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BMJ Open publishes all reviews undertaken for accepted manuscripts. Reviewers are asked to 

complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   

 

ARTICLE DETAILS 

TITLE (PROVISIONAL) An Exploratory Analysis of Cigarette Price Premium, Market Share, 
and Consumer Loyalty in Relation to Continued Consumption versus 
Cessation in a National U.S. Panel 

AUTHORS Lewis, Michael; Wang, Yanwen; Cahn, Zachary; Berg, Carla 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER John Dawes 
Ehrenberg-Bass Institute  
University of South Australia  
Australia 

REVIEW RETURNED 10-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS OK so you acknowledge there is a shortcoming of your quit rate 
which is based on purchases.  
I think it would be good to compare your figures on quit rates with 
other published figures. The quit rates seem very high. You report 
quit rates of around 30% over 3 years, or 10% p.a. what is the rate 
in the population ? At this rate the number of smokers would reduce 
to almost nothing over a decade.  
To clarify, your measure of quitting is no purchases for 6 months. 
Once you categorise a HH as quitting, how many then come back 
and buy again after 6 months ? If there are many then we’re not 
really looking at quitting, just temporarily not buying.  
 
The main result seems to be about price not market share … the 
Cox parameter for market share is 0.99 whereas for price it is 0.71.  
I would re-cast the results to focus more on the price result than 
lumping in price with “brand equity” and customer relationships. I 
personally am dubious about the idea a maker of packaged goods 
(even cigarettes) can form “relationships” with buyers and indeed 
there is no real customer relationship management here compared 
to what occurs in say, banking or insurance.  
 
Also, why not just talk about price level instead of invoking 
something more complex, “price premium” ? Because really what 
you are measuring is just the pack price relative to the mean price. 
Is that price premium ? Some cigarettes are presumably a bit better 
than others so perhaps they charge a higher price, that’s not “price 
premium”. Price premium is supposed to be about willingness to pay 
more because of branding effects, leaving aside product quality.  
 
A question re the Nielsen panel. Does the panel include ALL 
purchases ? Panel data do not generally include purchases made at 
small retailers such as convenience stores. Have you checked with 
Nielsen re the data ? Another paper recently about cigarette brand 
loyalty by Dawes (JBR) mentioned the data did not include 
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convenience store purchases. Should that paper be mentioned as 
part of a thorough lit review ?  
Also, a continual problem for panel companies is that purchases that 
are made and consumed “out of home” are often not included or 
scanned, e.g. chewing gum or soft drinks. This may also apply to 
your data if a purchase is made during the day, the cigarette packed 
is opened and partly consumed, then it may not get scanned when 
the panelist returns home (after work, etc.). Therefore quitting rates 
may be biased upward. 

 

REVIEWER Kelvin Choi 
National Institute on Minority Health and Health Disparities, USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 15-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Congratulations on an interesting paper. The authors used 
consumer panel data in conjunction with other data sources to 
examine the associations between brand equity and consumer 
loyalty on smoking cessation. I have the following 
questions/comments:  
 
Major questions/concerns:  
Information on the establishment and maintenance of the Nielsen 
Homescan Panel is lacking. It is important for the readers to know 
how the sampling was done, what the response rate was, etc, so 
that the reader can judge if the data are nationally representative.  
 
The authors mentioned the panelists were continuously observed. 
Does it mean that they provided information every day on every 
purchase? It is hard to imagine how the data would look like, and 
how the authors analyzed the data if that is the case. Or the data 
were already aggregated when the authors purchase the data?  
 
While the authors came up with new measures for brand equity and 
loyalty, I am not sure the validity of these measures. For example, 
why comparing the price of a particular brand to the lowest priced 
brand, instead of the average price for cigarettes when calculating 
price premium? For loyalty, why not use a simple proportion but the 
sum of squares? Also, since these were household purchases, 
presence of multiple brand may represent different brand preference 
among different smokers in the household. How did the authors 
account for this? And if not, how would this influence the results?  
 
Nicotine intake by machine testing has been shown to be different 
from nicotine intake by human. Therefore, the approximation made 
by the authors may not be valid.  
 
