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SMOKESCREEN Abstract 
 

ABSTRACT 
Background 
Smoking is a major health problem in New Zealand adolescents, and the great 
majority of smoking uptake occurs between 12 and 18 years of age.  There are many 
factors influencing smoking initiation, one of which is exposure to smoking in film. 
Large studies have found strong associations between duration of smoking exposure 
in films and smoking uptake (accounting for other covariates).  The problem is 
worsening: while population smoking rates have fallen, smoking in film has increased, 
and now exceeds rates found in films of the 1960s. 

Aim 
This study aimed to examine the exposure to smoking that New Zealand adolescents 
receive from films, and to explore potential interventions, which could reduce the 
known impact of such exposure. 

Methods 
Each of the ten highest-grossing films in New Zealand for 2003 was analysed 
independently by two viewers. These films accounted for 38.4% of New Zealand 
ticket sales in 2003.  At every instance of tobacco reference, time, content and 
character details were recorded, as well as a subjective interpretation of the themes 
and associations made with smoking.  Investigation of potential interventions was 
based around discussion with individuals involved in anti-smoking campaigning and 
film production, with review of relevant New Zealand legislation and scientific 
literature. 

Results 
Seven of the films contained at least one tobacco reference. This is a similar finding to 
larger studies elsewhere. The majority of the 38 tobacco references involved 
characters smoking. The M rated films had more smoking than PG rated films (86% 
vs. 33%).  Smoking was associated with positive character traits of toughness, 
suaveness, thoughtfulness and rebellion (amongst others).  It was seldom relevant or 
necessary to plot or theme. Smoking was sometimes used without clear motives, and 
there appeared to be a low threshold for its inclusion. 
 
Legislative or censorship approaches to smoking in film are unlikely to succeed, and 
cooperative, educational approaches to the industry are more promising.  Anti-
smoking advertising before films has promise, but experimental research is required 
to demonstrate cost effectiveness.   

Conclusion 
Smoking in film warrants concern from public health advocates in New Zealand.  We 
make recommendations for an appropriate response. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Smoking is amongst the greatest concerns for public health advocates.  Prevention of 
smoking would greatly improve New Zealand health (Doll et al., 2004), and thus it is 
a target for health promotion activity. 
 
In New Zealand, there has been recent success for public health advocates, with the 
imminent introduction of the Smoke-free Environments Amendment Act (2003).  
This has all but eliminated smoking from workplaces and hospitality venues.  These 
advocates are now exploring further avenues to reduce smoking in New Zealand. 
 
Mass media both reflect and influence societal norms and perceptions.  International 
literature suggests that exposure to smoking in film is one important factor that 
promotes social normalisation of smoking, and consequent smoking initiation (Dalton 
et al., 2003).  However, there is little information on the exposure to smoking in film 
received by the New Zealand audience. 
 
The Department of Public Health at the Wellington School of Medicine and Health 
Sciences, University of Otago, conducted this research into smoking in film for the 
Smokefree Coalition (the external client).  We undertook to review and extend the 
knowledge base on smoking in film in New Zealand, in order to support appropriate 
public health policy and advocacy. 
 
Our specific aims were: 

1. To review the literature on smoking in film, and the effect of this on smoking 
perceptions and smoking behaviour in the audience. 

2. To measure the exposure to smoking in film that New Zealand audiences 
receive (and whether this is comparable to previously reported samples). 

3. To review possible interventions that might be used to reduce the exposure to, 
or impact of, smoking in film. 

4. To consider the perspectives of the New Zealand film industry on smoking in 
film, and the possible interventions at this level. 

5. To determine, in light of these data, whether smoking in film is an important 
public health problem in New Zealand. 

6. To make recommendations for New Zealand smoke-free advocates that will 
most effectively address any public health concerns. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Adolescent smoking in New Zealand 

Smoking is a major preventable cause of mortality and morbidity in New Zealand, 
killing 4,700 New Zealanders each year (Ministry of Health, 2002).  It is estimated to 
reduce an individual’s life expectancy by 10 years (Doll et al., 2004).  The tangible 
cost of smoking to New Zealand has been “conservatively estimated” at $1.9 billion 
per year (Public Health Commission, 1994 cited in Ministry of Health, 2001). 
 
The majority of smoking is initiated during adolescence.  Although national tobacco 
consumption reduced between 1970 and the early 1990s, the continued stable uptake 
of smoking by adolescents has prevented further reductions (Ministry of Health, 
2002).   
 
In 1990 a large survey in the USA found that 89% of current adult smokers began 
smoking before the age of 18 (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 1991, cited in Centre 
For Disease Control, 2004).  The pattern of smoking uptake is shown in Figure 1, and 
highlights the importance of this developmental period. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.  Cumulative Age of Initiation of Cigarette Smoking in United States, 1990 

 (Centre For Disease Control, 2004) 
 
Adolescent smoking uptake has similar significance in New Zealand.  In a 
Christchurch cohort of 957 10-16 year olds, smoking uptake was increasingly likely 
(as age increased) and was relatively irreversible (Fergusson and Horwood, 1995).  In 
another cohort, the prevalence of smoking in Dunedin adolescents increased from 
near nil (at nine years) to adult rates by age 18 (Stanton, 1995, cited in Ministry of 
Health, 2002).   
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Current levels of smoking amongst adolescents are of concern, though they have 
decreased since 1999 (Ministry of Health, 2002).  In 2001, at least weekly smoking 
was reported by 16.3% of male 14-15 year olds, and by 22.0% of female 14-15 year 
olds (Ministry of Health, 2002).  These rates were highest in Maori (23.8 and 42.0% 
respectively).  These rates compare closely with the age-standardised adult smoking 
prevalence of 25.8%, varying between 20.8% in European/Other women and 51.9% 
in Maori women (Ministry of Health, 2002).  Thus, adolescent smoking is of critical 
importance to New Zealand public health. 

Smoking in film 

Although numerous factors influence adolescent smoking, one area of concern is how 
smoking in film might promote smoking uptake.  New Zealand adolescents are 
certainly exposed to film.  Statistics from Val Morgan Cinema Network show that 
71% of all New Zealanders are cinemagoers.  Indeed, 54% of people aged 14-34 visit 
the cinema at least monthly.  
 
Many of the films seen by adolescents contain smoking, with previous research in the 
USA quantifying this.  Dalton et al (2002) analysed the 25 highest grossing films of 
each year from 1988 to 1997 and found that 87% of the films contained tobacco use, 
with an average of 5 occurrences per film.  Further they found smoking to be more 
common in R-rated movies, and among male characters, however there was no 
difference in the prevalence of tobacco use by characters’ age, race or socio-economic 
status. Another analysis of 10 popular actresses in 50 different films released between 
1993 and 1997 found that 42% of female actresses and 38% of male actors in lead or 
supporting roles smoked on screen (Escamilla et al., 2000). Thompson and Yokota 
(2001) evaluated all G-rated animated feature films recorded in English and longer 
than 60 minutes between 1937 and 2000. They found of the 81 films identified 43% 
contained tobacco use with a mean exposure of 2.1 minutes per film. Research on the 
top 200 movie rentals for the years 1996 and 1997 found 89% of these movies 
contained tobacco use (Roberts et al., 1999).  From these studies we can conclude that 
adolescents receive substantial exposure to smoking from film. 

Trends in smoking in film 

Previous research has suggested that the amount of smoking in films has fluctuated 
since the 1960s but is currently increasing (Stockwell and Glantz, 1997).  Smoking 
incidents declined from 10.7 incidents per hour in 1950 to a minimum of 4.9 around 
1982, but increased to 10.9 by 2002 (Glantz et al., 2004).  Despite declining tobacco 
use in society and increasing public understanding of the dangers of smoking in the 
real world, smoking in movies has returned to levels observed in films of the 1950s.  
In 2002, smoking was shown at nearly twice the prevalence of smoking in reality 
(Glantz et al., 2004). 
 
Hazan et al (1994) studied two popular films from each year between 1960 and 1990.  
It was found that the overall rate of tobacco use did not change.  Although smoking 
among major characters fell, it still was portrayed at a rate three times higher than the 
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actual population prevalence. Smoking in young characters more than doubled over 
the 30-year period. 

The effect of smoking in film 

Tobacco use in films has been shown to promote smoking initiation among 
adolescents.  Dalton et al (2003) investigated the association of duration of exposure 
to smoking in movies, and its effect on smoking initiation in 10-14 year olds. The risk 
of smoking uptake was proportional to the level of exposure to tobacco use in film.  
Those in the highest quartile for exposure had an adjusted relative risk for smoking 
uptake of 2.71 (95% CI 1.73-4.25) compared to those in the lowest exposure quartile.  
The powerful effect is shown in Figure 2.  After adjusting for covariates (e.g. socio-
economic status, parental smoking, psychosocial differences and education), it was 
found that 52% of smoking initiation was attributable to exposure to tobacco use in 
film. That is, by eliminating smoking from film, it was estimated that smoking 
initiation over the 13-26 month follow would be reduced from 10.0% to 4.8% (Dalton 
et al., 2003). 
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Figure 2.  The effect of exposure to smoking in film on smoking uptake in 10-14 year 

olds.  (Unadjusted data derived without permission from Dalton et al., 2003.) 
 
Sargent et al. (2001) demonstrated increased smoking initiation with greater portrayal 
of tobacco use in films.  This study measured occurrences of smoking in 601 popular 
movies (finding a median of 5 occurrences).  The occurrences increased by rating 
(medians of 1 in G-, 3 in PG-, 4 in PG-13-, 8.5 in R-rated films).  Fifty films were 
randomly selected from this and, on average, adolescents had seen 17 of the 50 films, 
which contained a median of 91 smoking occurrences.  Exposure to smoking in film 
was more common in older adolescents, in males, in students with poorer school 
performance, and in those with higher levels of sensation seeking and rebelliousness. 
Nevertheless, exposure to tobacco use in films was associated with higher odds of 
trying smoking, after adjustment for these factors (Sargent et al., 2001).  It is 
important to note that it is the actual use of tobacco that has the greatest impact on 
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smoking initiation in adolescents.  Sargent et al (2002) and Distefan and Gilpin (1999) 
identified that the viewing of smoking on screen was identified with promotion of 
smoking and was most likely to influence adolescents’ behaviours. 
 
Adolescents identify and admire certain actors more than others, and a favourite actor 
also influences the effect of smoking in film (Tickle et al, 2001).  In 632 10-19 year 
olds, those adolescents whose favourite movie star smoked had increased odds of 
higher smoking indices (a predictor of smoking initiation) compared to those with 
non-smoking favourite stars (odds ratio of 3.1, p = 0.008).  That is, the emotional 
portrayal of smoking in film and the associations made with smoking affect smoking 
uptake in adolescents. 
 
Exposure to smoking in film is therefore an important risk for smoking initiation 
amongst adolescents. 

Adolescent perceptions of smoking in film 

Adolescents, like any audience could perceive and interpret the smoking they see in 
film in different ways.  These perceptions are important to the process by which 
smoking in film affects smoking initiation.  The impression gained by adolescents 
from the movie is presumably translated into a perception of smoking: its normality, 
acceptability, benefits and consequences.  These issues have been examined in a 
series of New Zealand studies by Judith McCool and colleagues. 
 
