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Smoker Perceptions of “Light” and “Low Tar” Cigarettes 

 
A number of scientific surveys have examined how smokers perceive “light,” “ultra light” and 
“low tar” cigarettes and their motivations for smoking these brands.  The studies conclude that 
many smokers of “light” and “ultra light” cigarettes mistakenly believe that these cigarettes have 
lower tar and nicotine levels.  Many consumers also assume that these products present less of 
a health risk than other cigarettes.  However, the scientific evidence has shown that, in practice, 
“light” cigarettes have not produced a public health benefit and have not lowered disease risk 
among smokers. 1 
 
Foods with descriptors such as “light” or “low in fat” are required by the Food and Drug 
Administration to provide an actual benefit to consumers – a specified reduction in calorie 
content or fat grams. 2  With the absence of FDA regulation over tobacco products, there is no 
equivalent protection for consumers of cigarettes branded as “light” or “low tar.”  In fact, the 
National Cancer Institute (NCI) has found that the tar and nicotine yields, as measured by the 
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) testing method, do not give smokers meaningful information 
about the amount of tar and nicotine they will actually receive from a cigarette. 3   
 
Since the creation of these products, tobacco companies have aggressively marketed “light,” 
“ultra light” and “low tar” cigarettes to smokers concerned about their health, positioning these 
products as an alternative to quitting. 4 
 
Smokers Perceive “Light” Cigarettes As Less Hazardous Than Regular Cigarettes 
 
Despite the mounting evidence on the absence of health benefits from smoking low yield 
products, a 1999 survey shows that smokers are still misinformed.  Smokers in the survey 
believed that, on average, “light” cigarettes presented a 25 percent reduction in risk and “ultra 
lights” presented a 33 percent reduction risk compared to regular cigarettes. 5,6  Consistent with 
the results of previous research, “light” and “ultra light” smokers feel that their brands offer fewer 
risks compared to regular cigarettes.  The study found that smokers’ beliefs that “lights” and 
“ultra lights” deliver less tar and nicotine and their sense that the products were less harsh 
contribute to the perception that these cigarettes are safer.7 
 
Additional research confirms that smokers hold mistaken beliefs about “light,” “ultra light” and 
“low tar” cigarettes.  These opinions are reinforced by the product descriptors alone.  Indeed, 
most smokers do not know the tar or nicotine yield of their cigarettes, yet they can easily identify 
whether they smoke regular, “light” or “ultra light” products. 8,9,10 
 
Smokers of “light” and “ultra light” cigarettes are more likely to say that some cigarette brands 
are more hazardous than others.  Sixty (60) percent of smokers of “ultra light” cigarettes and 46 
percent of smokers of “light” brands said that some cigarette brands are more hazardous than 
others (compared to 39 percent of smokers of regular yield brands). 11   
 
Smokers of “light” and “ultra light” cigarettes (particularly “ultra light” smokers) are also more 
likely to state that their brand is less hazardous compared to other brands.  Almost half of “ultra 
light” smokers (48 percent) said that their brand is less hazardous than others, compared to 12 
percent of smokers of regular brands.12   
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Desire To Reduce Health Risks Is a Key Motivation For Smoking “Light” Cigarettes 
 
A survey in the July 1998 American Journal of Preventive Medicine found that many smokers 
choose “light” or “ultra light” cigarettes to reduce smoking risks.  Half of the smokers of “light” 
cigarettes and nearly three fourths of “ultra light” smokers said that they smoked those 
cigarettes to reduce the tar and nicotine they get from smoking. Additionally, 39 percent of “light” 
smokers and 58 percent of “ultra light” smokers said that they smoke “lights”/”ultra lights” to 
reduce the risks of smoking without having to give up smoking.  A large majority of these 
smokers also indicated that they smoked “lights” or “ultra lights” because they preferred the 
taste compared to regular cigarettes. 13   
 
Despite the fact that many smokers choose “light” or “ultra light” cigarettes to reduce their 
exposure to tar and nicotine, and smoking risks in general, 9 out of 10 smokers did not know 
that one “ultra light” cigarette could deliver the same amount of tar as one regular cigarette.  
And more than one quarter of the “light” and “ultra light” smokers said they would be likely to 
quit if they knew this information.14   
 
In an earlier study, 44 percent of smokers indicated that they had switched to a “low tar” or “low 
nicotine” cigarette just to reduce their health risk.15 Another study revealed that smokers of “ultra 
light” (84 percent) and “light” (79 percent) cigarettes are more likely to say that they are 
concerned about the health effects of smoking than are smokers of regular cigarettes (68 
percent).16 
 
Smoking “Light” Cigarettes Can Be a Barrier To Quitting 
 
Scientific studies reveal that, in addition to expressing greater concerns about the health risks of 
smoking, the people who choose to smoke “light” and “ultra light” cigarettes are also the most 
interested in quitting.  However, the act of switching to a brand they think is safer may reduce 
their motivation to stop smoking.17 
 
In a study published in 1998, 30 percent of “light” smokers and nearly half of “ultra light” 
smokers indicated one of the reasons they chose to smoke those brands is that they considered 
it to be a step toward quitting completely.18  An earlier survey found that 38 percent of smokers 
who had switched brands switched to “low tar” and “low nicotine” cigarettes as a quitting 
strategy.19  However, there are no data that show switching to reduced tar cigarettes increases 
the likelihood that a smoker will successfully quit.20 
  
Formerly confidential tobacco industry documents, made public in legal proceedings against the 
industry, reveal that tobacco companies introduced and marketed “light” and “ultra light” brands 
to provide smokers who were increasingly concerned about their health an alternative to 
quitting.21  The documents reveal that the tobacco companies knew that “low tar” cigarettes may 
keep smokers from quitting.  A 1978 Imperial Tobacco document says “We have evidence of 
virtually no quitting among smokers of these brands, and there are indications that the advent of 
ultra low tar cigarettes has actually retained some potential smokers in the cigarette market by 
offering them a viable alternative.”22   
 
Indeed, a 1986 study found that smokers of “light” and “ultra light” cigarettes were actually less 
likely to quit than smokers of regular cigarettes.23  The same study found that smokers who had 
never switched to a low tar or nicotine brand were more likely to quit than people who switched 
to the lower tar brand. 
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New research, however, suggests that messages that challenge smokers’ misperceptions about 
“low tar” cigarettes can change their attitudes and increase their desire to quit. 
 
A recent study found that a Massachusetts tobacco prevention program's advertising campaign 
to tell consumers the truth about “low tar” cigarettes not only increased smokers' knowledge 
about “low tar” cigarettes but also increased the number of smokers trying to quit.24 
 
Another study found that, after hearing a public service announcement citing scientific evidence 
of the risks of smoking “light” cigarettes (including the fact that one “light” cigarette can give 
smokers just as much tar and nicotine as one regular cigarette), more than half of the smokers 
(55 percent) said that the message made them think more about quitting and 46 percent said 
that the message increased the amount they wanted to quit.25 In a 1999 study, messages 
addressing the myth of “light” cigarettes more effectively increased interest in quitting than 
general messages about the health risks of smoking.26   
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