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ABSTRACT

Background Straw cigarettes are hand-rolled tobacco
in a corn straw, common in Brazil and believed to be less
harmful by consumers. Traditionally consumed in rural
areas and by men, a recent increase in use among young
people in urban areas was observed. This study assessed
marketing appeals of straw cigarette packaging in Brazil.
Methods Following a systematic protocol, unique straw
cigarette packs were purchased in 2013, 2016 and

2019 from three cities: Manaus, Salvador and Sao Paulo.
Packs were double-coded for the absence/presence of
marketing appeals (ie, luxury/quality, masculinity, classic/
timeless, flavours and less harm).

Results The number of unique straw cigarette packs
purchased as part of the overall sample increased in the
most recent collection: 2.3% (n=3), 1.3% (n=2) and
15.5% (n=27) in 2013, 2016 and 2019, respectively.
Across the years, all packs presented luxury/quality
elements (eg, images of crests); 93.8% (n=30) included
the word "artisanal’. Masculine appeal (eg, images of
men) was present on 56.3% (n=18) of packs. Almost
half had classic/timeless elements, including the words
"tradition’/"original’. In 2019, 59.3% (n=16) of the packs
were flavoured compared with none in previous years.
Over a quarter of all packs presented a less harm appeal
(eg, 'smooth’).

Conclusion We identified an increase in availability of
unique straw cigarette packs, strong branding and use
of misleading descriptors on the packs. The adoption

of plain packaging and the implementation of Brazil's
additive ban could help to reduce the appeal of straw
cigarettes and curb the current increase in use among
youth.

INTRODUCTION
Straw cigarettes are hand-rolled unfiltered ciga-
rettes, common in Brazil, in which tobacco is rolled
in a corn husk that resembles a straw; overall, straw
cigarette sticks are longer and thinner than regular
cigarettes. Similar to other tobacco products that
might not be machine manufactured, such as bidis
in India and some kreteks in Indonesia,! straw
cigarettes are often seen as more natural and less
harmful than cigarettes by consumers.” However,
studies among mice found that exposure to straw
cigarette smoke causes damage similar to any other
cigarette.”™

Beyond health dangers, straw cigarette produc-
tion also raises socioeconomic concerns at the
national level. In 2019, the Brazilian Federal Police
exposed several cases of tax evasion involving straw
cigarette companies that had resulted in a govern-
ment loss of R$100million.® The investigation
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concluded that many straw cigarette companies
have not registered their products with Anvisa
(the Brazilian Health Regulatory Agency) or are
not registered as tobacco producers.® It has been
reported that the supply chain relies on informal
jobs that do not follow Brazilian labour laws,
including child labour.”

Recent media coverage indicates an increased
interest and use of straw cigarettes among youth
in urban areas.® ° Comparisons of data from the
2019 National Health Survey (PNS, in Portu-
guese) with the 2013 PNS data show a statistically
significant increase in use observed among young
adults aged 18-24 years. In 2019, 5.7% of men and
1.1% women reported usage (compared with 3.4%
and 0.7% in 2013)."° The urban-rural comparison
is 3.2% in urban areas in 2019 (2.0% in 2013)
and 4.5% in rural areas (compared with 2.2% in
2013)." The same survey found that 9.9% of the
Brazilian population over 18 years old smoked
manufactured cigarettes. '’

Brazilian legislation requires that all tobacco
packs display a pictorial health warning label
covering 100% of the back, and a text warning
covering 30% of the front and 75% of one lateral
side.'! Additionally, the use of misleading descrip-
tors on packaging that might create the impres-
sion that tobacco products are less harmful (eg,
mild and smooth) is prohibited."’ Despite these
measures, previous research has shown that ciga-
rette packs in Brazil have elaborate designs that, in
many cases, communicate the addition of flavour.'?
Studies among Brazilian women found that branded
packs®™ and those communicating the addition of
flavors' increased positive perceptions of tobacco.
However, to the best of our knowledge, studies have
not assessed branding on tobacco products beyond
regular cigarettes in Brazil; this study helps to fill
this gap by assessing the marketing appeals of straw
cigarette packs and comparing their frequency of
appeals with those of cigarettes.

