










DISCUSSION
This study documented that smokers who prefer higher
brand equity products, particularly price premium
brands, are less likely to quit smoking. Moreover, while
cigarette consumers are highly loyal to their brand (con-
sistent with prior research17), brand loyalty itself was not
a significant predictor of cessation rates. Our speculation
is that the high brand equity products decrease cessation
because antismoking efforts need to both reduce the
preference for the category while simultaneously

disrupting the relationship between the brand and the
consumer. The lack of a negative effect for the loyalty
measure might suggest that the strength of the brand–
consumer relationship is more indicated by the ‘brand
type’ than by behavioural loyalty measures. In other
words, even if a customer repeatedly buys a low-equity
brand, there is unlikely to be a strong psychological
bond between the brand and consumer—or at least not
a brand–consumer relationship that makes the smoker
less likely to quit.

Figure 1 One-year quit rate comparison in (A) the top 10 price premium brands versus other brands and (B) the top 10 unit

share brands versus other brands.

6 Lewis M, et al. BMJ Open 2015;5:e008796. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2015-008796

Open Access

 on D
ecem

ber 6, 2021 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
 



Our results may be reflective of a denormalisation of
smoking and an undermining of the legitimacy of the
tobacco industry.40 41 In the context of a social environ-
ment 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 denormalisation on cessation.
Moreover, in response to tobacco regulatory efforts

restricting the ways in which the tobacco industry adver-
tises its products, tobacco manufacturers have focused
on the remaining avenues for cigarette branding, such
as packaging.20 Research has revealed the importance of
branding, as plain packaging has been shown to impact
brand perceptions among current smokers42 and adoles-
cents.43 Tobacco company documents are also reveal-
ing.44 Recently, Philip Morris Asia expressed the fear
that, with plain packaging, “Philip Morris’ products will
not be readily distinguishable to the consumer…. [and]
will be reduced to the manufacturer of an effectively
undifferentiated commodity.”45

Another important finding was that African-Americans
were less likely to quit, consistent with prior research.25

Interestingly, cessation among African-American
smokers was only significantly correlated with the price
premium metric, while cessation in households identify-
ing as other races was correlated with both price
premium and market share brand equity. This may be
due to the high market share of Marlboro cigarettes
versus all other brands and the less frequent smoking of
Marlboro cigarettes among African-Americans.46 This
finding merits additional research.
In terms of other predictors, both higher frequency of

purchase over the past 6 months and higher lagged
nicotine consumption were associated with lower quit

rates, also similar to prior research.25 Tobacco control
activities were not strongly associated with cessation,
further building our argument that restricting tobacco
marketing is critical.
These findings have implications for research and

practice. Researchers should continue to examine
branding elements associated with higher brand equity
and how this impacts consumer behaviour, particularly
as the diversity of tobacco products and marketing strat-
egies continue to increase. In terms of policy, strides
towards plain packaging, restrictions at point-of-sale and
other efforts to reduce brand equity should be imple-
mented and evaluated.

Limitations
Research involving this consumer panel has its limita-
tions. First, while the Nielsen panel is intended to
provide a representative sample of US consumers,
Nielsen notes that, like any consumer panel, young,
mobile singles, and very old or wealthy households are
difficult to recruit and retain. The unit of analysis being
the household is also a limitation; some multiple person
households may have multiple smokers. 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 espe-
cially stringent assumption in the cigarette category, as
packages of cigarettes may be purchased at locations
such as bars and consumed before the panellist returns
home. Finally, individual-level quitting decisions cannot
be intuited from household data such as this, further
limiting the conclusions that can be drawn on the basis
of these data.
Outside of limitations involved with the panel, this

research has limitations involving definitions and mea-
sures. Our definitions of smoker and cessation are

Figure 2 Cumulative proportion

of quitters over time.
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somewhat arbitrary. We estimated models using other cri-
teria for these definitions and found our results to be
robust. 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. A final
limitation is that we did not include all tobacco control pol-
icies 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 jurisdic-
tions, as state-level norms are highly reflective of more
local policy,47 and people may spend time in municipalities
with varying level of policies at a more local level.

CONCLUSIONS
These findings add to the accumulating literature sug-
gesting the importance of brand equity in continued
product use, specifically in regard to cigarettes which
represent a nuanced product category, given their addict-
ive nature and the number of tobacco control activities
directed at the entire product category. The novel
approach and multilevel data included here provide add-
itional perspective regarding consumer behaviour and
the importance of intervening on tobacco marketing.
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