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Background: The Framework Convention on Tobacco Control includes tobacco advertising restrictions that
are strongly opposed by the tobacco industry. Marketing strategies used by transnational tobacco
companies to open the Japanese market in the absence of such restrictions are described.
Methods: Analysis of internal company documents.
Findings: Between 1982 and 1987 transnational tobacco companies influenced the Japanese government
through the US Trade Representative to open distribution networks and eliminate advertising restrictions.
US cigarette exports to Japan increased 10-fold between 1985 and 1996. Television advertising was
central to opening the market by projecting a popular image (despite a small actual market share) to
attract existing smokers, combined with hero-centred advertisements to attract new smokers. Philip
Morris’s campaigns featured Hollywood movie personalities popular with young men, including James
Coburn, Pierce Brosnan, Roger Moore, and Charlie Sheen. Event sponsorships allowed television access
despite restrictions. When reinstatement of television restrictions was threatened in the late 1980s, Philip
Morris more than doubled its television advertising budget and increased sponsorship of televised events.
By adopting voluntary advertising standards, transnational companies delayed a television advertising
ban for over a decade.
Conclusions: Television image advertising was important to establish a market, and it has been enhanced
using Hollywood personalities. Television advertising bans are essential measures to prevent industry
penetration of new markets, and are less effective without concurrent limits on sponsorship and promotion.
Comprehensive advertising restrictions, as included in the Framework Convention for Tobacco Control,
are vital for countries where transnational tobacco companies have yet to penetrate the market.

T
he Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, which
has been signed by 115 countries and ratified by 16 as of
22 May 2004, includes a comprehensive ban on tobacco

advertising, promotion, and sponsorship.1 Tobacco com-
panies argue that these bans are excessive,2 and that tobacco
advertising does not encourage smoking, but only brand
switching among established smokers.3 However, past
experience with market liberalisation in the absence of
comprehensive advertising restrictions suggests that adver-
tising plays a pivotal role in opening new markets.
In September 1986, Japan was the first country in Asia to

open its market fully to US tobacco companies, resulting in
an immediate and dramatic rise in US cigarette imports from
9.9 billion cigarettes in 1986 to 32 billion in 1987.4–7 During
the next 10 years, Japan became (and remains) the leading
destination for US cigarette exports, with a 2002 volume of 78
billion cigarettes (61% of total US cigarette exports) (fig 1).8

Market liberalisation went hand-in-hand with tobacco
marketing deregulation; by 1988 cigarettes rose from 40th
to second place in total television advertising.5 9 Television
advertising was allowed in Japan until April 1998, when the
Tobacco Institute of Japan, which represents both foreign
and domestic tobacco companies, adopted an amendment to
its voluntary rules that eliminated television advertising.10

During the television advertising period, Japanese domestic
cigarette sales fell while imported cigarette sales rose.6 In
addition to brand switching, smoking rates increased among
teens and young adults, especially females.6 11 In addition,
during this time the total Japanese cigarette market grew
approximately 15% (fig 2).
The release of previously secret tobacco industry docu-

ments as a result of litigation in the USA provides the
opportunity to examine how the industry gained a foothold

in the Japanese cigarette market. To the extent that their
actions in Japan generalise to other foreign markets, we are
able to gain an industry perspective on how US tobacco
companies penetrate foreign markets. While the growth of
the Japanese cigarette market was a multifactor process, we
found that television advertising played a central role in
opening the Japanese market in three ways. First, it allowed
foreign brands (which collectively represented only 3.9%
of the Japanese market in 19866) to appear more popular
than they were and thus appeal to established smokers of
Japanese brands. Second, television advertising attracted
young people, who were the key to future growth and were
more interested in foreign brands. Third, television adver-
tisements allowed Philip Morris to create aspirational
smoking role models using actors who were, or resembled,

Figure 1 US cigarette exports to Japan 1985–2002.7 8
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famous Hollywood action heroes. Transnational tobacco
companies used sponsorship and promotional events to
circumvent television regulations both before television
advertising became legal, and after it was restricted. The
Japan experience suggests that prohibiting advertising,
particularly on television, as included in the Framework
Convention for Tobacco Control,1 is a crucial policy interven-
tion to slow or prevent the transnational tobacco companies
from penetrating new markets, and that these policies must
include televised sponsorships and promotions to be most
effective.

METHODS
We analysed tobacco industry documents from the US
tobacco companies with the largest market share in Japan
at the time the market was opened in 1986: Philip Morris
(Philip Morris Asia, Inc, which included Japan until 1985
when Philip Morris Kabushiki Kaisha, Japan was established
as a separate entity12); RJ Reynolds (which sold its interna-
tional interests, including those in Japan, to Japan Tobacco in
May 199913); and British American Tobacco and its American
subsidiary Brown & Williamson.
We searched tobacco industry document archives from

Philip Morris, Brown and Williamson, RJ Reynolds, Lorillard,
and American Tobacco companies using the University of
California, San Francisco (UCSF) Legacy Tobacco Documents
Library (www.legacy.library.ucsf.edu) and three tobacco
industry documents internet sites (Phillip Morris, www.
pmdocs.com; RJ Reynolds, www.rjrtdocs.com; Lorillard,
www.lorillarddocs.com). Initial searches on the Philip
Morris site were conducted between September 1999 and
August 2000 using the keyword ‘‘Japan’’. Searches were
extended in April 2003 on the Legacy Tobacco Documents
Library using the names of key organisations and individuals
identified in relevant documents, their office locations,
project dates, files, and reference (Bates) numbers using
standard methods,14 yielding a final collection of 788 related
to marketing and television advertising strategies in Japan.