McCool et al., (2001) interviewed 76 12-13 year olds in focus groups, discussing their 
perceptions of smoking in film.  They perceived smoking in films to be both highly 
prevalent and recognisable.  They also thought that portrayal of smoking in films 
accurately reflected reality.  Their overall response to smoking was “nonchalant,” 
which may reflect the perception of smoking as normal.  These groups overestimated 
smoking rates among their peers, as well the adult population.  It was concluded that 
smoking in film reinforced the normalisation of smoking in society. 
 
McCool et al. (2003) repeated this study with 88 16-17 year olds in focus groups, 
covering similar themes.  Similar to the younger group, the older adolescents 
perceived smoking in film as a reflection of reality: a fact of life.  Similarly, they also 
overestimated smoking rates in both their peers and the adult population.  While these 
adolescents were more sceptical of the commercial motives behind the inclusion of 
smoking in film, and recognised it as a device to reinforce character traits, it was still 
perceived as a valid tool for portraying character and themes.  Both groups denied that 
smoking portrayal motivated smoking initiation. 
  
The influence of personal factors on the perceptions of smoking in film was examined 
further by McCool et al. (2004).  In 15 Auckland schools, a total of 3041 12-13 and 
16-17 year olds were asked to describe the personal characteristics of female and male 
smokers in films.  The adolescents’ susceptibility to smoking was assessed by 
“Probably” or “Yes, definitely” responses to both “How likely is it that you will try a 
cigarette in the next year?” and ‘‘How likely is it that you will be a smoker in the 
future.”  Appraisals of smokers in film were strongly influenced by age and sex.  
Younger adolescents and males more likely to see female smokers as sexy, intelligent 
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and healthy, whereas older students and females more often appraised female smokers 
as stressed, bored, and depressed.  On the whole, image stereotypes (sexy, stylish) 
were more likely to significantly influence risk of smoking-initiation than emotional 
sensitivity stereotypes (stressed, depressed etc). 
 
It was concluded that although New Zealand adolescents deny the influence of 
smoking in film, it seems to reinforce their perceptions of smoking as ubiquitous, 
normal and acceptable.  While adolescents gain less favourable impressions of 
smoking with age, they do not lose this perception of normality. 

Summary 

Adolescence is a critical time period in the initiation of smoking. There is clear 
evidence illustrating the majority of adult smokers begin in their teenage years, with 
the prevalence of adolescent smoking approaching adult smoking rates.  
 
There is a strong association between the amount of exposure to smoking in films and 
the likelihood of adolescents starting to smoke.  Previous research has shown that 
smoking is commonly portrayed in films, to a greater extent than it exists in current 
society.  Studies suggest the recent trend is actually an increase in the amount of 
smoking in films, despite this distortion of reality.  Characters desirable to adolescents 
are often involved in smoking scenes thus further normalising and reinforcing 
inaccurate perceptions of smoking.   
 
The clear relationship between smoking in films and the initiation of adolescent 
smoking warrants concern.  Multivariate analyses suggest it may be one of the more 
important preventable factors in smoking uptake. 
 
This issue warrants further investigation.  In particular, there are few data on the 
amount of exposure New Zealand adolescents receive.  These data will be particularly 
valuable to advocates and policy makers in New Zealand.  
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FILM ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

A New Zealand study of tobacco use in film 
It is important for policy makers to have data that are specific to New Zealand 
because the relevance of international research on smoking in film to our population 
has not been established.  It may be that New Zealand has a different exposure (or 
social response) to smoking and film.  In this chapter, we describe an examination of 
the popular films seen in New Zealand during 2003. 
 
Smoking in film is relevant to public health in that it has been shown to reduce 
smokers’ intentions to quit, and to promote smoking uptake (Dalton et al., 2003; 
Sargent et al., 2001; Tickle et al., 2001).  The latter is of greatest concern, as smoking 
prevention is far more cost effective than cessation.  It is uncommon to begin smoking 
after the age of 18, so it is the exposure of youth to smoking in film that is potentially 
most damaging to public health.  Thus, the exposure of New Zealand youth to 
smoking was of most relevance to our analysis.  In the same way, it was considered 
that the most relevant films to consider were those to which New Zealand youth were 
exposed most (that is, seen my most people).   

Establishing a film sample frame 
New Zealand film provides insight into the portrayal of smoking in New Zealand 
society.  The New Zealand film industry also offers an opportunity for smoke-free 
intervention in film production, within a New Zealand context.  An attempt was made 
to study the highest grossing New Zealand films, however despite persistent 
investigation, these films could not be identified.  
 
In light of this difficulty and after discussion with our client, Leigh Sturgiss 
(Smokefree Coalition), a decision was made to change our sampling frame. While 
New Zealand-made films are relevant, important and a potential intervention point, 
box office figures suggested that Hollywood films were viewed by more New Zealand 
youth, and potentially have a greater influence.  The decision was made to analyse the 
ten highest grossing films at the New Zealand box office for 2003.  

7 
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Aims 
With regards to our sample frame our study aimed to: 

• Quantify the amount of smoking episodes in films seen by New Zealand youth 
• Describe the themes and context of these portrayals of smoking 
• Compare these findings to previous research 

Methods 

Film sample 
The highest grossing films in New Zealand were identified through the Val Morgan 
Cinema Network, both from their website (www.valmorgan.co.nz) with further 
information from a researcher in Auckland. This box office data is sourced from the 
MPDANZ.  These are shown in Table 1. 
 

Table 1. The ten highest-grossing films in New Zealand in 2003 
 

Film Rating Label Box Office Takings 
LOTR: The Two Towers  M $12.10m 
Harry Potter: Chamber of Secrets PG $6.71m 
LOTR: The Return of the King M $6.40m 
Matrix Reloaded M $6.39m 
Whale Rider PG $6.36m 
Finding Nemo PG $6.17m 
Pirates of the Caribbean M $4.66m 
Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines M $4.07m 
X-Men 2 M $3.62m 
Charlies Angels: Full Throttle M $3.54m 

Note: Neither PG nor M ratings prevent young children from viewing, but PG recommends parental 
guidance for younger viewers, and M are recommended for mature audiences (16 years and over). 
 
The total box office takings for the year 2003 were $156.1million.  These ten movies 
represent 38% of this total. 

Analysis tool 
To formulate the content analysis tool a literature search was conducted. The content 
analysis tool from the “Children and Tobacco Imagery on New Zealand Television” 
(Thompson and Wilson, 1998) was adapted for use with film incorporating aspects of 
our literature review. To enhance our analysis and understanding of smoking and its 
portrayal, both qualitative and quantitative data was incorporated into our study.  In 
doing this we would not only analyse the number of smoking incidents per film but 
also to evaluate the context in which the smoking was occurring – who was smoking, 
their role within the film and how the smoking is portrayed within the context of the 
character, scene and movie.  
 
The demographic data of the characters in the films could be open to individual 
interpretation.  To reduce the inter-reviewer variability the demographic categories 
were discussed and defined.  Age was defined as an estimate of the appearance of the 
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character.  However in the instance of fantasy characters their relative ages were used, 
to enable comparison with real life. For example the Hobbits in The Lord of the Rings 
are in their early thirties, however within their society they interact as teenagers, 
displaying many characteristics of teenage behaviour.  Therefore in the analysis we 
categorised hobbits as 15-20 year olds. Ethnicity was attributed on obvious 
appearance.  Social class was based on an agreement between clothing, appearance 
and the role of the character. 
 
The portrayal of smoking was assessed subjectively by considering the themes and 
associations surrounding any smoking reference.  All spoken references to smoking 
were closely analysed.  The qualitative analysis aimed to consider the impression 
gained by the audience, and the relevance to theme, plot or character.  The same 
associations and impressions were considered regarding episodes of smoking imagery 
(lighters, ashtrays, advertising etc).  To ensure a balanced analysis, anti-smoking 
imagery was noted, this included items such as nicotine patches or gum and any anti-
smoking signs. 

Film Viewing 
Five researchers were trained in the use of our content analysis tool. Each of the ten 
films were reviewed independently by two of the researchers. Where there was 
disagreement between the two researchers, the scene was reappraised and a consensus 
was reached. 

Statistical Analysis 
The raw data obtained from the analysis tool was entered into an Excel spreadsheet. 
 
A smoking reference was defined as one where there was any smoking, smoking 
related imagery or smoking related conversation or combination of these observed. 
 
The total number of smoking references were collected. This number was divided by 
the total number of films containing any smoking to obtain the average number of 
references per film. A similar method was adopted to calculate average time of 
smoking references. Individual episodes of actual smoking, imagery and conversation 
were explored comprehensively.  

Results 

Sample Description 
Of the 10 films analysed three had a censorship classification of PG (30%) with the 
other 7 having an M rating (70%).  The films varied in their genre; there were two 
fantasy films, two children/family films, two science fiction films, two action films, 
one drama and one comedy. 

Incidence of smoking references 
Overall 70% (n=7) of the films reviewed contained at least one smoking episode. 
Among the films that contained smoking, there were a total of 38 smoking episodes, 
with an average of 5 episodes per film. In our sample 85.7% (n=6) of films rated M 
rated contain episodes of smoking compared 33.3% (n=1) of PG rated films. 
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The films that were selected came from a wide genre, and it was therefore impossible 
to interpret whether smoking was more common in different genres. However it was 
worth mentioning that the two films in the children/family genre contained no 
smoking episodes. 
 
Of the 38 episodes we divided the scenes up into those that contained actual smoking, 
whether this occurred singularly or in combination with imagery or conversation, 
imagery, conversation or a combination of imagery and conversation. Of the tobacco 
references 57.9% (n= 22) were actual scenes of a character smoking on screen, 28.9% 
(n=11) were of smoking related imagery, 5.3% (n=2) were of smoking related 
conversations and the remaining 7.9% (n=3) were of combinations of imagery and 
conversation. Figure 1 illustrates total number of episodes in each film, and the 
contribution of each of the different portrayals of smoking.  
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Figure 3. The total number of smoking references in the top ten films of 2003 

Duration of smoking exposure 
In the films that contained smoking, episodes of smoking appeared on screen for an 
average of 13 seconds per occurrence, with an average exposure time of 65 seconds 
per film. The actual length of smoking references was portrayed in each film is shown 
in Figure 2.  
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Figure 4 The total length of smoking references in the top ten films of 2003 

 
Of the 38 episodes of smoking there were eight episodes of imagery that were not 
related to any specific character. The characters involved in the remaining 30 episodes 
were analysed and Table 2 shows their demographic information. If more than one 
character was smoking in the episode, as was the case in 3 episodes, all the involved 
characters demographic data was recorded. 
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Table 2. Demographic characteristics of characters involved with smoking references 
 

 Number  
of characters 

Percentage of total  
characters (n=34) 

Gender   
     Male 25 83.3% 
     Female 5 16.7% 
Age Bracket (years)   
     10-15 2 5.9% 
     15-20 5 14.7% 
     20-30 10 29.4% 
     30-40 5 14.7% 
     40-50 7 20.6% 
     50+ 5 14.7% 
Ethnicity   
     European 24 70.6% 
     Maori 9 26.5% 
     Mongolian 1 2.9% 
Social Class   
     Lower 12 35.3% 
     Middle 14 41.2% 
     Upper 8 23.5% 
Level of actor   
     Main 11 36.7% 
     Supporting 14 46.7% 
     Extra 5 16.6% 

 

Smoking 
Of the films analysed there were a total of 22 scenes that involved characters actually 
smoking, with 26 different actors.  The range in smoking time of the films analysed 
varied from 2 seconds to 52 seconds. Actors used a variety of smoking implements on 
screen, the most popular being cigarettes, followed by pipes and cigars (57.7% n=15, 
26.9% n=7 and 15.4% n=4 respectively).  
 
