
Optimising the effects of plain
packaging for tobacco – making
Quitline information more salient
9 November 2014

Janet Hoek, Philip Gendall

Given plain packaging of tobacco products will likely increase the tension many smokers
experience, simple measures that enhance smokers’ access to cessation support, and
affirm their decision to try and quit, could increase the number and success of quit
attempts. This blog post details a just published study on this topic. It also suggests that
New Zealand policy makers should ensure plain packaging regulations improve the current
presentation of Quitline information and provide smokers with support to manage the
dissonance plain packaging is likely to elicit.

 

Once the new NZ Parliament passes legislation bringing plain, or standardised, tobacco
packaging into effect, policy makers will need to draft regulations that determine
implementation of the new law. The Health Select Committee has proposed four objectives
for the Act, namely to:

Discourage smoking uptake and use of tobacco products,
Encourage smoking cessation,
Support quitters by reducing lapsing, and to
Reduce exposure to secondhand smoke

There is strong research evidence to suggest plain packaging will realise all of these
objectives(1-5). Furthermore, now plain packaging has been in place in Australia for nearly
two years, we have actual data on which to draw. Emerging evidence from Australia shows
smoking prevalence post-plain packaging has fallen to the lowest recorded level.
Irrespective of the measure used – daily smoking, age at which first cigarette smoked, or
average number of cigarettes consumed by smokers – the data are clear. While more
detailed analyses are required to estimate the role plain packaging has played in bringing
about these changes, these data, together with evaluation studies (6), do not support
tobacco industry arguments that plain packaging will have no effect on smoking
prevalence.

Early findings from Australia are important and should assuage concerns among NZ
politicians that plain packaging’s effects are unknown. More importantly, this evidence
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suggests plain packaging is working exactly as predicted, and should galvanise the rapid
introduction of this proportionate and effective policy. However, as well as moving rapidly
to follow Australia’s lead, we should be asking whether and how we can improve on their
legislation.

Packages featuring a standard and unattractive colour, embellished only by large and off-
putting pictorial health warnings, are likely to create considerable dissonance among
smokers, many of whom would like to be smoke-free. Evidence from New Zealand and
elsewhere shows the vast majority of smokers regret having started to smoke (7,8), and it
is very difficult to find smokers who wish their children would also become smokers. Plain
packaging presents an important opportunity to capitalise on this dissonance by stimulating
quit attempts among smokers.

When pictorial warning labels, which also increased tension smokers experienced, were
introduced into New Zealand in 2008, they incorporated the Quitline phone number as part
of the large back-of-pack warning image. While research did explore the warning images
and messages (9), the format of the Quitline information does not seem to have been
examined as it lacks strong visual impact. Nevertheless, merely including simple Quitline
details that explicitly directed smokers to cessation support had a marked effect on callers
to the Quitline, many of whom reported that they had obtained the phone number from
packaging (10-12). Perhaps more importantly, including Quitline information on tobacco
packaging was an important step in supporting the many smokers who wish to quit.
Denormalising smoking will help achieve the New Zealand Government’s goal of becoming
an essentially Smokefree Nation by 2025, but measures that increase smokers’ dissonance
without also increasing access to cessation support, risk creating feelings of alienation
among smokers.

Despite initial responses to the 2008 warning label changes, the Quitline details are
arguably hidden in plain view and, now smokers have become accustomed to the warning
images used, these labels may no longer capture attention as effectively. Because many
quit attempts are unplanned, occur in response to environmental triggers (13), and are
unsupported, measures that make cessation support better known and easier to access
have the potential to greatly increase cessation rates (14). Moreover, enhanced access to
cessation support should accompany measures such as plain packaging, which expose
tobacco as toxic, and galvanise thoughts of quitting. Logically, providing simple access to
cessation support, such as details of Quitline services, could capitalise on the dissonance
created and direct smokers to assistance that will double the likelihood they quit
successfully.

Evidence that plain packaging represents a powerful cessation trigger is clear from
Australia, where calls to the Australian Quitline increased markedly (and stayed at higher
levels) following its introduction, even though the format of the information had not been
improved (15). These findings suggest communicating on-pack Quitline information more
effectively could achieve even greater increases in call volume, and may help bring about
the large increases in cessation required to realise the 2025 goal.

In a just published study, we recently explored the opportunity plain packaging presents by
testing alternative pack designs that enhanced the salience of Quitline details, thus
improving on Australia’s approach (16). A graphic artist designed new information panels to
improve the size, contrast and impact of the warnings; Figure 1 below shows examples of
the new designs and the status quo.
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We tested eight new designs that used either a “two panel” (as seen on the left) or “three
panel” (which represents different combinations of two colours and one white panel, as
seen in the middle) design and compared these to the current format. Respondents took
part in a choice experiment, where they viewed showcards presenting balanced arrays of
options and identified the one shown that they thought communicated the Quitline
information most effectively. We analysed the data using a Scale-Adjusted Latent Class
Model, and found respondents regarded all the test formats as more effective than the
status quo. Of the new formats examined, respondents saw the two-panel formats as most
effective (multi-nomial latent class estimates: Option 1, 0.86, 95%CI: 0.75 to 0.97; Option 2,
0.75, 95%CI: 0.64 to 0.86; status quo, −1.75, 95%CI: −1.90 to −1.60).

Respondents also evaluated an image showing either the status quo back-of-pack design or
a two-panel format; they evaluated the image according to its perceived legibility, visual
salience and likely effect on them and on other smokers. Comparison of these evaluations
showed respondents found the two-panel format significantly easier to read, more visually
salient, and more likely than the control to encourage them and other smokers to consider
quitting (see published paper for statistical details).

In a final test, respondents viewed either the status quo or a two panel test image and
clicked on each part of the pack they thought was likely to encourage smokers to think
about quitting. The proportions clicking the Quitline number (28% vs 70%) or the affirming
message panel (46% vs 91%) when shown in the test format were more than twice the
responses to the control format. Clicks on the text headline and message were higher in the
control than the test message; however, as the position, presentation and prominence of
these elements were the same on both packs, these differences seem unlikely to diminish
the overall impact of the test format. Figure 2 below shows the comparisons for each pack
design.



The results from all three comparisons are very clear and illustrate how plain packaging
presents an opportunity to re-think all tobacco pack design elements so these actively
direct smokers to cessation support. Reformatting Quitline information could easily make it
more striking and increase its legibility; future work could extend this work by testing other
measures, such as QR codes, which could take smokers directly to cessation enrolment
sites and provide immediate access to support.

Conclusions

There is now strong evidence that plain packaging of tobacco products assists with tobacco
control. For NZ, such a new law provides an opportunity to enhance how Quitline messages
are displayed on such packaging – our just published research provides guidance. New
Zealand policy makers need to adopt measures that improve access to cessation assistance
and support the (majority) of smokers who wish to quit.
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