In terms of demographics, did the authors have family size 
information? Household income is useful, but it will be important to 
know the family size to have a better sense of the financial situation.  
 
Measures for tobacco control environment seem too simplistic. 
Prices of tobacco products varies by locality without excise taxes, as 
that is part of the tobacco companies' pricing strategies. Therefore, 
using a state-average price is going to mis-represent the actual price 
paid. Also, did the authors have state, county, and city information in 
addition to DMA? Since some of the DMA include multiple states, 
counties, and cities, I wonder how the authors dealt with this issue. 
The authors also did not account for county or city level smoke-free 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2015-008796 on 3 N

ovem
ber 2015. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


laws, which are not uncommon among states without state-level 
smoke-free laws.  
 
What is the rationale for using 0.95 as a decay factor for anti-
smoking advertising?  
 
When estimating the Cox regression and survival curve, how did the 
authors handle relapse? They only mentioned how they dealt with 
censoring.  
 
The data showed the smokers who purchased premium brands (i.e., 
higher price premium) are less likely to quit smoking. This is 
somewhat known because previous studies have shown that cost of 
cigarettes is one of the major reasons for smoking. Individuals who 
can afford premium cigrettes are financially capable of doing so, 
while those use discount brands are forced to do so because of 
financial stress. A body of literature exists related to price minimizing 
behaviors and their effects on smoking behavior. How does this add 
to the current literature?  
 
Given the issues with measuing purchases at the household level, it 
may be erroneous to conclude that brand loyalty is not associated 
with smoking cessation. It is possible that the measure of brand 
loyalty was not sensitive enough to capture the construct.  
 
Minor questions/concerns:  
Given the focus of the paper on brand-consumer relationship, it will 
be beneficial to include a discussion on denormalization of the 
tobacco industry.  
 
There are some typos. E.g., rats should be rates.  

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1:  

 

Comment 1. So you acknowledge there is a shortcoming of your quit rate which is based on 

purchases. I think it would be good to compare your figures on quit rates with other published figures. 

The quit rates seem very high. You report quit rates of around 30% over 3 years, or 10% p.a. What is 

the rate in the population? At this rate the number of smokers would reduce to almost nothing over a 

decade.  

 

Response 1. In the revised version, we define smoking cessation as not purchasing a pack of 

cigarettes for at least 12 continuous months (i.e., one year) from the end of 2009 backward. It is 

important to note that the 1,077 panelists were smokers in 2004 and 2005. By our definition, we 

observe a 23.49% quit rate during six years of our data. It is reported by that the annual quit rate in 

the population is 4.3% (Levy et al., 2010). Thus conditional on being a smoker, the probability that a 

smoker did not quit in 6 years is: (1-4.3%)^6=76.8%. This implies a 6 year quit rate of 23.2%. This is 

very close to our observed quit rate of 23.49%.  

 

Levy, D. T., et al. (2010). Modeling the impact of smoking-cessation treatment policies on quit rates. 

Am J Prev Med, 38(3 Suppl): S364-372.  

 

Comment 2. To clarify, your measure of quitting is no purchases for 6 months. Once you categorise a 

HH as quitting, how many then come back and buy again after 6 months? If there are many then 

we’re not really looking at quitting, just temporarily not buying.  

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2015-008796 on 3 N

ovem
ber 2015. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


 

Response 2. In the previous version, we were not sufficiently clear in terms of how we defined 

cessation. Given the use of a hazard model our cessation measure is whether consumers stop 

purchasing entirely. The 6 month cessation measure therefore was a lower bound on time of 

cessation. For example, if a consumer stopped purchasing as of the start of the second year of the 

panel but purchased again in the final month of the observation window the consumer would not be 

coded as a quitter. However, if the consumer stopped purchasing in June of the final year then the 

consumer would have been coded as a quitter because the time since purchase exceeded 6 months.  

 

In the revision, we have used a more conservative definition of cessation and have switched the 

criteria to be one year without purchases. The table below shows the distribution of time since 

purchases (at the end of the data collection window) for the one-year definition. The number of people 

defined as quitters that just reach this one-year limit is 6 out of the 253 consumers defined as quitters.  