Of the episodes of smoking (n=22) half were inside a building or vehicle, and the 
other half were outside.  Seventeen of the episodes exposed other characters to second 
hand smoke. Table 3 shows the number of characters exposed to second hand smoke 
in each of the 17 scenes. 
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Table 3.  Characters exposed to second hand smoke 
 

Number of characters  
exposed to  

second hand smoking 

Number of episodes Percentage 

1-2 6 35.3% 
3-4 6 35.3% 
5+ 5 29.4% 

 

Smoking Related Imagery 
There was total of 16 episodes of smoking related imagery in the films reviewed. The 
total amount of time that included smoking imagery for the seven films that contain 
smoking was 166 seconds ranging from 1-75 seconds.  The average amount of time 
smoking imagery was on screen was 10 seconds.  There were a variety of different 
images portrayed, the most common being lighters (53.3% n=8) followed by ashtrays 
(26.4% n=4), with a single packet of cigarettes (6.7%), a tobacco pouch (6.7%) and a 
pipe (6.7%).  

Themes in the portrayal of tobacco 
This section describes the qualitative analysis of the tobacco references.  It is 
important to understand the ideas behind tobacco use in films, and the impression 
gained by the audience from the themes, associations and emotional context of 
tobacco portrayal (McCool et al., 2004).  Also, the necessity of the tobacco use in the 
films suggests how readily filmmakers incorporate it, and indicates the philosophical 
standpoint on tobacco within the film industry.  These ideas help us decide how we 
might reduce the impact of tobacco in film, and at what level we might hope to 
intervene. 
 
The seven films that contained tobacco are described here, and comparison with 
smoke-free films is made in the discussion. 

Lord of the Rings:  The Two Towers  
Tobacco is promoted in this film, through two episodes of pipe smoking by the strong, 
wise, confident and charismatic role model Aragorn.  In both scenes, tobacco is 
associated with charisma, relaxation, wisdom, and thoughtfulness.  It is a comfort in 
difficult times.  Notably, one episode is indoors in the presence of children (modelling 
second hand smoking as an acceptable behaviour).  In neither scene is tobacco use 
important to conveying the mood, plot or character, and is therefore unnecessary. 

Lord of the Rings: Return of the King 
Smoking is also promoted in Return of the King, in that hero characters, including 
hobbit characters representing youth, are shown smoking and enjoying it.  Although 
the fantasy setting, and use of pipes (rather than cigarettes) softens the imagery, 
smoking is shown with positive themes.  The hobbits use smoking as a shared 
pleasure, and it represents friendship, luxury, relaxation, and victory.  Older wiser 
characters smoke their pipes in brooding intellectual moments, where it symbolises 
thoughtfulness.  In one scene, where Gimli smokes while discussing the grim 
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prospects of war, smoking is used to indicate this rested, intellectual moment, but is 
also associated with toughness, confidence and courage.  (On the other hand, Gimli 
coughs on his smoke when surprised in this scene: a minor negative reference to 
tobacco’s consequences.) 
 
The two brief spoken references to smoking support these themes.  Smoking is 
described as a “well earned comfort” by the hobbits when they are found drunk and 
smoking after a battle.  In another scene, the last of the tobacco is given from one 
hobbit to another during an anxious farewell, and it symbolises the depth of their 
friendship, a nostalgic memento. 
 
Smoking features in the novel on which this film is based, and it could be said that the 
film features fewer tobacco episodes than the original novel does.  However, there is 
no need to maintain realism in a fantasy setting, so the tobacco is optional in that 
sense.  At no point does the plot require tobacco, and in most instances it is a 
background activity, rather than the focus of the scene.  Thus, it could be argued that 
the smoking content was excessive, particularly given that it is positively portrayed. 

Matrix 2: Reloaded 
The two moments of tobacco use (within one scene of this film) use smoking to 
symbolise both sophistication and relaxation.  The scene involved a tense 
confrontation in an upper class French restaurant, and is filled with an ominous sense 
of danger.  Two villains smoke nonchalantly, which contrasts with the high tension, 
and indicates their calmness under pressure.  Thus, smoking is associated with wealth, 
class and money, and is used to portray confidence.  It is a simple but effective prop 
to display character and mood. 

Whale Rider 
Whale Rider is a key film in our study sample for a number of reasons: 1) it is the 
only film funded, written, made and set in New Zealand; 2) it is the only film set in a 
realistic modern society; and 3) it portrays tobacco use by Maori, and by youth.  The 
tobacco use in Whale Rider is associated with a mixture of messages, which reflect 
the ongoing struggle between tobacco control advocacy and continued smoking in 
New Zealand.  Generally, smoking is shown to be common, and that although 
everyone is aware of the bad effects, few are empowered enough to be smoke free.  
 
Three spoken references exemplify these ideas.  In the first, Nanny and her friends 
(older ladies) are caught smoking by Paikea (~11y) despite a comical attempt to hide 
the evidence.  Smoking is thus portrayed as rebellious and mischievous.   

Paikea: "You've been smoking."  

Aunty: "Says you."  

Paikea:  "Maori women have got to stop smoking.  We have to protect 
our child bearing properties.”  

[Pause, perplexed look between ladies, conversation continues, Paikea leaves…] 

Aunty: "You would have to be smoking in a pretty funny place to 
wreck your child bearing properties"  

[All ladies laugh, Aunty relights cigarette] 
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Although Paikea scolds them, the explicit anti-smoking message is divergent with the 
implications of the scene.  Paikea is portrayed as naïve: simply parroting what she is 
taught about smoking Maori women.  Smoking is trivialised, and thus the message is 
obscured by the implication that it is ubiquitous, and that anti-smoking messages have 
no impact.  The ladies are unaware that smoking impairs reproduction, but the 
message comes from a child and sounds unnecessarily paranoid.  
 
In the second reference, Hemi (~11y) is caught smoking by Paikea at the school gates.  
The image has some shock value (for those not used to children smoking). 

Paikea: "You shouldn't be smoking."  

Hemi: "Trying to give up aren't I?"  

[Pause, conversation continues] 

Paikea: "Koro will be pissed off when he sees you smoking" 

At face value, the scene portrays smoking as rebellious and cool, but with closer 
thought, Hemi’s response implies disempowerment: a prepared defence from blame 
or guilt.  Similarly, the surrounding conversation (about Hemi’s father in prison, 
about getting out of this dump) suggests Hemi lacks empowerment.  The scene, with 
Hemi talking about his tikanga training being “stink,” also links smoking with loss of 
cultural identity.  Correspondingly, that Koro (the local Maori leader, rangatira) is 
against smoking links smoke-freedom with cultural empowerment. 
 
Hemi’s suggested addiction is more shocking, but his casual manner makes it comic, 
(as it is barely believable).  While we gain the impression that Hemi shouldn’t smoke, 
the scene does portray smoking as a common activity for even very young Maori, and 
does not make cessation a likely option.   
 
The last spoken reference reinforces the struggle of tobacco addiction.  The 
implications are that smoking is bad, that Maori women want to stop, and that they 
are reminded to stop, but that the addiction requires these characters to need very 
strong motivation.   
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[Family and friends sit in hospital corridor where Paikea is in coma] 

Aunty:  " If that little one wakes up I'm going to give up the smokes" 

Nanny:  "She’d like that." 

 
Other portrayed associations with tobacco use are relatively positive: socialising, 
sunshine, enjoyment, inclusion and coolness, though there is also association with 
gangs, unemployment, toughness and alcohol (which may or may not be negative for 
youth audiences). 
 
Whale Rider skilfully illustrates realistic concepts of smoking in New Zealand.  The 
smoking cessation message is carried through explicitly in conversations.  However, 
this message is often portrayed as naïve, simply because the film implies that these 
rural Maori characters do not have the motivation or empowerment to quit.  The 
smoking, though not necessary to the plot, is itself a political theme of the film, and 
adds complexity to the portrayal of modern rural Maori culture. 

Terminator 3:  Rise of the Machines 
There was only one brief scene in this film that bore any reference to tobacco.  The 
hero Terminator robs a petrol station (non-violently), which involves approximately 
ten seconds of footage that includes packets of cigarettes on sale behind the counter.  
The brand names Marlboro and Camel are legible, but the products are entirely 
ignored.  The use of tobacco imagery in this scene is almost certainly to maintain 
realism.  Arguably, any attempt to remove tobacco from behind the counter might be 
a distracting, obvious departure from reality.  The scene does not promote smoking, 
but accepts tobacco as a normal part of our daily environment. 

X-Men 2 
The tobacco use in this film is primarily character driven, centring on two mutant 
heroes.  The majority of the smoking is carried out by Logan (Wolverine), the main 
hero (a mutant).  Logan has a mixture of mostly positive traits: teacher, rebel, warrior, 
loner, handsome, strong, and wilful.  His cigar accentuates this character, emphasising 
rebelliousness and courage.  He smokes inside the school, as well as in beautiful 
alpine settings.  Although he is reprimanded for smoking, his response is to extinguish 
the cigar in his palm, and relight it as soon as possible.  The effect of the anti-smoking 
reprimand is only to strengthen the rebelliousness, and power associated with Logan’s 
cigar.  

Professor X:  “Logan, my tolerance for your smoking in the mansion 
notwithstanding; continue to smoke that in here and you will spend the 
rest of your life under the belief that you are a six year old girl.” 

 
Pyro is a younger, troubled mutant character with inner conflict, who uses a Zippo 
lighter as his weapon to manipulate fire.  He does not smoke, but there are several 
prominent shots of his lighter throughout the film, which represent his rebellious evil 
qualities, his potential violent powers and his confusion.  Specifically, the opening 
and closing of the lighter represents his confused state, jumping from evil to good. 
Pyro eventually turns his back on his friends and allies himself with the evil mutants.  
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There is an important smoking scene that reveals underlying assumptions on smoking.  
Two non-mutant teenage bullies approach Pyro and friends: they at first demand, and 
then snatch his lighter, and there is an unnecessarily long close-up of him lighting a 
cigarette, and taking a drag.  There is a standoff, before Pyro uses his mutant powers 
to ignite the bully’s sleeve, and humiliate him.  The scene only serves to normalise 
smoking and related objects (Zippo).  It is taken for granted that teenagers carry 
Zippos around and smoke, and the focus of the issue is not on smoking itself, but a 
fight over a lighter between groups who both identify with smoking.  
 
