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Three Years of Plain Packaging for Tobacco Products
in Australia — Have the Expectations Been Met?

In December 2012, the Australian Government implemented
plain packaging for tobacco products in order to curb smok-
ing. But three years later, governmental data and related re-
search show that neither the rate of smoking, nor tobacco
consumption have declined as a result of plain packaging.

1 Background

The 1st of December 2015 marks the third anniversary of plain
(or standardized) packaging for tobacco products in Australia.
Since its introduction, the new tobacco control measure has cap-
tured the attention of researchers and media worldwide. Several
other countries — including Ireland, the UK, New Zealand and
France — are now considering, planning or have already passed
plain packaging legislation. But is Australia’s landmark tobacco
control legislation, which bans cigarette brand logos on packs,
really reducing smoking?

The Australian Government introduced plain packaging with the
main objective to improve public health through “encouraging
smoking cessation and discouraging people from using any to-
bacco products”.t Consequently, if the measure were successful,
the rate of smoking (or “smoking prevalence”) would drop, that is,
fewer Australians would be smoking. Furthermore, tobacco con-
sumption in Australia would decline, that is, Australians would be
smoking less, in comparison to a situation without plain packag-

ing.

* There are other potential effects of plain packaging (not related to the
rate of smoking or tobacco consumption), such as an impact on the illicit
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For the purposes of evaluating plain packaging, the Australian
Government Department of Health funded the Australian National
Plain Packaging Tracking Survey (NPPTS). In March of this year,
a group of tobacco control researchers analyzed the NPPTS data
and published their findings in a special volume of the journal To-
bacco Control.2 However, the authors of those papers did not
evaluate the effect of plain packaging on the rate of smoking.
They specifically state that “the studies in this volume examine
the impact of Australia's tobacco plain packaging legislation and
the simultaneously introduced enlarged graphic health warnings,
not on smoking prevalence”. Since the key smoking-related
metric, the rate of smoking, is ignored, this research cannot an-
swer the question of whether plain packaging has curbed smok-
ing in Australia.?

This overview now discusses the evidence on smoking rates and
tobacco consumption.” We consider publicly available (govern-
mental) tobacco usage data, as well as related results from em-
pirical research on the effectiveness of plain packaging in Aus-
tralia.

tobacco trade or a shifting in tobacco price categories, which we have
not addressed in this paper.



2  Plain Packaging Has Not Reduced the Rate of
Smoking

The percentage of smokers in the population (i.e., the rate of
smoking) is the key smoking-related metric for evaluating
plain packaging. The Australian National Drug Strategy
Household Survey (NDSHS) indicates a decline in the rate of
smoking from 15.1 in 2010 to 12.8 percent in 2013. Tobacco
control researchers have portrayed this decline as evidence
of plain packaging's effectiveness. However, the NDSHS
data cannot validly be used to evaluate the (potential) plain
packaging effect for several reasons. In particular, the data
provide information on smoking rates in 2010 and in 2013,
but plain packaging was introduced only in late 2012. Unlike
the NDSHS, official state-level data enable a comparison of
smoking rates right before and after the implementation of
plain packaging. These data show no evidence of a plain
packaging effect and this finding is in line with existing em-
pirical research.

Every three years, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
(AIHW) conducts the Australian National Drug Strategy House-
hold Survey (NDSHS), which includes around 24,000 people.
NDSHS provides information on national smoking rates and the
most recent data from 2013 indicates a decline in the daily rate of
smoking from 15.1 percent in 2010 to 12.8 percent in 2013.

Figure 1: Daily Smoking Rate (Smoking Prevalence) in Australia
(in Percent), NDSHS, 1995-2013

25
20

15

10

Daily Rate of Smoking in Percent

1995 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013
Source: NDSHS.

THREE YEARS OF PLAIN PACKAGING FOR TOBACCO PRODUCTS IN AUSTRALIA

- HAVE THE EXPECTATIONS BEEN MET?

Tobacco control researchers and advocates have celebrated the
release of this single 2013 data point as “a massive decline in
smoking prevalence in Australia following the introduction of
standardized packaging.” Causality was also quickly established:
“[T]he elephant-in-the-room explanatory variable was the imple-
mentation of plain packaging in December 2012".4

For three closely related reasons, it is not legitimate to interpret
the NDSHS data as evidence of a plain packaging effect.>

Firstly, the decline continues the existing downward trend
in smoking. According to AIHW itself, “in 2013, the propor-
tion of people aged 14 or older smoking daily declined from
15.1% to 12.8%, continuing a downward trend from 1991.”
Due to the already existing downward trend, the rate of
smoking in Australia was anyhow likely to decline in 2013,
with or without plain packaging.®

Secondly, noteworthy tobacco control measures other than
plain packaging were implemented in Australia between
2010 and 2013. These include public smoking bans, point-
of-sale display bans in all Australian states,® larger graphic
health warnings (introduced together with plain packaging)®
and a fundamental change in tobacco tax policy (compris-
ing four pre-announced staggered tax increases).