 

Distribution of the # of Cessation Months across 1,077 Households  

# of Cessation Months Frequency Percent  

12 6 0.56  

13-18 48 4.46  

19-24 55 5.11  

25-30 58 5.39  

31-36 35 3.25  

37-42 28 2.60  

>=43 23 2.14  

Overall # of quitters over 5yrs 253 23.49  

 

Comment 3. The main result seems to be about price not market share … the Cox parameter for 

market share is 0.99 whereas for price it is 0.71.  

 

Response 3. Our analyses suggest a stronger role of price premium than market share; we also found 

no significant impact of consumer loyalty. As such, we have retitled the paper “An Exploratory 

Analysis of Cigarette Price Premium, Market Share, and Consumer Loyalty in Relation to Continued 

Consumption versus Cessation in a National U.S. Panel.”  

 

Comment 4. I would re-cast the results to focus more on the price result than lumping in price with 

“brand equity” and customer relationships. I personally am dubious about the idea a maker of 

packaged goods (even cigarettes) can form “relationships” with buyers and indeed there is no real 

customer relationship management here compared to what occurs in say, banking or insurance.  

 

Response 4. You raise a legitimate point about the nature of brand-consumer relationships. Whether 

meaningful relationships can exist in packaged goods categories is an interesting topic for discussion. 

Our opinion on the existence of meaningful brand-consumer relationships is more consistent with 

work from Fornier (1998) and Aaker (1997). While perhaps even the majority of consumer package 

good brands fail to form meaningful relationships, it is possible that many brands are able to form 

such bonds. Moreover, brands such as Marlboro do demonstrate significant brand equity; Marlboro is 

even featured as the prototypical rugged brand in Aaker’s work.  

 

In general, I don’t see the need to limit the phrase “relationship management” to contexts where the 

firm has direct relationships and some form of communications infrastructure, as relationship 

principles still apply to marketing. However, to avoid any confusion we have replaced the phrase 

“customer relationship management” with terminology that emphasizes brand-consumer relationships.  

 

Comment 5. Also, why not just talk about price level instead of invoking something more complex, 
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“price premium”? Because really what you are measuring is just the pack price relative to the mean 

price. Is that price premium? Some cigarettes are presumably a bit better than others so perhaps they 

charge a higher price, that’s not “price premium”. Price premium is supposed to be about willingness 

to pay more because of branding effects, leaving aside product quality.  

 

Response 5. This is a fair point. We are making an implicit assumption that there are minimal cost 

differences across brands of cigarettes. While tobacco varies in terms of grades and price, the actual 

raw cost of tobacco in a cigarette is less than $.01 (e.g., $2.00/lb x .003 lb per cigarette = $.006 per 

cigarette). The implication is that the vast majority of the variation in price is not due to inputs. We 

acknowledge this assumption in the revision (p. 16):  

“The brand equity metrics also include implicit assumptions. For example, the price premium metric 

assumes that there is little difference in cost and quality across brands; thus, the cost difference must 

be reflective of something greater than the inputs needed to make a cigarette. This is, however, a 

necessary assumption given the lack of objective metrics related to cigarettes.”  

 

Comment 6. A question re the Nielsen panel. Does the panel include ALL purchases? Panel data do 

not generally include purchases made at small retailers such as convenience stores. Have you 

checked with Nielsen re the data? Also, a continual problem for panel companies is that purchases 

that are made and consumed “out of home” are often not included or scanned, e.g. chewing gum or 

soft drinks. This may also apply to your data if a purchase is made during the day, the cigarette 

packed is opened and partly consumed, then it may not get scanned when the panelist returns home 

(after work, etc.). Therefore quitting rates may be biased upward.  