Was smoking and smoking related imagery necessary to this film?  Arguably, 
Logan’s cigar accentuated character traits of rebellion and independence, but it would 
be unreasonable to think that without the smoking, Logan would appear weak, 
submissive, and introverted.  Logan, who is a complex confused character, is 
paradoxically simplified and stereotyped by the use of his cigar.  This is an 
unsatisfying result from a use of tobacco that simply implies “cool heroes smoke.” 

Charlies Angels: Full Throttle 
This film uses tobacco in repeated, brief, minor instances.  Strangely, most of these 
uses appear unnecessary, and have unlikely themes.   
 
A gruff Mongolian army officer lights his cigar with a red-hot axe in the opening 
image of the film, where it sets the scene of a rowdy, drunken barracks, and implies 
toughness, dirtiness and a character flaw.  In another scene, a clumsy, comic 
policeman is shown smoking in brief glimpses.  This is a strange use of tobacco, 
because it is entirely unnecessary, and seems to be a prop for his clumsiness, in that it 
occupies his hands and mouth, so that he becomes more contemptible and less 
dominant.   
 
The only other smoker is a mysterious, bizarre character that has weird antisocial 
behaviours.  He wears old-fashioned clothes, and smoking is part of his old-fashioned 
imagery.  Smoking attempts to add mystery and perhaps glamour to this character, but 
it is an unnecessary, clumsy addition.  His smoking has mixed themes: sometimes 
positive (suaveness, glamour, mystery), sometimes unusual (oddness, old-fashioned), 
and sometimes negative (violence, antisocial). 
 
A Zippo lighter, decorated with stars and stripes, is recurrently used as a symbol of 
Dylan’s good-natured rock-culture attitude (a heroine).  It is shown as a funky 
accessory when she uses it to light a flamethrower.  When the villain obtains it, it 
represents her vulnerability as he holds it in his palm.  Finally he uses it to burn her 
fingers while she clings to a ledge.  Thus the portrayal of this object is mixed, but 
notably it is never used to light a cigarette.  The only other imagery (without tobacco 
use) was a few brief glimpses of ashtrays on bar tables.  These were not used, or 
referred to, and are merely props in the background scenery. 
 
Together, the tobacco references in Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle are confused and 
unnecessary.  Smoking is not portrayed positively, though the Zippo is used to 
represent a heroine.  It is unclear what ideas were used in the decisions to include 
smoking in this film. 
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Discussion 

Interpreting and comparing quantitative findings 
The number of films containing episodes of smoking from our sample was similar to 
other studies (Dalton 2002, Roberts et al 1999). Our figure of 70 % is slightly lower 
than those reported by Dalton (87%) and Roberts (89%).  This is despite the definition 
of smoking in both studies being narrower than ours, using only tobacco use or 
handling on screen.  We included smoking related imagery and smoking related 
conversation as well as any use or handling of tobacco. This discrepancy is most 
likely to be explained by our smaller sample of films, and as a result of the lack of R 
rated films in our sample. As a result of the findings of our study to previous research, 
it may be concluded that international research on smoking in films is applicable to 
New Zealand. 
 
Of the films that contained smoking we found an average of 5 episodes of smoking 
per film, with an average time of 65 seconds per film.  Thompson et al (2002) found 
similar numbers (5 and 85 respectively) in his review of popular movies from 1988 to 
1997. 
 
It is worth noting that the films analysed by Dalton et al (2002) and Roberts et al 
(1999) were released before 1998, whereas our sample was selected from films in 
2003. This may suggest that there has been a decrease in the amount of smoking in 
films over this five-year period, however there are other possible explanations for this 
observation. It has been established in the literature that smoking portrayal has 
increased from an all time low in the 1980’s, back up to levels last seen in the 1960’s 
(Stockwell and Glantz, 1997 and Glantz, Kacirk and McCulloch 2004). In addition 
our sample size was small and included films from only one year, which could 
represent an aberrant year. A larger sample from 2003 would need to be obtained to 
substantiate the claim that smoking episodes have decreased, as trends in smoking 
episodes in films this century are not well researched.  
 
Actual smoking on screen was the most common portrayal of smoking episodes 
(57.9%). It is likely that this portrayal will create the largest impact on adolescents 
watching the film when compared with imagery and conversation. Studies by Sargent 
et al (2002) and Distefan and Gilpin (1999) provided evidence that viewing smoking 
in films promotes smoking initiation among adolescents. A character smoking on 
screen normalises the behaviour and the film watcher is more likely to make direct 
links between the characters identity and the act of smoking than smoking imagery or 
conversation.  
 
Most of the smoking episodes also portrayed second-hand smoking (SHS, 77.3%). 
This raises a major concern, as films may be seen to be reinforcing and normalising 
one of the least acceptable smoking behaviours.  Indeed, in a couple of the film scenes 
second hand smoke recipients were children.  Woodward and Laugesen (2001) 
estimated that 388 deaths are caused by SHS in New Zealand each year.  This 
represents an additional 8% over and above death due to direct smoking (Woodward 
and Laugesen, 2001). Children exposed to SHS are at higher risk of lower respiratory 
tract infections and sudden infant death syndrome (Californian EPA Review, 1997; 
Mitchell et al., 1993).  Although on occasion there are complaints about the smoke in 
the films (X-Men 2, Whale Rider) generally the smoke is ignored.  Second hand 
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smoke is seen as a modifiable smoking behaviour that is effective in reducing 
smoking associated mortality and morbidity.  
 
The most common smoking implement was a cigarette (57.7%), followed by pipes 
(26.9%) and then cigars (15.4%). The sample of films may have influenced the results 
here as the last two films of the Lord of the Rings Trilogy were included. As such the 
use of pipes was perhaps substantially higher than might have been expected. 
Interestingly a study looking at tobacco exposure in animated films found that cigars 
were the most common smoking implement, followed by pipes and then cigarettes 
(67%, 14% and 11% respectively) (Thompson, 2001). Dalton et al. (2002) found 69% 
of the smoking on screen involved cigarettes. The predominance of cigarette use on 
screen is a reflection of current society.  Cigarettes are more accessible to adolescents 
and are more likely to be associated with the characters that they see as role models. 
 
Smoking was more common in films with an M rating compared to a PG rating 
(85.7% compared to 33.3% respectively). This could suggest that current censorship 
screening of films might coincidentally reduce the risk of smoking exposure in young 
children. Dalton et al (2002) found that R rated movies had significantly higher levels 
of smoking compared to PG and PG13 movies, however this can not be directly 
related to our study as the New Zealand classification system differs from the 
American one.  To gain more information on this area we would need to analyse films 
with a wider range of censorship classifications.  
 
In the current study smoking episodes most likely involved white middle-aged male 
characters. All social classes were evenly represented in smoking episodes.  The large 
majority of the characters played a main or supporting role in the film. Dalton et al 
(2002) found no association between tobacco use and the age, race, or socio-economic 
status, but did find that greater than two thirds of tobacco use was by major characters. 
Hazan et al., (1994) found successful, attractive, white males most likely portrayed 
smoking. Such a portrayal is of particular interest to this study as adolescents 
watching the films are more likely to replicate the actions of someone they aspire to 
be.  Similar to tobacco advertising, films can portray someone who smokes as young, 
beautiful, attractive and successful (Hazan et al., 1994). Such associations may 
possibly result in an increase in the uptake of smoking by film watchers.  With many 
adolescents watching their favourite movie stars, relating to the characters of the roles 
they play, and aspiring to have such traits, it can be easily seen how such a portrayal 
of smoking can impact the initiation of smoking in youth.  

Conclusions and implications of qualitative interpretation  
Amongst the seven tobacco-featuring films, some classical, positive themes were 
associated with smoking: suaveness, friendship and social inclusion, and 
thoughtfulness.  There were occasional negative themes, but these were not prominent.  
Commonly, smoking was associated with rebellion and independence, which although 
dubious qualities for an adult audience, are more likely to be positive traits for 
adolescent viewers (who are in a developmental stage of building independence). 
 
The use of smoking in these films was almost entirely for character portrayal, as 
opposed to plot or theme development.  However, these character traits did not 
require tobacco use for expression, and in some cases smoking had the effect of 
reducing complexity and depth in characters.    
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None of the films had portrayals of smoking that are negative overall, but three films 
had no references to tobacco at all:  Finding Nemo; Pirates of the Caribbean; and 
Harry Potter: Chamber of Secrets.  It is positive from a health perspective that these 
films had theoretical opportunities for tobacco use, and elected not to use them. 
 
In studies of New Zealand adolescents, smoking in film was perceived as ubiquitous, 
and a representation of societal norms (McCool et al., 2001; 2003).  Thus, any 
smoking, even when portrayed in strong anti-smoking themes, could be supporting 
the normalisation of tobacco use for young viewers.  Smoke-free films might 
therefore be ‘healthier’ than anti-smoking films.  This was illustrated in at least three 
scenes, where smokers are reprimanded, but the effect of the scene was to undermine 
smoking cessation messages, and reinforce themes such as rebellion or inevitability.  
From the filmmakers perspective too, incorporating anti-smoking messages might be 
intrusive and distracting if they were not part of the film plot. 
 
In contrast, Lord of the Rings (both), and X-Men 2 had considerable promotion of 
smoking, (in addition to simply including smoking in the film).  Role model 
characters, with positive traits were the only smokers, and used smoking to highlight 
positive character traits (suaveness, thoughtfulness, rebellion).  In other tobacco-
containing films, the smoking was never of significance to the film plot or character, 
and served only to normalise smoking as a background part of society. 
 
Another point of interest is the use of the Zippo lighter.  In both X-Men 2 and 
Charlies Angels: Full Throttle, the Zippo is used symbolically, though with only 
occasional reference to smoking.  Any positive imagery is certainly advertising for the 
Zippo Manufacturing Company, and effectively product placement.  It would be 
interesting to know whether Zippo marketing influenced the prominent inclusion of a 
powerful smoking symbol in these films. 
 
Whale Rider was distinct from the international films in a number of ways.  As 
described, this is a key film from the New Zealand perspective, and it was interesting 
that this film approached tobacco deliberately and thoughtfully as a theme in itself.  
The film paired most tobacco references with positive anti-smoking messages.  
However, the messages were often portrayed as weak, ineffective, and naïve, so that 
the lasting impression of smoking was normal and inevitable.  Smoking was 
associated with disempowerment, but the portrayal simultaneously suggested that 
many of the rural Maori characters were disempowered.  Certainly, the film 
normalises smoking in this population, but it is a political comment, rather than a 
careless prop. 
 
In 2003, many of the popular films had striking similarities, which allows for an 
interesting comparison to examine the necessity and reasoning behind the inclusion of 
tobacco in some films but not others.  Harry Potter: Chamber of Secrets (a smoke-free 
film) and the Lord of the Rings films, (both tobacco-promoting films) have a number 
of elements in common.  Both are fantasy films, fundamentally stories of good versus 
evil, and feature wizardry, and a similar mixture of characters.  The characters 
Gandalf and Dumbledore are both elderly wizards of wisdom, power, benevolence 
and leadership.  Only in Gandalf’s character is smoking used to accentuate these 
qualities.  Likewise the youthful hobbits use smoking as a shared pleasure and symbol 
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of their friendship, while Harry and his friends do not need tobacco to enjoy each 
others company.  Clearly, this questions the necessity of smoking in the Lord of the 
Rings.  
 
