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• The tobacco industry uses misleading 
descriptors, colors, and symbols on tobacco 
packaging to alleviate smoking-related health 
concerns

• The WHO FCTC Article 11 calls for bans on 
misleading descriptors

• We examined: (1) compliance with bans on 
misleading descriptors on tobacco packaging; 
and, (2) the use of alternative descriptors and 
tactics on tobacco packaging to convey less 
harm in nine low- and middle-income countries

Background

• A census of cigarette packs on the market were 
purchased from 2015-2017 in Bangladesh, 
Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Thailand, Russia, and Vietnam

• Packs displaying a country’s health warning 
label in rotation at time of collection were 
coded for: (1) the presence of explicitly banned 
misleading descriptors; and, (2) pack features 
and appeals (e.g., color, descriptors, imagery)

• Descriptive analyses were conducted using 
Stata 14

Methods

Results

• 1,409 packs were collected across nine 
countries

• There was 100% compliance with banned 
descriptors in Bangladesh, Brazil, China, India, 
the Philippines, and Russia; there was 76% 
compliance in Indonesia, 96% in Thailand, and 
97% in Vietnam 

• 21% of all packs displayed “blue”, “gold”, or 
“silver”

• 4% of packs displayed “soft”, ”smooth”, or 
“mellow”

• 37% of packs were slim

Conclusions

Overall, compliance is high with bans on 
misleading descriptors. However, in some 
countries, regulations are weak and alternative 
marketing tactics that mislead consumers, such 
as color descriptors, substitute descriptors that 
describe taste or sensation and slim packaging, 
are now used in lieu of banned descriptors. 
These findings have implications for stricter 
packaging policies such as bans on additional 
descriptors, as well as plain and standardized 
packaging. 
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Misleading Descriptors on Tobacco Packaging 
in Nine Low- and Middle-Income Countries

Country Explicitly banned misleading descriptors n
Number of 

compliant packs (%)
Bangladesh Light, mild, low tar, extra, ultra 65 65 (100)

Brazil Class(es), ultra-low content, low/moderate/high content
levels, smooth, light, soft, mild

111 111 (100)

China
Low tar/low tar level. Light, ultra-light, soft, low harm, ultra,
health-promoting, curative effect, safe, environmental

244 244 (100)

India Light, ultra light, mild, ultra mild, low tar, slim, safer 55 55 (100)

Indonesia
Light, ultra light, mild, extra mild, low tar, slim, special, full
flavor, premiuma 207 157 (75.8)

Philippines Low tar, light, ultra light, mild, extra, ultra 83 83 (100)
Russia Light, ultra light, with low tar contentb 483 483 (100)

Thailand

Mild, medium, light, ultra light, low tar, cool, ice, frost, crisp,
fresh, mint, mellow, rich, aromatic, special aroma, smooth, 
natural, special, genuine, luminous, extra, premium, quality,
select

73 70 (95.9)

Vietnam Low tar, light, ultra light, mild 88 85 (96.6)
aDescriptors are not prohibited on tobacco products that have already obtained a brand/trademark certificate
bIf these words are placed on packaging, a label must also be placed on packaging that states: “word or word combination used with a capital 
letter in quotation marks does not mean that this product is less harmful for health.”

Compliance with bans on misleading descriptors

Pack from Bangladesh 
displaying “blue” and “gold” 
descriptors

Slim pack from Russia Pack from India displaying “smooth” descriptor on 
multiple surfaces of the pack (inside, back, side)