 

Response 6. The Nielsen Homescan panelists use in-home scanners to record all of their purchases 

from any outlet in the U.S. markets intended for personal, in-home use. We acknowledge that it is 

possible that a purchase made during the day and consumed outside of the home may not get 

scanned by the panelist. A purchase of cigarettes made on the way to a social gathering that is 

entirely consumed at while out would create the conjectured upward bias. We are reliant on the 

panelists fulfilling the terms of their agreement with the research company. Given the self-selection 

aspect of taking part in this type of panel, it is not clear the magnitude of this bias. We have added 

text to the limitations section to acknowledge this issue (pp. 15-16):  

“Additionally, the research is limited by the assumptions that purchasing is equivalent to consumption 

and that all purchases are scanned. The reporting of all purchases may be an especially stringent 

assumption in the cigarette category, as packages of cigarettes may be purchased at locations such 

as bars and consumed before the panelist returns home.”  

 

Our expectation is that this limitation would have a greater impact on studies focused on usage rates. 

Given that our dependent variable is cessation as indicated by no purchases for a one-year period, 

our guess is that this type of occasional lapse will likely have only a minor impact. In addition, as per 

our reply to point number one, our observed quitting rate during the six-year period (23.49%) matches 

well with the annual 4.3% quit rate reported by Levy et al. (2010), which estimates to about a rate of 

23.2% over six years.  

 

Comment 7. Another paper recently about cigarette brand loyalty by Dawes (JBR) mentioned the data 

did not include convenience store purchases. Should that paper be mentioned as part of a thorough lit 

review?  

 

Response 7. We apologize for this omission. We have added reference to Dawes in the revision’s 

introduction and discussion sections where appropriate.  
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Reviewer 2:  

 

Comment 1. Information on the establishment and maintenance of the Nielsen Homescan Panel is 

lacking. It is important for the readers to know how the sampling was done, what the response rate 

was, etc, so that the reader can judge if the data are nationally representative.  

 

Response 1. The Nielsen Company uses a stratified, proportionate sample for the Homescan 

Consumer Panel. The design calls for the recruitment of a sample of households that match a 

selected group of demographic characteristics at the total U.S. major market and 61 geographic 

areas. We have added further details related to this in the first paragraph of the Methods section. 

Various assessments are made at the household level including household size, income level, the 

age of adults in the household, the genders of adult household members, and household race. We 

have more clearly articulated how these variables were operationalized in the current study in the 

Methods section under measures.  

 

Nielsen notes that like any consumer panel, young, mobile singles, and certain very old and wealthy 

households are difficult to recruit and maintain. However, Nielsen’s recruiting process and projection 

system is designed to ensure that the data provide the best possible representation of all 

demographic groups. However, we acknowledge the limitations regarding the panel from this 

perspective in the discussion (pp. 15-16):  

“First, while the Nielsen panel is intended to provide a representative sample of U.S. consumers, 

Nielsen notes that, like any consumer panel, young, mobile singles, and very old or wealthy 

households are difficult to recruit and retain.”  

 

Comment 2. The authors mentioned the panelists were continuously observed. Does it mean that 

they provided information every day on every purchase? It is hard to imagine how the data would look 

like, and how the authors analyzed the data if that is the case. Or the data were already aggregated 

when the authors purchase the data?  

 

Response 2. Yes, all the 1,077 panelists were continuously observed for each shopping trip made 

between 2004 and 2009. For each shopping trip, Nielsen provides a data entry on date, retailer code, 

store code, store zip code, and total dollars spent. Within a trip, detailed transaction information is 

reported for each product purchased (e.g. universal product code, quantity, price, deals, and 

coupons). Nielsen further separates the trip transaction data for different categories. This paper uses 

the tobacco and smoking accessary related category.  

 

Comment 3. While the authors came up with new measures for brand equity and loyalty, I am not 

sure the validity of these measures. For example, why comparing the price of a particular brand to the 

lowest priced brand, instead of the average price for cigarettes when calculating price premium? For 

loyalty, why not use a simple proportion but the sum of squares? Also, since these were household 

purchases, presence of multiple brand may represent different brand preference among different 

smokers in the household. How did the authors account for this? And if not, how would this influence 

the results?  

 

Response 3. Measurement of brand equity has been considered by marketing academic for several 

decades. The fundamental challenge in brand equity measurement is that brand equity is an 

intangible asset. Some methods rely on surveys of consumer attitudes, and some rely on transactions 

from financial markets. For the current paper, we are relying on metrics based on market place 

behaviors. These metrics are also well established in the marketing academic literature. Price 

premiums have been considered by Aaker (1996), Agarwal et al. (1996), Park and Srinivasan (1994,) 

and Sethuraman (1996). Market share based metrics have been considered by Aaker (1996), 

Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001), and Srinivasan (1979). We have added these additional references 
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to the manuscript.  