An obvious source of the discrepancy between these films is the original source 
novels.  Harry Potter (by J.K.Rowling) was published in 1999, a period of increasing 
anti-smoking awareness, while Lord of the Rings (by J.R.R Tolkien) was published in 
1954, when the harms associated with tobacco were less well understood.  Indeed, 
most portraits of Tolkien show him smoking a pipe, and he died of pneumonia 
(Rayment, 2004).  Rowling is an ex-smoker who has tried to quit several times, and 
therefore smoking’s adverse effects are clearly salient for her.  

"I gave up May 10, 2000… Now I'm addicted to Nicorettes, but at least 
I haven't smoked…I'd given up before…Chamber of Secrets I wrote as 
a non-smoker…  Then Goblet of Fire I smoked through and now book 
five is going to be another non-smoker book.  I can't go further than 
that.  It's a day-to-day battle for me because I do love smoking" 

 J.K. Rowling, quoted in the Ottawa Citizen, 24 October 2000.  

However, the portrayal of smoking in Lord of the Rings may exceed simple loyalty to 
the novel.  The smoking is never an important feature of theme or plot, and is never a 
major character feature.  Given that the film promotes tobacco, its use is gratuitous. 
 
It was notable that every member of our team was surprised to find no smoking in 
Pirates of the Caribbean.  The film had numerous episodes of drunkenness and bar 
scenes, and there was appropriate historical opportunity for smoking, (as Caribbean 
pirates smuggled tobacco).  It is therefore interesting, and positive, that the 
filmmakers decided against using tobacco and that it was obviously possible to do 
without.  While Pirates of the Caribbean and X-Men 2 have less in common than the 
previous comparison, the central heroes are both rebellious, handsome, powerful men 
in their 20s.  Logan (an X-Man) smokes, while Captain Jack Sparrow (a Pirate) does 
not.  There appears little to distinguish them that would require Logan to smoke, and 
the result is that Jack is a more interesting and subtle character than Logan. 
 
The portrayal of smoking in these ten films could be summarised: 

• In films that feature tobacco, it is most often to portray positive character traits, 
and it is nearly always unnecessary. 

• Negative references to tobacco are often undermined with the sense of 
normality, inevitability or rebellion.  Smoke-free films may be healthier than 
anti-smoking films 

• Rebellion is also the most common and powerful character association, which 
may appeal most to adolescents 

• Sometimes the use of tobacco appears to serve no clear purpose 
• The most tobacco-promoting characters in the film sample have analogous 

characters in smoke-free films, even within the same sample. 
• The industry appears to have a low threshold for including tobacco in films 

 
Shields et al. (1999) interviewed Hollywood entertainment industry members, and the 
most cited reason for the inclusion of tobacco was to reveal character aspects, which 
is consistent with our investigation.  Character traits supported by smoking included 
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sexiness, sophistication, rebelliousness, coolness, toughness, but also addiction, self 
abuse, inner conflict, nervousness, weakness and social inferiority (Shields et al., 
1999).  In the present study, many of the associations were the same, though positive 
themes were more prominent.  Realism was cited as a reason for including smoking, 
but in the present sample numerous bar scenes were smoke free, and only one had 
ashtrays.  On the other hand, the two most realistic films (Whale Rider and Charlie’s 
Angels: Full Throttle) both featured smoking. 
 
The most common extrinsic (non-artistic) reason for incorporating smoking in films 
was the actor’s tobacco use (Shields et al., 1999).  In the films studied, many of the 
prominent smoking actors are known to have been smokers themselves:  Ian 
McKellen (Gandalf), Viggo Mortensen (Aragorn), John Rhys-Davies (Gimli), Hugh 
Jackman (Logan/Wolverine) (Anonymous, 2004).  Indeed, McKellen comments on 
the use of smoking in Lord of the Rings films: 

“[Lord of the Rings] is one of the most popular movies ever and its 
principal characters (including underage Hobbits) smoke tobacco 
onscreen. I heard no objections from the cast and crew during filming 
nor since from the censoring anti-smoking lobby. Maybe they love 
Tolkien more than they hate the weed.”  Ian McKellen, December 2002 

 
The inclusion of smoking in 2003 films suggests health was not a priority in the 
decision making process. 
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INTERVENTIONS 

Introduction 

This section explores possible interventions that might be used to reduce the impact of 
smoking in films. There are various levels at which interventions can be approached. 
These include interventions with and without a legal basis. 
 
Firstly we will discuss the current legal framework in New Zealand and ways in 
which changes could be implemented within this. Secondly we will discuss the use of 
warning messages before films and specific anti-smoking advertising. 

Current Media Legislation 
There has been previous tobacco-related implementation of legislation specifically 
regarding media control in New Zealand.  Firstly, television and radio advertisements 
for tobacco were banned in 1963.  This was followed by the same restrictions placed 
on all cinema and outdoor advertising in 1973.  The Smokefree Environment Act in 
1990 extended this advertising ban to include all tobacco advertising and sponsorship.   
 
Some situations are exempted from the Act, such as material printed or transmitted 
from outside New Zealand, or where the tobacco promotion occurs indirectly (eg 
product placement, retail displays). There is no current legislation aimed specifically 
at smoking content within films themselves.  This would require involvement of the 
labelling and classification process which analyses film content. 
 
It is important to note that the Classification Office is mainly involved with material 
of a fairly extreme nature, mostly sexual, and smoking per se is well below the criteria 
to even be remotely considered.  

Classification of Films 

The current process of classification in New Zealand is based on The Films, Videos, 
and Publications Classification Act 1993, that was passed in 1994. All films that are 
supplied to the New Zealand public must be labelled with a classification rating. 
These are the green, yellow or red ratings that are attached to all films. The current 
Act establishes a three-tier system for rating and classifying films involving 1) The 
Film and Video Labelling Body; 2) The Office of Film and Literature Classification; 
and if anyone disagrees with the decision, 3) The Film and Literature Board of 
Review. 
 
First, all films must be submitted to the Labelling Body who rate unrestricted films, 
cross-rates unrestricted films that have been rated in Australia (Aust OFLC) or the 
UK (BBFC) and issues the labels that must be affixed to films before they can be 
supplied to the public. Almost all films will have been rated before reaching New 
Zealand shores. If not, then the Labelling Body will view the film and issue a label 
only if the content is assessed as unrestricted. 
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There are three major situations where films are submitted to the Classification 
Office:  
 

1. Films that are rated as restricted in the UK or Australia 
2. Films likely to be classified as restricted or objectionable in New Zealand. 
3. Or, where there is difficulty in deciding the appropriate rating 

 
The classification office can then either ban, restrict or assign an unrestricted rating. 
Other groups, such as Police or Customs, may submit a film directly to the 
classification office. 
 
Section 3(1) of the Act outlines the criteria under which a publication must fall before 
it can be considered for restriction, including matters of sex, horror, crime, cruelty or 
violence. A film must contain material concerning one or more of these matters, to a 
level or in a way considered to be injurious to the public good before any form of 
restriction will be considered. Publications can be classified as unrestricted, restricted 
or objectionable. Unrestricted films can be viewed by anyone and are “unlikely to 
cause harm”. If classified as Restricted, a film is “likely to cause harm to the public 
good if people outside the restricted audience view it”. Films classified as 
objectionable are considered harmful to the public good and are banned. 
 
It is important to note that only 3% of the films that are seen by the classification 
office are feature films and of the remaining 97%, over 90% of the objections are sex 
related. The Classification Office therefore deals with quite extreme material and in 
the current environment smoking in films is not a consideration.  
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Figure 5.  Flow chart of film labelling process in New Zealand 
 (http://www.censorship.govt.nz/censorship_system.html) 

Dependence on Overseas Classification 
As mentioned above, films do not receive further rating if they have already been 
deemed as non-restricted in the UK or Australia, so it is important to have an 
appreciation of classification laws abroad. There are some slight differences between 
UK, Australia and New Zealand classification law. The UK tends to be the most 
restrictive especially with regard to offensive language. Australia’s classification 
system looks at whether the material is likely to be offensive. This is distinctly 
different to New Zealand’s classification law, the least restrictive of the three 
countries, and bases its Act on whether material is likely to cause injury.  
 
A film is therefore less likely to receive a restricted classification in New Zealand 
compared to UK and Australia and the procedures used abroad adequately filter any 
films requiring a restricted rating here. Smoking is not a criterion in any of the 
classification acts in the UK and Australia.  
 
If New Zealand was to make a change to it’s Classification Act to include smoking as 
part of the criteria used, the process of film labelling and classification would have to 
be modified, unless similar changes were also made internationally. It would require 
the labelling body to view every film, even if it had been deemed unrestricted 
overseas, to ensure there was not an inappropriate level of smoking.  

Interpretation of Classification Act and Bill of Rights 
The Classification Act needs to be considered in conjunction with the Bill of Rights 
when looking at the rationale behind decisions within the New Zealand Classification 
system. There are several sections of the Bill of Rights regarding freedom of 
expression and apply either directly or indirectly to film. Combined with the New 
Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990, the Classification Act works to “optimise access to 
publications while still providing some protection to the public good” (Gordon, 
2004).  
 
Section 14 of Bill of Rights states that "everyone has the right to freedom of 
expression, including the freedom to seek, receive, and impart information and 
opinions of any kind in any form". This right is balanced by section 5, which states 
that "the rights and freedoms contained in this Bill of Rights may be subject only to 
such reasonable limits prescribed by law as can be demonstrably justified in a free and 
democratic society." The Classification Act itself is one such limit.  
 
Section 6 of the Bill of Rights Act, however, requires any ambiguity in the 
Classification Act to be resolved in favour of the freedom of expression: "wherever an 
enactment can be given a meaning that is consistent with the rights and freedoms 
contained in this Bill of Rights, that meaning shall be preferred to any other 
meaning." This section has the effect of ensuring that if there is still notable doubt 
about the likelihood of injury, then the freedom of expression prevails. 
 
Smoking can be regarded as a form of expression. Although there is no doubt about 
the amount of harm caused by smoking tobacco, there is still some doubt regarding 
the extent of injury caused by viewing a film containing scenes of smoking. The 
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evidence shows strong associations with uptake; however, this has not yet been 
proven to cause significant public harm. Therefore smoking is not part of the criteria 
for New Zealand classification. The only exception is underage smoking.  

Underage Smoking 
Section 3(d) of Act 3 “…particular weight shall be given to the extent and degree to 
which, and the manner in which, the publication – (d) Promotes or encourages 
criminal acts or acts terrorism.” Underage smoking is illegal and therefore must be 
considered. Any episode of a child smoking under 18 years must be considered as a 
criteria for restriction, although the context must also be looked at, and it does not 
necessarily mean it will receive a restricted rating. 