METHODS

The Tobacco Pack Surveillance System (TPackSS)
systematically collects unique tobacco products sold
in low/middle-income countries with the greatest
number of smokers, including Brazil, with new data
collection following the implementation of new
health warning label policies.”> Unique tobacco
products are defined as any pack with at least one
difference in an exterior pack feature, such as stick
count, size and colours. Cigarette and straw ciga-
rette packs were collected in 2013, 2016 and 2019
in three Brazilian cities chosen among the top 10
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most populated cities to represent cultural and geographical
diversity: Manaus, Salvador and Sio Paulo. Tobacco products
were purchased across four types of vendors: eating establish-
ments (such as bakeries and bars), supermarkets, convenience
stores and mini markets. Data collection methods are reported
elsewhere."

During data collection in 2019, we observed an increase in
number of straw cigarettes in our sample and unique marketing
appeals on straw cigarette packaging. We conducted an obser-
vational thematic review of all straw cigarette packs, in which
the following appeals stood out: masculinity, classic/timeless,
quality, flavour and less harm. Packs were then double-coded
by independent coders based on an established TPackSS code-
book'® for the presence of imagery and/or lexical marketing
appeals including luxury/quality elements (eg, ‘gold’, ‘export’,
crowns), masculinity (eg, male images, cars, sports), classic/
timeless elements (eg, ‘original’, ‘established’, crests), flavours
and less harm (eg, ‘mild’, ‘smooth’). Coders were also able to
describe any other appeal using a write-in response. A third coder
resolved any discrepancies between coders. The prevalence and
bias adjusted kappa statistic had an average of 0.864 (range:
0.690-0.995) across all variables and years. Descriptive analyses
were conducted using Stata V.14. While the primary goal of this
analysis was to quantify the frequency of marketing appeals on
straw cigarette packs per year and pooled, we also sought to
compare the pooled frequencies of those appeals with the ones
on cigarette packaging. Given that straw cigarettes might not be
a widely known product, the comparison with regular cigarettes
helps to put the results into perspective. We compared appeal
categories using chi-squared and Fisher’s exact tests.
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luxury/quality
“artesanal”
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Figure 1

2019

Brand: Palheiros

Pack coded for:

Examples of straw cigarette packs and a straw cigarette stick.

RESULTS

The quantity of unique straw cigarette packs collected consid-
erably increased between the first and last data collection:
they comprised 2.3% (n=3), 1.3% (n=2) and 15.5% (n=27)
of the total unique tobacco products purchased in 2013, 2016
and 2019, respectively. While in 2013 and 2016, unique straw
cigarette packs were only found in Sio Paulo (n=2and n=1,
respectively) and Salvador (n=1 per year), in 2019 unique straw
cigarette packs were collected in Sio Paulo (n=35), Salvador
(n=12) and Manaus (n=10).

All unique straw cigarette packs across the 3 years had luxury/
quality elements, such as images of a crown, laurel wreath, crest
and mentions of different editions (eg, gold). The vast majority
of packs (93.8%, n=30) were described by the word ‘artesanal’
or ‘artesanais’ (artisanal). Masculinity appeals were consistently
used across the years (56.3%, n=18; 2 out of 3 packs in 2013,
both packs in 2016 and 14 (51.9%) in 2019), which included
images of men (eg, cowboys, men playing guitar and smoking)
and references to auto racing (Formula 1, checked flags). In
addition, almost half (46.9%, n=15; 1 out of 3 packs in 2013,
neither pack in 2016 and 14 (51.9%) in 2019) had classic/
timeless elements on the pack, including the term ‘traditional’
(18.8%, n=6; one out of three packs in 2013, neither pack in
2016 and five (18.5%) in 2019) and the terms ‘original’ and/
or ‘signature’ (15.6%, n=35; only observed among 2019 packs)
(figure 1).

While we did not observe any packs with flavours in 2013
and 2016, 59.3% (n=16) of the unique straw cigarette packs
were flavoured in 2019. Flavours included menthol, coconut,
cinnamon, chocolate and grape. In addition, 31.3% (n=10) of

Brand: Don Paiol Brand: F1
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| 2019
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the packs presented less harm elements, such as the use of the
terms ‘light’ and ‘smooth’ (2 out of 3 packs in 2013, neither of
the 2016 packs, and 8 (29.6%) in 2019).

Online supplemental table 1 presents a comparison of the
marketing appeals between straw cigarettes and cigarettes across
all years. Apart from classic/timeless elements and specifically
the use of the terms ‘original’/‘signature’, the various marketing
appeals found on straw cigarettes were significantly more preva-
lent than on cigarette packs.

DISCUSSION

This is the first study to assess marketing appeals on straw ciga-
rette packs in Brazil. In addition to the increase in availability
of unique straw cigarette packs across the years, we found
most packs contained the marketing appeals of luxury/quality
including the term ‘artesanal’, masculinity, classic/timeless and
flavours, and over a quarter contained less harm elements.
Overall, straw cigarette packs employed more of these packaging
appeals than cigarettes packs, suggesting a different marketing
approach. Notwithstanding, these comparisons are limited by
the sampling method and the small sample size of straw ciga-
rettes compared with cigarettes.