 

We could use the average of median price in the calculation of price premiums. In practice, this does 

not change the results. The logic of using the lowest price brand was based on previous work in the 

marketing literature. For example, in many consumer packaged goods markets, there is little cost 

difference between premium brands and private labels (i.e. Coke versus Kroger Cola). Based on the 

commodity prices of tobacco and the amount of tobacco used per cigarette, our conjecture is that the 

vast majority of pricing differences are based on marketing expenditures and brand positioning goals. 

We acknowledge this assumption in the revision (p. 16):  

“The brand equity metrics also include implicit assumptions. For example, the price premium metric 

assumes that there is little difference in cost and quality across brands; thus, the cost difference must 

be reflective of something greater than the inputs needed to make a cigarette. This is, however, a 

necessary assumption given the lack of objective metrics related to cigarettes.”  

 

The use of the squares rather than proportions is based on a similar logic as underlies the Herfindahl 

index (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herfindahl_index) used in economics. A simple proportion could be 

used, but assumptions would need to be made. For example, we could use the proportion of the 

highest share of wallet brand. However, this would result in the same loyalty score for a customer that 

splits share equally between two brands (50% and 50%) and a customer that devoted 50% to one 

brand and 10% to 5 other brands. Using the squared sum would result in loyalty scores of .5 for the 

first consumer and .3 for the second. The Herfindahl index approach allows us to summarize the 

overall loyalty in a single measure.  

 

The issue of multiple resident households is something we are aware of. The number of single 

member households in the sample is, unfortunately, small. We do acknowledge this point in the 

limitations section. Household composition variables were examined in an attempt to account for this.  

 

Comment 4. Nicotine intake by machine testing has been shown to be different from nicotine intake 

by human. Therefore, the approximation made by the authors may not be valid.  

 

Response 4. Thank you for raising this issue. Our approach includes an implicit assumption that 

human extraction is highly correlated with machine extraction and that this correlation does don’t vary 

across brands.  

 

Comment 5. In terms of demographics, did the authors have family size information? Household 

income is useful, but it will be important to know the family size to have a better sense of the financial 

situation.  

 

Response 5. Yes, we have the family size information in terms of the number of members. In the 

revised version, we use per capita household income (household income divided by the number of 

members) as a control variable. The switch from family income to per person income does not 

materially change the estimation results. (Note that the differences in the revised version stem 

overwhelmingly from the shift to a one-year cessation metric.)  

 

Comment 6. Measures for tobacco control environment seem too simplistic. Prices of tobacco 

products varies by locality without excise taxes, as that is part of the tobacco companies' pricing 

strategies. Therefore, using a state-average price is going to misrepresent the actual price paid. Also, 

did the authors have state, county, and city information in addition to DMA? Since some of the DMA 

include multiple states, counties, and cities, I wonder how the authors dealt with this issue. The 

authors also did not account for county or city level smoke-free laws, which are not uncommon among 

states without state-level smoke-free laws.  
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Response 6. We agree that the tobacco companies’ pricing has temporal variation. However, a large 

component of price variations come from temporal tax variations in federal tax and geographic 

variations in state tax. We use the state-average price as an indicator of per pack cigarette cost in a 

state.  

 

A DMA usually consists of several counties. It is correct that some DMAs include multiple states, 

counties, and cities. To calculate the average advertising level for a state, we took the average of the 

advertising exposure across all the counties in the focal state. We have added this information to our 

measures section.  

 

We collected smoke-free restriction information in four common venues – restaurants, bars, private 

workplaces, and government workplaces from CDC’s STATE tracking studies. We did not include 

policies at more local jurisdictions, as state-level norms are highly reflective of more local policy, and 

people may spend time in municipalities with varying level of policies at a more local level. However, 

the lack of the inclusion of these factors is a limitation that we now acknowledge in our discussion 

section (p. 16):  

“A final limitation is that we did not include all tobacco control policies in our models, as there was little 

variability compared to the policies included in the current study. Moreover, we did not include smoke-

free policies at more local jurisdictions, as state-level norms are highly reflective of more local 

policy,[1] and people may spend time in municipalities with varying level of policies at a more local 

level.”  