Thirdly, and most importantly, the two NDSHS data points
in 2010 and in 2013 are essentially two snapshots in time,
taken three years apart. As a result, the two data points do
not provide information on when the decline in the rate of
smoking happened. Since plain packaging was not intro-
duced until December 2012, there is, prima facie, no evi-
dence that the decline in NDSHS data can be attributed to
plain packaging.

Unlike the NDSHS, there are annually collected governmental0
state-level surveys that might allow inferences to be made on the
impact of plain packaging by comparing smoking rates between
2012 and 2013.11 These data cover the five largest Australian
states (representing 95 percent of the Australian population).1?
Figure 2 shows that in four of these five states (Queensland,
South Australia, Victoria, and Western Australia), the rate of
smoking was higher in 2013 than in 2012. Only in New South
Wales, does the rate of smoking seem to have declined. Statisti-
cally, neither the four increases, nor the decrease in New South
Wales are different from zero. In other words, none of the state-
level surveys indicates a decline in smoking rates in 2013.
Thus, based on the state-level data, there is no evidence of a
plain packaging effect. Initial results for the year 2014, which



was subject to the effect of two and sizeable tobacco tax in-
creases (one in December 2013 and one in September 2014),
show that smoking rates in most states have continued to decline
again, in accordance with the existing downward trend in smok-
ing.13 This finding suggests that the continuing downward trend
was due to tobacco taxation, rather than the plain packaging
measure. This tentative assessment is in line with evidence for
many other countries where “extensive research has demon-
strated that increasing tobacco taxes and prices is the single most
cost-effective tobacco control measure”. 14

These observations conform to available research based on
state-level data:

Firstly, Queensland’s State Department of Health conducted a
statistical trend analysis to analyze whether the observed de-
cline in the rate of smoking in this state is statistically signifi-
cant. According to the analysis, the percentage of adults who
smoked daily, decreased by an average of 2.4 percent per year
between 2002 and 2013.15 Contrary to the trend, smoking rates
in Queensland increased by more than 10 percent (1.5 per-
centage points) from 14.3 to 15.8 between 2012 and 2013.
This development is at odds with the claim that plain packaging
has reduced smoking.
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Secondly, McKeganey and Russel (2015)2 published a re-
search article based on the governmental state level data. The
authors find that smoking rates “appear to have increased” in
Queensland, New South Wales, South Australia and Western
Australia.?2 The authors conclude:

“What these data do show, however, is that the over-
whelming confidence on the part of tobacco control re-
searchers, and others, that plain packaging would rapidly
result in a reduction in smoking prevalence is by no
means being borne out by the data being reported by the

government of these major Australian states.”
McKeganey and Russel (2015)

Based on their analysis, the authors further point out: “What these
data also show is a disparity between the popular rhetoric around
plain packaging — what it will achieve and how quickly — and the
reality of what is actually happening in the one country so far to
have implemented the policy”.

Figure 2: Smoking Rates in Five Major Australian States (in Percent), 2011 — 2014
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Focusing on Australia as a whole, empirical evidence based on
Roy Morgan Single Source (RMSS) data suggests that plain
packaging has not reduced smoking rates. RMSS has two im-
portant advantages over NDSHS:

Firstly, the annual sample size is twice as large as that of
NDSHS (about 50,000, as opposed to the 24,000 of NDSHS).

Secondly, the survey is conducted on a monthly basis, which
allows for a more refined analysis of smoking rates before and
after plain packaging. RMSS23 has therefore been used by
several tobacco control researchers to analyze smoking be-
havior in Australia.?4 Kaul and Wolf (2014a) conducted a trend
analysis based on RMSS taking the existing decline in smoking
behavior into account. They find no evidence of a plain pack-
aging effect on the rate of smoking; that is, the implementation
of plain packaging is not associated with a statistically signifi-
cant reduction in the rate of smoking.2®

Whereas the NDSHS data provide no useful information on the
impact of plain packaging on smoking rates, neither the govern-
mental state-level data nor the RMSS data employed by Kaul and
Wolf (2014a and 2014b)2 indicate a decline in the rate of smok-
ing of adults or minors that could legitimately be attributed to plain
packaging. Instead, Australian state-level data and research by
McKeganey and Russel (2015) suggest that smoking rates may
actually have increased in the first year after the implementation
of plain packaging. Consequently, the combined evidence sup-
ports the conclusion that plain packaging has not reduced smok-
ing rates. Furthermore, state-level data indicate that only after the
drastic increases in Australia’s tobacco taxation in 2013 and 2014
did smoking rates continue to decline.
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Box 1: First Evidence on a (Possible) Plain Packaging Ef-
fect on Minors