Previous attempts at change 
Although smoking in a film is not currently a criterion on which to enforce a 
classification in New Zealand or the main countries from which we receive our 
previously classified films, there has been much research into using smoking as a 
criterion.   
 
Internationally American organisation ‘Smoke-free Movies’ has proposed measures to 
control the effect of smoking in American films.  This includes giving any films with 
smoking or tobacco display a restricted rating.  They believe that by doing so they 
will see a decrease in the amount of smoking exposure American children receive by 
over 60% (SmokfreeMovies, 2004).  Australian Council on Smoking and Health has 
also been active in its push to minimise smoking in films pressure put on the 
Australian Federal Government to age restrict films in which there was excessive and 
unnecessary levels of smoking (Appleton and Scanlon, 2001).  New Zealand followed 
suit in 2001 with anti-smoking group ASH lobbying to make a similar change which 
could have been included in the 2003 Smoke-free Environments Amendment Bill.  
This was never submitted to the Health Select Committee due to the barriers 
discussed below.  

Barriers to changing legislation 
None of these groups, within New Zealand or abroad, have been successful in 
implementing any legislative change.  They have all faced similar barriers to making 
progress in this area of tobacco control.  

Freedom of expression 
Firstly there is the argument of ‘creative license’.  Section 14 of the New Zealand Bill 
of Rights Act 1990 states that ‘everyone has the right to freedom of expression, 
including the freedom to seek, receive and impart information and opinions of any 
kind in any form.’   Therefore restricting the film-makers ability to portray smoking 
of cigarettes and the viewers ability to choose to watch such films would be in 
contradiction to this right.   
 
A study carried out in New Zealand (Hoek et al., 1995) investigated public opinion 
about the role of legislation in controlling smoking in New Zealand and their views on 
specific legislations.  In principle, two thirds showed a high level of support for the 
idea that the government should act to reduce the number of smokers.  Over two 
thirds of those who supported the notion of government intervention also supported 
the advertising restrictions set out in the Smoke Free Environments Act (1990).  
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While New Zealanders seemed to support the concept of legislative control when 
addressing the issue of tobacco consumption, they showed less support for the 
specific measures introduced than for the general principle of government 
intervention.   
 
This may contribute to the rationale behind public reaction in New Zealand during 
2001 when ASH were lobbying for legislative change regarding film ratings.  
Although nothing in terms of legislation was achieved, it is interesting to note the 
public furore stirred up. Mostly the idea was completely ridiculed, people citing sex 
and violence related problems as being of much greater importance. It resulted in a 
Tremain cartoon that summarises the overwhelming public perception (Figure 4). 
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Figure 6.  Public perception of smoke-free campaigns against film (as suggested by 

cartoonist Garrick Tremain) 
 
The response highlights two points. Firstly, is the importance New Zealanders place 
on their rights to freedom of expression, and secondly, how unaware the general 
public is of the negative impact smoking in films can have on our youth. Admittedly 
this is only inferred from a handful of newspaper articles and, in this regard, it would 
be useful to analyse public perception more extensively and systematically. Also, 
education of the public is very important. Future lobbying would likely prove more 
effective, following education, as public could make a more informed choice when 
debating this issue.   

Film Industry; economic consequences 
There are significant economic consequences for film-makers which would contribute 
significantly to their disagreement with any classification change.  If a film was given 
a restricted rating then this would mean that there would be a decrease in the amount 
of box office revenues and profits.   

Summary of Classification 
In order to utilise the Classification process to minimise smoking content in film to 
which New Zealand youth are exposed, there are two avenues through which change 
could be made.  International reform, specifically in the UK and Australia, to specify 
smoking as a criterion could be effective as any restrictions would automatically be 
deemed restricted by NZ’s current system. If New Zealand were to make changes 
prior to international movement, this would be dependent on changes to the Films, 
Videos, and Publications Classification Act 1993 to include smoking specifically.  
This would involve lobbying the government to make the legislative changes.   It 
would require an additional clause to be included in the section 3.2 in regards to 
excessive smoking.     
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Tobacco Control 

International Framework Convention on Tobacco Control 
In May 2003, the member countries of the World Health Organization adopted an 
historic tobacco control treaty, the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control.  The 
treaty provides member countries with a framework on which to base comprehensive 
tobacco control legislation, although it does not enforce the adoption of all the 
included policies.  Such recommendations include; 
 

• comprehensive ban on tobacco advertising, promotion and sponsorship 
• warnings of at least 30% or more of the principal display areas of the pack 
• measures to tackle the illicit trade of tobacco products 
• increase tobacco taxes 
• protect citizens from exposure to tobacco smoke in workplaces, public 

transport and indoor public places;  
 
Internationally the Treaty could be an opportunity through which smoking in films 
could be controlled.  It could be included as another such recommendation.  Although 
as with national legislation measures there are barriers to the implementation of this 
strategy    

Framework conventions and protocols are legally binding only on countries that 
endorse them.  Therefore, the power of the Treaty in New Zealand is highly 
dependent on how fully the national government implements the obligations 
contained in the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control.  Already New Zealand 
has indicated support of the Treaty obligations in terms of packaging and labelling 
minimal requirements and by means of the Smokefree Environment Amendment Act 
2003.  Therefore, although not legally binding New Zealand has moved towards 
ratification of the Treaty and could continue to do so with any additional 
recommendations. 

The Framework Convention on Tobacco Control has faced resistance with some 
members countries, such as the United States and Germany, strongly opposing a 
number of policies.  This has meant that the Treaty policies are weaker than initially 
intended.  Based on this history, it is likely that these countries could resist 
introduction of new recommendations such as control of smoking content in film. 

Although the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control could include a 
recommendation in relation to smoking content in film they would face strong 
opposition and it would be difficult to enforce. 

Smoke-free Environment Amendment Act 2003 
In December 2004, the Smoke-free Environment Amendment Act will come into 
force.  It focuses on: 

1. Smoke-free indoor workplaces 
2. Smoke-free licensed premises/hospitality venues 
3. Smoke-free schools and early childhood centres 
4. Under 18 limits – including offence provisions 
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5. Prohibitions against under-18 sale of toy cigarettes, tobacco and herbal 
smoking products 

 
Although there is no specific focus on films as considered by ASH in 2001, there are 
other provisions within this Act that may implicate on film production itself within 
New Zealand.  Under this Act all workplaces must be 100% smoke-free from 10 
December 2004.  “Workplace” defined as ‘an internal area, within or on a building 
or structure occupied by the employer, usually frequented by employees or volunteers 
during the course of their employment.’’  Furthermore it is an offence if an employer 
does not take all practicable action to prevent smoking within the workplace.  Film 
sets could be deemed a workplace if attended regularly by employees or volunteers.  
This could mean that characters within a film could not be portrayed smoking 
cigarettes during an internally filmed scene, therefore significantly decreasing 
smoking content.    
 
However, according to Film NZ  99.9% of staff involved in the production of a film 
within New Zealand are classified as independent contractors.  The majority of the 
time there is no employer-employee relationship and therefore the film set cannot be 
deemed a ’workplace.’  In the situation where there is at least one employee-employer 
relationship the film set is automatically classified as a ‘workplace’ and could be 
implicated under the Act.   
 
The impact The Smoke-free Environment Amendment Act 2003 could have on the 
level of smoking in films made in New Zealand is highly dependent on the 
employment contract of those involved in its production.  It is unknown to what 
extent film producers will be implicated under the Act and management will need to 
be done through a case-by-case basis.  
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Counter-Campaigning 

In the cinema setting there are two main ways of trying to counteract the effect that 
smoking in films has on adolescents:  
 

1.  Pre-Film Messages 
2.  Anti-smoking Advertising 

 

Pre-Film Messages 
These include Surgeon General health warnings and informational warnings.  Placing 
messages before films is actually surprisingly complex.  In order to be enforced, 
Surgeon General Health warnings would have to be mandated under the Smokefree 
Environments Act, similar to the situation with labelling on cigarette packets.  
Alternatively, the film industry could voluntarily choose to label their films.  
 
Informational messages such as “this movie contains smoking” similar to those used 
on national television could be placed before films but this is at the discretion of the 
film-maker or distributor. 
 
There is no current research on the effectiveness of these strategies in reducing 
smoking impact. However it has been shown that warning labels increase interest in 
violent television programs by presenting the program as a ‘forbidden fruit’ 
(Bushman and Stack, 1996). Therefore more research is required to assess the impact 
of various messages before it would be worth making submissions for new legislation 
or petitioning film distributors. 

Anti-Smoking Advertising in Cinemas 
There are substantial costs associated with cinema advertising. However, given the 
enormous costs of smoking to society, estimated in 1996 to be $1.2 billion for the 
tangible financial effects (Easton, 1996), it is obviously important to intervene. The 
government currently spends approximately $28 million of its $953 million revenue 
from tobacco taxes on tobacco control, so there is significant room for improved 
tobacco control funding. Ninety percent of smokers are believed to start smoking 
before they are 18 years old so any intervention that reduces uptake of smoking would 
be expected to be cost-effective. 
 
Cinema advertising is mainly done through Val Morgan Cinema Advertising in New 
Zealand. When purchasing advertising time with them the most cost effective way to 
do this is for a fifty-six week period. Essentially one purchases a screen, say in 
cinema one, and the advertisement will be played prior to every film played in cinema 
one for eight weeks. At the end of eight weeks the advertisement will be rotated to 
another cinema. With this as the current set-up it would be difficult to target a limited 
budget to ensure that the anti-smoking advertisements were being played before 
relevant films; seen by adolescents and containing smoking. This aspect requires 
further research. 
 
Research shows that anti-smoking advertising before films is effective. 
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In the US, Pechmann and Shih (1999) did a two-part study involving adolescents.  In 
the first part  (800 students) they demonstrated that cigarettes represent ‘forbidden 
fruits’ to today’s adolescents and that placing these items in films resulted in positive 
arousal for these viewers.  The second part of the study (232 students) involved 
showing a 30 second anti-smoking advertisement prior to a single film.  This was 
done in a classroom setting.  The anti-smoking advertisement were successful in 
changing the students’ beliefs about how they perceive smokers, how smokers 
perceive themselves as well as reducing their own intentions to smoke (Pechmann and 
Shih, 1999). 
 
In a follow-up of Pechmann’s research, Australian researchers evaluated the 
effectiveness of advertisements in a real-life cinema setting (Edwards et al., 2004)..  
In a large study involving 2036 female adolescents they looked at the effect of anti-
smoking advertisements on young women’s perception of smoking in movies and 
their intentions to smoke.  They demonstrated that showing the advertisement 
significantly increased non-smokers disapproval of smoking in the movie.  Non-
smokers that saw the advertisement did not change their intentions to smoke (95% not 
intending to smoke in both groups) but smokers reported significantly increased 
intentions of quitting.  
 
The Australian study is currently being replicated in Auckland (in conjunction with 
ASH). 
 
These studies indicate that the use of anti-smoking advertising prior to films may be 
an effective way of reducing smoking uptake and increasing quitting intentions 
amongst adolescents. However, the evidence about whether adult-focused anti-
smoking advertisements are effective in adolescents is conflicting.  
 