 

Comment 7. What is the rationale for using 0.95 as a decay factor for anti-smoking advertising?  

 

Response 7. Prior research (e.g. Hu, Sung and Keeler 1995; Hamilton 1972) has used an annual 

decay factor ranged from .85 to .95 for anti-smoking advertising. We have done robustness checks 

using decay factors with .85 to .95. The results remain the same. We have added the references 

citation to the revision.  

 

Comment 8. When estimating the Cox regression and survival curve, how did the authors handle 

relapse? They only mentioned how they dealt with censoring.  

 

Response 8. In the previous version, we were not sufficiently clear in terms of how we defined 

cessation. Given the use of a hazard model, our cessation measure was whether a consumer stops 

purchasing entirely. The 6 month cessation measure therefore is a lower bound on time of cessation. 

For example, if a consumer stopped purchasing as of the start of the second year of the panel but 

purchased again in the final month of the observation window, the consumer would not be coded as a 

quitter. However, if the consumer stopped purchasing in June of the final year, then the consumer 

would have been coded as a quitter because the time since purchase exceeded 6 months. In the 

revision, we have been clearer about how relapse is considered in the Cessation Measure paragraph.  

 

In the revision, we have used a more conservative definition of cessation and have switched the 

criteria to be one year without purchases. The table below shows the distribution of time since 

purchases (at the end of the data collection window) for the one-year definition. The number of people 

defined as quitters that just reach this one-year limit is 6 out of the 253 consumers defined as quitters.  

 

Distribution of the # of Cessation Months across 1,077 Households  

# of Cessation Months Frequency Percent  

12 6 0.56  

13-18 48 4.46  

19-24 55 5.11  

25-30 58 5.39  
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31-36 35 3.25  

37-42 28 2.60  

>=43 23 2.14  

Overall # of quitters over 5yrs 253 23.49  

 

Comment 9. The data showed the smokers who purchased premium brands (i.e., higher price 

premium) are less likely to quit smoking. This is somewhat known because previous studies have 

shown that cost of cigarettes is one of the major reasons for smoking. Individuals who can afford 

premium cigarettes are financially capable of doing so, while those use discount brands are forced to 

do so because of financial stress. A body of literature exists related to price minimizing behaviors and 

their effects on smoking behavior. How does this add to the current literature?  

 

Response 9. Thank you for this point. If financial resources are correlated with brand choice, then the 

possibility exists for a confound. In our case, we are utilizing two measures of brand strength. Note, 

for example, that Marlboro is not a particularly high priced brand. The consistency of the results for 

the brand equity metrics is one piece of evidence that we are not simply picking up on an income 

effect. Second, we do include household income metrics. In the previous version, we included 

household income. In the updated paper, we have shifted to income per household member. The 

results are not substantially different.  

 

Comment 10. Given the issues with measuring purchases at the household level, it may be erroneous 

to conclude that brand loyalty is not associated with smoking cessation. It is possible that the 

measure of brand loyalty was not sensitive enough to capture the construct.  

 

Response 10. The Nielsen panel provides great benefits in terms of ecological validity, but it is not 

ideally constructed to study individual level quitting decisions. We have added text to the limitations 

section to clarify this issue (p. 15):  

“Finally, individual-level quitting decisions cannot be intuited from household data such as this, further 

limiting the conclusions that can be drawn based on these data.”  

 

Minor questions/concerns:  

Comment 11. Given the focus of the paper on brand-consumer relationship, it will be beneficial to 

include a discussion on denormalization of the tobacco industry.  

 

Response 11. Thank you for this suggestion. In the discussion section, we now comment on this 

issue (p. 14):  

“Our results may be reflective of a denormalization of smoking and an undermining of the legitimacy 

of the tobacco industry.[2, 3] In the context of a social environment where tobacco companies have 

become viewed as a non-legitimate business, perceptions of a specific brand may play a crucial role 

in continued purchasing. As such, our findings may indicate that strong brand-consumer relationships 

may reduce the impact of social stigma and smoking denormalization on cessation.”  