For adolescents, NDSHS data suggest that the rate of smoking
(daily smokers) has not declined between 2010 and 2013. In-
stead, reported rates among 12-17 year olds increased from
2.5 to 3.4 percent between 2010 and 2013. Although this ob-
servation is not necessarily related to plain packaging, it clearly
does not substantiate claims about the success of plain pack-
aging on smoking rates of minors. Topline results from the Aus-
tralian Secondary Students' Alcohol and Drug (ASSAD) survey
indicate that the rate of smoking (current smokers) among 12—
17 year olds decreased from 6.7 percentin 2011 to 5.1 percent
in 2014.27, These different observations conform to the state-
level evidence for adult smokers, suggesting that the increase
in Australia’s tobacco taxation (in December 2013 and Septem-
ber 2014) has led to a reduced smoking rate of minors. Using
annually collected governmental state-level surveys, McKe-
ganey and Russel (2015) extend their analysis to several sub-
groups, finding, for example, that New South Wales has seen
alarge increase in the rate of smoking rates for individuals aged
16-24 years after plain packaging.?8 Using monthly RMSS data
and applying a statistical trend analysis, Kaul and Wolf (2014b)
specifically analyze whether plain packaging has reduced
smoking rates of 14-17 year olds.2® They find no evidence of a
plain packaging effect.




3 Plain Packaging Has Not Reduced Tobacco Con-
sumption

The amount of tobacco consumed is another important
measure of actual smoking behavior. Since cigarette sales (a
common indicator of tobacco consumption) are not publicly
available, researchers must rely on proxy variables (for ex-
ample, tobacco clearances and expenditure on tobacco) or
survey data (for example, NPPTS). Empirical evidence based
on both kinds of data (proxy variables and survey data) sug-
gest that plain packaging has not reduced (legal) tobacco
consumption.

According to the Australian Department of Health (DoH), tobacco
clearances,®0 a proxy for tobacco consumption, declined by 3.4%
in 2013 relative to 2012. The DoH noted that the “Treasury has
advised that tobacco clearances (including excise and customs
duty) fell by 3.4% in 2013 relative to 2012 when tobacco plain
packaging was introduced.”3! This statement has had an impact
on the public perception of the success of plain packaging and
thereby on the policy-making of other countries. In fact, the UK
Department of Health used this number in its impact assessment
of plain packaging.32 The French Government relied on this num-
ber in justifying its EU notification regarding a “government
amendment relating to the introduction of neutral packets for to-
bacco products” for the EU Commission and the other Member
states of the Union. 3
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However, it is not appropriate to use the Australian Treasury's
estimated 3.4 percent figure to evaluate plain packaging for two
reasons, as was revealed by economics professor Sinclair Da-
vidson. Firstly, the Australian Treasury used calendar years in-
stead of comparing the 12 post-implementation months (“PP year
one"%) to the 12 pre-implementation months. Secondly, the Aus-
tralian Treasury did not account for destroyed (due to now unlaw-
ful packaging) branded tobacco products in its calculation. These
cigarette packs are included in the amount of clearances before
the implementation of plain packaging, even though no one ever
consumed those cigarettes. They must therefore be removed
from the analysis to obtain a sound assessment of a plain pack-
aging effect on tobacco consumption, as explained in more detail
in Box 2. When calculating correctly, the very same Australian
Treasury data suggest that legal tobacco consumption in
Australia did not decline by 3.4 percent, but instead in-
creased by 0.5 percent in the first post-plain-packaging year.

When comparing the correct time periods (December 2012
through November 2013 to December 2011 through November
2012) and accounting for destroyed and refunded products, to-
bacco consumption measured with the same data on clearances
increased by 0.5 percent in “PP year one”. In the 12 months after
the increase in Australia’s tobacco taxation (December 2013
through November 2014), tobacco clearances fell by about 12
percent, further indicating that the decline is a result of the tax
hikes.

