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Body: Despite the ban on misleading descriptors such as light or mild cigarettes in Europe, there are still
widespread misperceptions of the relative harmfulness of different brands of cigarettes among smokers.
This study examined the extent to which smokers in three European countries believed that some cigarette
brands are less harmful and why, using data from the International Tobacco Control (ITC) Europe surveys.
Cross-sectional analyses were completed among nationally representative samples of 4,956 current
smokers (aged > 18) from Germany (n = 1,515), France (n = 1,735) and the United Kingdom (n = 1,706)
conducted between September 2006 and November 2007. Logistic regression models examined whether
outcomes, including beliefs that some cigarettes could be less harmful than others, varied by
socio-demographic and country of residence. Around a quarter of smokers in the UK and France, and a
third in Germany believed some cigarettes are less harmful than others. Overall, of smokers who falsely
believed that some cigarettes are less harmful, 86.3% thought that tar/nicotine yields, 48.7% taste, and
40.4% terms on packs such as 'smooth' or 'ultra’ indicated less harmful brands. About a fifth of smokers
across all countries chose their brand based on health reasons, and a similar proportion gave tar yields as a
reason for choosing brands. Our research suggests that the current European Tobacco Products Directive
is inadequate in eliminating misperceptions about the relative risk of brand descriptors on cigarettes. There
is therefore an urgent need to protect smokers in Europe from these misperceptions via stronger measures
such as plain packaging regulations.
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