 

Comment 12. There are some typos. E.g., rats should be rates.  

 

Response 12. We have done a thorough job of proofreading this manuscript.  

 

We look forward to any further comments from reviewers and the editors with the goal of producing a 

quality manuscript to contribute to the journal. Please address all correspondence to the address 

above. Thank you for your time and consideration!  
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GENERAL COMMENTS The paper examines factors linked to ceasing to buy cigarettes for at 

least one year.  A strength of the paper is it is based on recording of 

real purchases by consumers in the large US Nielsen 

panel.  Moreover, cigarette purchases at supermarkets as well as 

convenience stores are reportedly included.  This is no small 

advantage to the study in terms of data completeness.  A 

comprehensive suite of control factors is included in the study. The 

study examines households not individuals, but checks the results 

hold for single-person households.  The authors have been very 

responsive to comments raised in the first review round and have 

been painstaking in the analysis.  

The key marketing factors examined are brand market share and 

price relative to the cheapest cigarette.   This review focuses on 

these factors.  The findings indicate that large-share brands and 

high-priced brands are associated with lower cessation rates.   

The study suggests an explanation for the findings, which is that 

higher equity brands – that is, big-share brands, have stronger 

brand-customer relationships.  Marketing literature is replete with 

references to relationships between consumers and brands, but the 

use of the term relationship is arguably exaggerated in the context of 

packaged-goods [e.g. see 1].  Relationships in the generally 

accepted use of the term exist between people, not between people 

and objects.  A slightly recast interpretation of the concept of brand-

customer relationship is familiarity and propensity to notice 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2015-008796 on 3 N

ovem
ber 2015. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


marketing communication by one’s brand.  Users of brands are more 

likely to notice advertising for the brands they use. [2, 3]   Therefore 

consumers of large-share brands like Marlboro notice more the 

ongoing communication by that brand, and it may be this acts to 

retain them to the brand, and therefore keeps them buying 

cigarettes.  Consumers of smaller brands have somewhat less 

propensity to notice large-share brand's advertising, and since the 

weight of their own (small) brand’s advertising is lower, they have 

less reinforcement to continue buying their brand and keep buying 

cigarettes.  But these effects are slight, which is why the difference 

in cessation rates is fairly small between large and small-share 

brands.   

The other variable linked to lower cessation is price 

level.  Purchasers of high-priced brands have lower cessation rates.  

An explanation based on the brand equity literature [4] is that price 

reflects brand equity, i.e. the higher-priced brand is perceived as 

more desirable as a result of its brand-building activity, and 

consumers are willing to pay a higher price for it.  This commitment 

to the brand then links to ongoing category purchase.  An additional 

explanation is that preparedness to buy higher-priced cigarettes 

reflects that (a) some smokers/households [myopically] enjoy 

smoking more, so are prepared to pay more for high-priced and 

possibly higher-quality brands.  Therefore buying higher-priced 

brands reflects a stronger tie to the category; (b) the 

smoker/household has less budget pressure and can afford to 

continue expenditure on the cigarette category.  In relation to (b), 

per-capita household income was not a significant factor in the 

study, but it might not fully capture disposable income available for 

purchase of items such as cigarettes.  

The conclusions in the paper are that limiting the brand-building 

activities of cigarette brands should lead to higher cessation rates.  

This review has suggested some alternative explanations for the 

results, but those alternative explanations lead to the same 

conclusion.  Which is that limiting the visibility of cigarette brands 

(via advertising point of sale, packaging) will lower their ability to 

attract and reinforce the behavior of smokers.  In addition, the 

findings relating to lower cessation by high-priced brand buyers 

suggest that raising prices could lead to more smokers ceasing to 

buy cigarettes.  If cigarette prices rise, it increases the absolute cost 
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to partake in the category; and increases budget pressure to 

continue purchasing cigarettes given one’s available income to buy 

other goods.  

The broad approach used in this study should be extended to other 

countries to determine generalizability of the findings.  
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