The increase in the proportion of packs with flavours is of
particular note, especially when taking into account the rise in
use of straw cigarettes among those aged 18-24 years old.'’ A
similar increase has been observed in the proportion of flavour
capsule cigarettes (10% vs 16% in 2013 and 2019, respec-
tively).'? Latin America is a prosperous market for flavoured
cigarettes, which are particularly appealing to youth.' In 2012,
Anvisa passed a comprehensive resolution prohibiting the addi-
tion of additives to tobacco products that enhance flavour and
taste'®; however, the resolution has yet to be implemented due
to litigation by the tobacco industry.

Despite prohibiting misleading descriptors on packaging
that might create the impression that certain tobacco products
are less harmful,'" straw cigarette packs still contained banned
descriptors like ‘mild’ and ‘smooth’. Additionally, the vast
majority of packs contained the words ‘artesanal’/‘artesanais’.
While using ‘artesanal’, which implies handmade or hand-
crafted, is not surprising given their manufacturing process,
this could reinforce the idea of a less harmful product as it
implies a more ‘natural’ product due to its suggested simpler
manufacturing process. Studies show that cigarette packs
marketed as ‘natural’ by using terms such as ‘additive free’,
‘organic’ and ‘premium quality tobacco’ were deemed less
harmful by adolescents.’” ?° Therefore, ‘artesanal’ could poten-
tially be banned as a misleading descriptor. Japan Tobacco
International has announced plans for a Natural American
Spirit biodegradable straw cigarette in Brazil,?! which could
also increase misperceptions of harm among Brazilian youth.
There may be value in considerations of policies that could
prevent the introduction of potentially deceptive and harmful
products.

Some of the imagery on the straw cigarette packaging resem-
bles the iconic Marlboro cowboy and his symbolism of mascu-
linity, independence and individualism.** Packs with auto racing
references also convey masculine symbolism. Previous research
has shown that beer advertisement on Brazilian television used
symbols of masculinity such as strength and virility.”> The high
prevalence and prominence of masculine appeals on the packs
could reinforce traditional gender norms related to the hetero-
sexual white men in Brazil, which might include the adoption of
unhealthy behaviours.**

The high prevalence of marketing appeals and misleading
descriptors on straw cigarette packs in Brazil reinforce the need
to adopt plain packaging for all tobacco products. Studies have
shown that removing branding elements decreases smokers’
favourable appraisal of packs, including among adolescents,
which helps to reduce consumers’ misperceptions of a product
as less harmful.>’ Plain packaging, in conjunction with the
enactment of the additive ban, would help to reduce the appeal
of tobacco products and prevent initiation among youth. While
straw cigarettes are not common outside of Brazil, the type of
marketing observed on the packs is not unique and reinforces
the importance of applying policies to all tobacco products,
with no exceptions. Moreover, straw cigarettes share similarities
with other tobacco products that are marketed as natural and
roll-your-own products; therefore, findings from this study can
support other countries in assessing marketing strategies on the
packaging of these types of tobacco products.

What this paper adds

= Cigarette packs in Brazil are branded, have elaborate designs
and communicate the addition of flavours, increasing
positive perceptions of tobacco. However, to the best of our
knowledge, no studies have assessed branding on other
tobacco products, such as straw cigarettes, in Brazil.

= Results of this study show that straw cigarette packs contain
many marketing appeals, including flavours, masculine
imagery and misleading descriptors. To reduce product
appeal and initiation among youth, Brazil should adopt plain
packaging and prioritise the enactment of the additive ban.
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2 Table 1. Comparison of straw cigarettes and cigarettes from 2013, 2016, and 2019 combined

Marketing Appeal Strav(vnczigg;‘ettes C(if;agest?’t)es Strzzvg:ﬁz::::tpes Vs
Luxury/quality 100% 36.0% <0.001*
“Artesanal”, “Artesanais” 93.8% 0% <0.001*
Masculinity 56.3% 4.3% <0.001*
Classic/timeless 46.9% 51.0% 0.655
“Traditional” 18.8% 0.3% <0.001*
“Original”, “Signature” 15.6% 11.1% 0.435
Flavors 50.0% 15.6% <0.001*
Less harm 31.3% 6.8% <0.001*
3 The result is significant at p <.05.
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