The Australian National Tobacco Campaign uses messages which evoke strong 
negative emotions focussed around the central theme “every cigarette is doing you 
damage.”  In research involving more than 3000 students, White and colleagues 
showed that this campaign was effective in decreasing intention to smoke and 
increasing quitting intentions amongst adolescents. (White et al., 2003). 
 
In American research involving 1667 adolescents, it was shown that of the seven 
common message themes in anti-smoking advertising, only three actually increased 
adolescents’ intentions not to smoke.  These messages did so by demonstrating that 
smoking was a socially unacceptable behaviour which posed severe ‘social 
disapproval risks.’  Advertisements that stressed how bad smoking was for your 
health had no effect on smoking intentions because adolescents did not feel they were 
vulnerable to these effects.  Indeed, adolescents who felt immune to the health risks 
stated that they had stronger intentions to smoke after viewing the advertisement, 
perhaps because smoking was portrayed as risk-taking and rebellious (Pechman et al., 
2003). 
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Summary of Interventions 

On examining the current classification environment within New Zealand we have 
concluded it would be difficult, although not impossible, to change the current 
framework in a way that reduces smoking in film. The main barrier to change is the 
right to freedom of expression and the publics dislike of further regulation. It would 
be useful to analyse public perception more extensively and systematically. Debating 
the issue in the current public arena does not get far. Further education of the public 
about the harms of smoking in film is necessary before progress on the issue can be 
made. 
 
The WHO Framework for Tobacco Control could be used as a medium for tobacco 
control but it is at this stage only a guideline and not enforceable.  
 
The Smoke-free Environment Amendment Act 2003 could limit the amount of 
smoking in films produced in New Zealand but there are significant limitations to its 
impact on the film set as a workplace. 
 
Anti-smoking advertising in cinemas prior to films appears to be a possible means to 
reduce smoking uptake and encourage quitting in adolescents. However, in order for 
the campaign to succeed, the advertisements would have to be selected carefully as 
not all advertisements have the desired effect on adolescents. Ideally, these could be 
trialled as a follow-up of the research currently being completed in Auckland. 
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NEW ZEALAND FILM INDUSTRY PERSPECTIVES 

Aims 

Using Film Industry opinions, this chapter aims to:   
• Explore the opinions on interventions at the film classification level 
• Find other possible intervention points at the Industry level 
• To gain an Industry perspective upon 
 Influences on the Industry 
 The Film Industry’s influence on society 
 Opinions on smoking  
 Industry use of Smoking 
 The impact of the Smokefree Environments Amendment act on smoking in film 

Method 

Sample selection 
Interviewees were sought who were involved with NZ feature film projects. Initially, 
30 professionals were approached who were involved with films made during 2002/3, 
through email, telephone, and agents. The sample was obtained from New Zealand 
Film Commission (NZFC), production companies, and follow-on contacts. There 
were ten responders. Not all had a specific role in the feature film industry, as most 
had a mixed role in the film making process. 
 
Those who responded were: 
4 NZ Directors: 1 Female, 3 male  
3 Producers: 2 Female, 1 male 
2 Actors: 2 Male  
1 Script Writer: Male 

Information collection 
Collection was by 2 phone interviews, 2 email contacts, and 6 face-face interviews. 
An audio record was made of these interviews and analysed. Interviews were semi-
structured with trigger questions (see Appendix A), modified to the profession 
interviewed. The question process altered as interviews were conducted, as further 
avenues of exploration became evident. 

Analysis 
The information was sorted into relevant topics, and interviewee opinions were used 
to gain insight into possible intervention strategies to decrease film presence of 
smoking. The themes found included: 

• Influences on the Industry 
• The film industry’s influence on society 
• Function of smoking in the film industry  
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• The impact of the Smokefree Environments Amendment act on 
smoking in film Industry 

Results 

In the information below, the main themes are illustrated by selected representative 
quotes. 

The Government in the NZ Film Industry 
Modification of classification criteria was an area of discussion in the previous 
chapter. The NZ Industry are generally opposed to reclassification as an intervention. 
They feel it imposes on their artistic licence, preventing them from making an 
accurate portrayal of society. Classification of films by smoking content was 
described as: 
 

“ non-sense, limits reality and pushes for a fantasisation where film 
depicts a social agenda, fantasy, fabrication… I think that’s very 
wrong”…NZ director 

Funding Structure 
This is a possible area by which government could exercise influence on the smoking 
content of films. The main source of investment in NZ film is through government 
agencies. About $100 million a year is allocated to the New Zealand film and 
television industries by the government. This is through: NZFC, Grant Schemes, and 
the NZ Film Fund (Anderton, 2003). 
 

The New Zealand Film Commission 
The New Zealand Film Commission generally allocates funding across a maximum of 
five feature films in any one year (NZFC website, 2004). These films usually fall 
within a budget range of NZ$1 million to NZ$5 million, with a total investment 
budget of around NZ$8 million (Film New Zealand website, 2004). Obtaining 
provisional approval will allow the New Zealand producer to access New Zealand 
Film Commission production financing and may enable private New Zealand 
investors to obtain tax benefits under the Income Tax Act, provided final approval is 
obtained once the film is completed. 
 
The Film Commission is restricted in the application of its funding by the terms of its 
implementing legislation, which requires that funding be made available only to films 
containing significant New Zealand content. (See Section 18 of the New Zealand Film 
Commissions Act, NZFC website, 2004)).. The Film Commission will therefore only 
accept funding applications from New Zealand producers. Within the various criteria 
set out by the NZFC, there is no mention of any specific objectionable content of film. 
The restriction of smoking in movies, as a serious public health concern, could be 
implemented as a governmental strategy. At present, once a script is funded, 
government funding is tied to little or no control over film content. 
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“Private funders are more involved with the content of film rather than 
the government…”…NZ producer 

Co-production between New Zealand and other countries 
An official co-production is subject to the various criteria of Government to 
Government treaties that exist that outline guidelines for production funding 
agreements (NZFC website, 2004). New Zealand currently has treaties with UK, 
Canada, France, Italy and Australia. The regulatory authority is the New Zealand Film 
Commission. The Commission is authorised to provide both provisional and final 
approval as an official co-production for film and television projects, provided the 
project meets the required eligibility criteria. 
 
There are two stages of approval, provisional and final certification. Provisional is the 
key stage, as this involves consultation with the competent authority in the other 
country. Under the New Zealand Film Commission rules, approval is given by the 
Certification Committee under the New Zealand Film Commission Act 1978 (NZFC 
website, 2004). 

For intervention, there are two levels in which there is possibility of smokefree 
criteria to be established. One is the Government-Government international treaty, 
although any control would be quite hard to exercise within NZ, let alone overseas. 
The second is the Certification Committee, which is under New Zealand jurisdiction 
(NZFC website, 2004).   

Large Budget Screen Production Grant Scheme (LBSPG), New Zealand Film 
Fund and the smaller grant schemes  
Further possible means by which government could exercise influence on the 
smoking content of films are the LBSPG (Film New Zealand website, 2004), the New 
Zealand Film Fund, and the smaller film grant schemes (Creative New Zealand 
website, 2004). Payment of the grants is upon advice from the NZFC.  This could be 
used to require adherence to any smokefree film policies put in place by the 
government.  

Intervention at the funding level 
New Zealand Film Commission funding is from government and forms the majority 
of New Zealand production funds. Therefore the NZFC criteria have a significant role 
in films which are funded under NZFC schemes and those of its sister funding bodies. 
Any change at this level would imply a change in the NZFC Act. One change at this 
level will affect the funding bodies directed by it.  At the moment, there is no criterion 
specified for content except for having NZ themes, scenes, and workers. Private 
funders are able to use their influence more and have more input into the screenplay 
content without the bounds of legislation and criteria. Exception may need to be made 
for movies with smoking of historical significance. 
 
Other Interventions are plausible, though the effectiveness would need to be evaluated 
and explored. 

• Establish new funding bodies/grants for non-smoking movies.  
• Existing bodies may introduce conditional funding clauses of smokefree 

content in their funding criteria. 
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• Referrals may only be accepted by those bodies eg Film NZ, if they have a 
smokefree clause.  

• For co-productions, add smokefree criteria to the Government to Government 
treaty documents.  

• Introduction of conditional tax incentives for private funders who are involved 
with non-smoking films (NZFC website, 2004).  

Implications 
• Attempting to change the New Zealand Film Commission criteria for funding 

would apply to all film grants from allied bodies-though this may require 
change at the legislative level-a problem discussed in the previous chapter. 
Conditional referral acceptance by the NZFC is easier to implement 

• Allied funding bodies to NZFC may be approached on their individual 
eligibility criteria, as decisions are directed from board or committee 
regulations. 

• The budget for making a new agency, or to make smokefree funding 
influential, must be considerably higher than other schemes to influence the 
Industry to opt for a smokefree alternative over the existent agencies.  

• The government want to attract foreign investors with their co-production 
scheme, and LBSPG Scheme. Smoking is prevalent in overseas productions, 
so potential investors may be more reluctant to see NZ as a source of wealth if 
further restrictions are placed. 

• Conditional tax incentives may be relatively easy to implement 
 
It is the prerogative of the government as to which option is the most easily executed 
and enforced. 
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NZ Film Industry 

“[Smoking]…is less socially acceptable. Government behaviour such 
as legislation, unwittingly changes social behaviour….” NZ Director 

Impact on Society 
The industry is aware of its impact on influencing society. 

“I strongly believe that if you make a film, you make it to influence 
people-and that’s what film has the power to do. Any type of cultural 
product has that power. By good management and luck, it may resonate 
with an increasing audience. Film has that capacity in a peculiar way 
because it involves so many of your senses-also because of its similarity 
with life itself. It can be very emotionally and effectively persuasive. So 
when I make a film, I really want to influence the way people think 
about a subject. That doesn’t mean that we have full responsibility. 
People aren’t empty vessels -that a film flows into them and then they 
walk out the theatre like zombies, and do whatever the film said. People 
have a responsible engagement between the product and the 
audience.”…NZ Director 

New Zealand youth has possibly not attained that stage of development in their 
abstract thinking where images, themes and inherent messages can influence their 
reciprocal thinking, hence behaviour. 

“At what point can those kids make that jump? To make the decision 
that (a decision) is wrong or right?”…NZ Director 

The industry in general believes that the film as a whole engages an audience through 
thoughts/feelings of the story and characters, not the props used to portray their 
themes. Filmmakers utilise smoking in film if they think it’s necessary to be realistic 
or enhance the character. 

“…two big guys come into a bar, order an orange juice and open the 
window to let some fresh air in-just doesn’t happen”…NZ Freelance 
scriptwriter 

In the literature-there has been a clear correlation between smoking uptake in 
adolescents with exposure in films. Even so, the Industry seems to be unaware of it’s 
unintended impact on the health of our youth. 