RESULTS
Opening the Japanese cigarette market
Major milestones in tobacco advertising, policy, and changes
in market share in Japan are summarised in fig 3. In 1980,
the Japanese market was controlled by a single government
owned monopoly, Japan Tobacco and Salt Monopoly (JTS),
which owned all cigarettes and controlled all advertising,
sales, and distribution channels.15 A 90% foreign cigarette
tariff kept imported cigarette prices high,6 and transnational
tobacco companies collectively controlled less than 1.5% of
the market.16 17 Transnationals could not advertise on

television, conduct market research, or form their own
distribution networks.15 Violating these rules was not illegal,
but if provoked, JTS could retaliate by stopping or reducing
imports.15

A Philip Morris Asia strategic plan for 1981 to 1985 stated
intentions to ‘‘utilize the offices of the [United States] Special
Trade Representative [who represents the United States in
foreign trade negotiations] to continue to place pressure on
the JTS to increase market access’’.18 In 1982 the US Trade
Representative convinced the Japanese government to lower
the tariff on imported cigarettes from 90% to 20%6 and to
allow transnational tobacco companies to advertise on
television, magazines, and billboards and to conduct market-
ing research.19 The US government also threatened trade
sanctions,11 and in 1985 Japan privatised its monopoly into
Japan Tobacco, Inc,6 abolishing the tariff on US tobacco in
April 1987.6 A 1985 Philip Morris marketing report stated:

‘‘…due to the success of our market access efforts, many
restrictions have been reduced or eliminated in recent
years… the Japanese market which was completely closed
to foreign brands, is now relatively open with freedom to
advertise and distribute our products’’.20

Market liberalisation gave transnational tobacco compa-
nies relative price equity (before this time a pack of imported
cigarettes was approximately 100 yen more expensive than
the average domestic brand), and increased the number of
retailers selling foreign brands from 15 000 to 260 000.6 20

While all transnational tobacco companies benefited from
these changes in price and distribution, Philip Morris was
particularly successful. Between 1983 and 1996, Philip Morris
cigarette sales increased over 10-fold from 4.3 billion in 1983
to 44.6 billion in 1996.21–26 One unique strategy that may help
to explain Philip Morris’s success in Japan was its investment
in television advertising.

Appealing to consumers through Television
Transnational tobacco companies faced a dual challenge in
opening the Japanese cigarette market: how to convert
established smokers, most of whom smoked Japanese
cigarettes, and how to attract new smokers to international
brands. Television provided an optimal means to reach both.

Established smokers: television made US brands
appear popular
Transnational companies faced intense domestic brand
loyalty among established Japanese smokers.4 Research
reports written for Philip Morris and Brown and

Figure 2 Total Japanese cigarette
market 1981–2002. Source: Brown &
Williamson24 25 and Japan Tobacco.89
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Williamson describe strong nationalism, and a desire to fit in
as reasons that consumers did not smoke foreign brands.15 27–29

Of the Philip Morris brands, Lark had the least strongly
American (unpopular) image:

In the context of 1981–1982, one thing was unequivocally
clear with respect to the Japanese tobacco market—
Japanese origin evoked a positive image and American

origin evoked a negative image. Lark, however…was
unique with its image falling somewhere in between.29

American brands also had a reputation of having an overly
‘‘strong flavor’’, but Lark cigarettes had a charcoal filter and
appeared to have milder taste characteristics which made
them similar to Japanese cigarettes.29 These facts may explain
why Philip Morris’ Marlboro brand, while most popular
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1981: PM stated intent to utilise US
Special Trade Rep. to lobby the Japanese
government to open its tobacco market
1982: Japanese government lowers
tobacco import tariff from 90% to 20%;
allows market research. Advertising legal
but tied to sales

PM airs first "Speak Lark" TV ad
featuring James Coburn

Transnational companies face closed
market and total ad ban

1982–1987: US Trade Representative
threatens retaliatory trade sanctions

1985: Japan allows increased
advertising, sales, distribution, and price
equity; retailers selling foreign brands
increases from 15 000 to 260 000.
Japan Tobacco (JT) privatised

1990: Daytime TV advertising banned

1992: PM plan to train Japanese
academics, ad agencies and retailers to
defend commercial free speech

1994: Self-enforced advertising code
strengthened – reduced TV and radio ads
by over 25%, eliminated weekend ads,
agreed to remove billboards near schools

1998: TV advertising ends, free samples
prohibited

1987: Tobacco import tariff abolished.
PM, B&W, and JT found the
Tobacco Institute of Japan (TIOJ) and 
establish a voluntary advertising code
(restricted TV ads between 6–9 pm, limits
on total ads, stipulated warnings, no
models with youth appeal)

PM circumvents TV ad restrictions
through sponsored sports and brand
placements on tv shows

PM's 1981 General Consumer Survey
shows teen interest in foreign brands

1984: PM market research: Marlboro
most popular among 14–18 year olds

1984: PM and B&W  marketing research
shows improved recall using actors
1987: Despite only having 4% of market
share, Lark perceived as "popular"

1988: PM TV ad budget increases 60%
1988–1989: Pierce Brosnan, Roger
Moore replace Coburn as Lark
spokesmen

1993: Tom Berenger and Charlie
Sheen act as spokesmen for Lark and
Parliament

1991: Robert Wagner becomes Lark
spokesman
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Figure 3 Key milestones for transnational tobacco companies in Japan.
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