Figure 3; Annual Tobacco Cleared Volumes (Comparison of Different Calculations)

ANNUAL TOBACCO CLEARED VOLUMES,
CALENDAR YEARS 2012 VS. 2013,
NOT ACCOUNTING FOR DESTROYED AND REFUNDED
PRODUCTS
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Source: Tobacco Cleared Volumes, Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS).3*

ANNUAL TOBACCO CLEARED VOLUMES,
12 MONTHS BEFORE AND AFTER PLAIN PACKAGING
ACCOUNTING FOR DESTROYED AND REFUNDED
PRODUCTS
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Box 2: Tobacco Clearances as a Legitimate Proxy for Legal
Tobacco Consumption: An Explanation

“The term ‘clearance’ refers to the product being entered into
home consumption and broadly covers all tobacco sold legally
in Australia”.37 Since retail sales on cigarette and tobacco prod-
ucts are often not publicly available, clearances serve as a
proxy for actually smoked amounts of legally sold tobacco (to-
bacco consumption). With the introduction of plain packaging,
a certain number of branded tobacco products had to be de-
stroyed and refunded, after having previously been cleared for
tax purposes. In the data on clearances provided by the Aus-
tralian Customs and Border Protection Service (Customs)
these packs are included even though these cigarettes were
never consumed.38 To be precise, the Customs' Tobacco Re-
fund Scheme refunded the duty previously paid on 191,848,090
cigarette sticks (about 1 percent of all sticks in the 12-month
period before plain packaging) and 73,742.32 kilograms of to-
bacco products (about 4 percent of all kilograms of tobacco
products in the 12-month period before plain packaging). Con-
sequently, these products must be deducted from the calcu-
lated tobacco consumption before the implementation of plain
packaging, in order to obtain meaningful results.
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Tobacco expenditures are another proxy variable for tobacco
consumption. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) publishes
Quarterly Tobacco Expenditures. Consistent with other smoking-
related metrics, historical ABS data show that tobacco expendi-
tures have been declining for decades. However, the most recent
declines were still publicly interpreted as a proof of the effective-
ness of plain packaging.4? As shown in Figure 4 (depicted as a
blue line), tobacco expenditures had already declined before the
introduction of plain packaging. Given this (existing) trend, even
a continuing decline after implementation of the measure cannot
be interpreted as indicating an impact of plain packaging on to-
bacco consumption.4! What is more, with the implementation of
the measure, the rate of decline seems to have changed (de-
picted as an orange line). Specifically, expenditures after the in-
troduction of plain packaging and before the change in Australian
tax policy (for example, the March, June and September quarter
of 2013) suggest a break in the downward trend. Only with the
first tax increase in December 2013 did the decline in tobacco
consumption again pick up momentum (depicted as a green line).

Figure 4: Quarterly Tobacco Expenditures (in Millions of AUD, Seasonally Adjusted), 2010 — 2015
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Published research again supports the finding of no evidence of
a plain packaging effect. Using ABS Quarterly Tobacco Expend-
itures and accounting for trend and prices in their analysis, Da-
vidson and De Silva (2014) find:

“At best, we can determine the plain packaging policy intro-
duced in December 2012 has not reduced household ex-
penditure of tobacco, once we control for price effects, or the
long-term decline of tobacco expenditure, or even the latent
attributes of the data. To the contrary, we are able to find a
suggestion that household expenditure of tobacco has, ce-
teris paribus, increased.” Davidson and De Silva (2014)

Using NPPTS data, Scollo et al. (2015) also find that:

"Consumption did not change in PP [plain packaging] year 1
among daily, regular or current smokers or among smokers of
brands in any market segment." Scollo et al. (2015)

The authors also confirm that “reported consumption declined fol-
lowing the December 2013 tax increase.”#

The combined evidence of different measures of tobacco
consumption, namely tobacco clearances, ABS Quarterly
Tobacco Expenditures, and the NPPTS points in just one di-
rection: All three data sets indicate that tobacco consump-
tion has not declined due to plain packaging. It was only fol-
lowing the recent tax increases that the historical decline in to-
bacco sales continued its momentum.
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4 Conclusion

In 2012, the Australian Government introduced plain packaging
to “curb smoking”. Three years later, publicly available data re-
veal that plain packaging has not reduced smoking rates or to-
bacco consumption. Even though the data were collected by
different organizations, in different states, and in different ways,
they tell a consistent story that does not support claims of plain
packaging as an effective public health measure.

There is a large body of literature on the evaluation of tobacco
control measures in the fields of economics and of public health.
According to this literature, certain measures are very effective.
Plain packaging is not one of them. There are several possible
reasons for the ineffectiveness of plain packaging. For example,
smokers may have switched to cheaper or illicit products, or they
simply do not care enough about whether a pack is branded or
not.

Given the huge discrepancy between the initial expectations of
what plain packaging can achieve and the actual results after
three years of experience with the measure, further research on
the reasons for the ineffectiveness of plain packaging is certainly
needed.
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