There are other ways of helping 
smokers and those too young to have 
yet been hit by the tobacco industry's 
marketing machine, and that is by 
advocating and supporting good pub
lic health policy. Indeed we have such 
an opportunity staring us in the face. 
Bill C-51 , a government bill that will 
ban tobacco advertising, has just had 
second reading in the House of Com
mons and is at the committee stage; 
Bill C-204, a private member's bill that 
both aims to regulate smoking in the 
federal workplace and on common 
carriers, and have tobacco and 
tobacco products recognized as hazar
dous products, is at a similar stage in 
the legislative process. Both bills face 
strong opposition from a pressured 
tobacco industry, an industry that is 
lobbying to save its life. Con ervative 
estimates say it has poured $4 million 
into defeating Bill C-51 alone, and it 
has organized an extensive letter writ
ing campaign to support its stance. In 
all of this will strong public opinion 
supporting these bills get lost? Not if 
we speak out clearly and articulately, 
and urge others to do the same. D 
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