“[Smoking in film is] not used to teach, educate or indoctrinate” NZ 
Freelance Scriptwriter 

From the information gathered, it seems that there is definite agreement that film has 
an influence on society. The industry denies its responsibility with the possible health 
impacts it may have.  The artistic licence prevails over community well being, though 
it seems the impact film has on smoking in youth, is unintended. One possible 
intervention strategy is to inform the industry of the well documented evidence-the 
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actual effect of on-screen smoking on NZ youth and the realistic prevalence of 
smoking. 

Smoking in the Industry 
The industry personnel were surprised that smoking was an issue at all.  

“Smoking doesn’t seem to be so important anymore-people know it’s 
bad, there are far greater evils-alcohol, drug parties, violence.”…NZ 
Director 

They think that the quantity of smoking in films has changed over time. Although our 
studies indicate that the incidences/hour of smoking in film has superseded that of the 
1950’s of recent times.  

“Just look back to the “hey day” of smoking of 40’s 50’s. It’s different 
now”…NZ actor 

According to the respondents, there has been a change in portrayal of smoking in the 
industry. The NZ industry doesn’t include smoking as a tool for portrayal of glamour, 
now it is used to reflect reality. 

“Before it was the glam thing to do, now it specifies character 
traits.”…NZ Producer 

There has been perceived quantitative and qualitative changes. The industry people 
contacted thought that the industry uses smoking in character portrayal/enhancement. 
The following are examples of how smoking may be used..   
  * nervousness    * dependent personality  
  * hopelessness   * generalise working class 
  * time mechanism   * identity seeking  
 
Smoking has no one defining significance.  
 

“People from various backgrounds smoke. You can’t narrow it down to 
any one specific group. I’m reluctant to generalise.”…NZ Director 

In scene/theme portrayal, the film crew may have one intention for using smoking as 
a tool. The audience though, may perceive and interpret this differently. The industry 
could be encouraged to explore other ways to dramatise themes on screen. 

“[Smoking is] perhaps an easy and cheap mode of imagery”…NZ 
Producer 
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Industry Influences on the content in NZ Film 
The Decision makers on the content of film include: 

Director  
Producer (Funding applications made by these guys) 

  Censorship body 
Scriptwriter 
Actor   
Casting Crew 

The respondents spoke of several levels where smoking in a scene can be adjusted.  

The Scriptwriter makes the initial decision. 

“…You just know a character would smoke, what a character would 
wear, what shoes they would have on…”…NZ Freelance Scriptwriter 

Team meetings are held to construct a scene, and within this secondary stage, the 
decision to place smoking in the frame as a tool is a collaborative consensus. Actors 
then are able to view the script and determine if there is smoking in a scene and the 
decision is up to them, whether they want to engage in the role or not. There is no 
formal consent obtained from the actor for a smoking role. So few movies are 
produced that an actor cannot refuse a role, even if the actor isn’t a smoker. 

“you almost can’t turn it down”…NZ actor 

If however there is a problem, and the casting crew decide that this actor is necessary, 
there is further discussion on the necessity of smoking in character portrayal. The 
casting crew is the first level, but if the problem persists, other members of the film 
making team are called upon and the scene re-evaluated. During the editing process, 
the producer and private funding bodies are able to comment. Finally the 
classification body, can affect the film content indirectly through its criteria. 

“[the change from the original script] varies, some projects can have 
very hands on individuals involved in the project, others will be quite 
hands off…”…NZ Director 

Everyone involved in the process has an input into the end product it seems, though if 
any one individual has more fame or wealth, then the decision making power of that 
individual increases, over and above others in the industry.  
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Smoke-free Environements Amendment Act (2003) 
This legislation has both a direct and an indirect impact on smoking in film. 
 
The direct impact of the Smokefree Environments Amendment Act, will be no 
smoking in workplaces-in turn there can be no smoking in bars in film after 10 
December 2004-if the goal is to portray reality. Projects underway at present have 
been forced to rewrite/reshoot scenes that previously had smoking in order to make 
the film up to date and realistic. 
 
Respondents believe the Smokefree Environments Amendment act will effect 
smoking in film through its indirect implications. There is differing opinion about the 
reaction of smoking prevalence in society to the new legislation. One school of 
thought is that eventually smoking will have negative connotations. 

“[Smokers will be] looking like strays in the cold winds of 
Wellington”…NZ Director 

“[smokers will] look like real losers…”…NZ Actor 

The opinion is that if smoking becomes undesirable, a trait looked down upon, 
smoking rates in society would decline. In turn, it would no longer be realistic to 
portray smoking in film, if it is an extinct entity. 
 
On the flipside, some respondents believe this legislation may heighten smoking 
uptake in New Zealand youth. 

“Children are more exposed to smoking this way, now everyone will be 
on the street smoking”…NZ Actor 

In this view, smoking would increase in film to reflect this feature in society.  
 
The resultant effect of this legislation is unknown. The respondents can only presume 
its effects on society hence film. Only time will tell how society reacts to the new 
legislation. The immediate ramification of The Smokefree Environments Amendment 
Act has immediately decreased smoking in film before its implementation.  
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Conclusion 

The New Zealand Film Industry is aware of its influence on society, though its 
unintended impact on smoking in youth is not well known. Intervention at the film 
level would have marked benefits for NZ youth.  
 
The use of smoking in the NZ Film Industry can be affected on several levels: 
 

• Inform the Industry on the effects that smoking has on its viewers, and the 
potential health implications of this. This may include 

o The actual trends that are prevalent in reality compared to the 
increased portrayal in movies. 

o The effects of both the amount of smoking and the context of its use. 
o Other modes of character and/or theme depiction 

 
• The New Zealand Film Commission liaises between its allied film funders in 

the industry and the government. A change in the funding criteria at this level 
will directly affect the bodies that are interlinked with the New Zealand Film 
Commission. 

 
• Smaller initiatives may be further explored eg Conditional Tax incentives for 

private funders, conditional criteria in referrals, grant schemes- there is a wide 
variety of opportunity to intervene. 

• Changes in legislation eg Smokefree Environments Amendment Act directly 
affects societal smoking trends/behaviour, forcing the NZ film Industry to 
change if the goal is to realistically depict society. 

• Societal change in attitudes towards smoking, indirectly decreases the 
prevalence of smoking within the community-so film needs to adjust their 
rates to depict reality.  
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DISCUSSION 

Findings 

A new film analysis tool was devised for this study, based on a format used for 
similar analysis of TV programs.  The tool was effective at detecting, quantifying and 
qualifying the smoking content and context.  If we were to repeat this project, we 
would increase the space and detail of the contextual, qualitative descriptions.  The 
tool is appended (Appendix B). 
 
Of the ten highest grossing films of 2003, seven contained at least one tobacco 
reference, the majority of which were actual smoking.  Despite the small sample, this 
finding is strikingly similar to those of larger international samples (Dalton et al., 
2002).  In our sample, cigarettes were smoked most often, and mostly by adult white 
males, in charismatic roles.  Smoking was associated with positive character traits, 
such as thoughtfulness, friendship, suaveness, and notably rebellion.  In nearly every 
instance, smoking was used unnecessarily: it had no relevance to plot or theme, and 
limited relevance to character.  Anti-smoking themes were often subtly undermined, 
and thus we suggest that the smoke-free films had more positive health messages. 
 
Several interventions were investigated, which might have reduced the impact of 
smoking in film.  Current legislation makes no allowance for considering tobacco use 
in the regulation of film.  Furthermore, British and Australian Classification Offices 
make the majority of labelling and classification decisions, with only New Zealand 
films (or previously restricted films) receiving classification from our Office.  The 
Smoke-free Environments Amendment Act (2003) may prevent smoking in some 
New Zealand-made films, but there are numerous loopholes within the film industry 
that will allow smoking to feature.  New legislation would be required to restrict 
tobacco use on New Zealand. 
 
Counter campaigns before films (to reinforce anti-smoking messages) have been 
shown to increase disapproval of smoking in non-smoking adolescents, and increase 
smokers’ intentions to quit (but not decrease intention to start) (Edwards et al., 2004).  
When shown in classrooms, they reduce intention to smoke (Pechmann and Shih, 
1999).  As these preliminary results hold some promise, further research is warranted, 
and a study is currently underway in Auckland.   
 
The exploration of interventions also highlighted a need for extensive systematic 
investigation of public perception on media and the effects on health, and the relative 
justification for interventions.  It was perceived that the public had inaccurate ideas on 
the health effects of media.  Hancox et al. (2004) have shown links between television 
viewing and several indices of health in New Zealand.  This investigation might 
uncover a need for larger public education campaigns into the risk of smoking in film.  
Such campaigns might favour the environment for legislative and industry-based 
changes.   
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Counter campaigns also appeared to be the most sensible approach from the film 
industry’s perspective.  New Zealand film industry members had inconsistent ideas: 
they claimed to reflect society, but admitted that film manipulates society.  They felt 
that this manipulation did not apply for smoking, because it was used as a character 
prop rather than a plot feature.  They entirely avoided responsibility for affecting 
smoking perceptions, and were united in their opposition of measures to control film 
content.  It was suggested that major influences over smoking in film were influential 
crewmembers, funding providers, and the level of smoking in society (although their 
perception of reality was probably unrealistic).  The Smoke-free Environments 
Amendment Act (2003), though not restricting filming of smoking, was seen to 
remove smoking from reality and thus reduce the demand for smoking in New 
Zealand films.   

Next step 

With these considerations, the core question is whether intervention of some sort 
might be justified, in light of costs, benefits and evidence. 
 
Smoking is certainly worth preventing: it reduces life expectancy by ten years (Doll et 
al., 2004), and is a major preventable cause of death and illness.  It was recently 
estimated that by eliminating smoking from film, the rate of smoking uptake in 10-14 
year olds could be halved (from 10.0% to 4.8%, Dalton et al., 2003).  The present 
study has shown that the exposure to smoking is likely to be similar in New Zealand, 
and thus these findings are may be valid here.  There is potentially a large benefit to 
be gained from an intervention that reduces smoking uptake associated with film. 
 
As anti-smoking advertising is the most promising avenue for intervention, but is not 
strongly evidence based, research is the most appropriate next step.  An intervention 
trial has the added advantage of providing potential benefit to the intervention arm.  
However, such a trial should be cost-effective given reasonable expectations for 
success.   
 
Our study proposal takes into account the importance of population strategies for 
smoking prevention (Jamrozik, 2003).  A controlled trial design will provide best 
evidence of cause and effect.  However, it is not possible to randomise adolescents to 
receive (or not) anti-smoking campaigns.  In any case, we suggest that an appropriate 
unit of study is a city (rather than individual adolescents) because it is the intangible 
societal view on smoking that the intervention seeks to alter.  Cities are relatively 
isolated in terms of adolescent social ties (more so than schools, or suburbs), though 
media influences particularly film and television are generally homogenous.  Thus, 
we suggest providing anti-smoking campaigns in one of two otherwise similar cities.  
A six-year intervention and follow up is suggested for intervention to be maintained 
and assessed across the duration of the 12 to 18 year age range (when smoking uptake 
is largely determined).   
 
This study would involve: 

1. Selection of two cities with similar adolescent population characteristics in 
terms of age, socio-economic status, ethnicity, and smoking. 
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2. Surveying 12 and 18 year olds for these demographics, their smoking 
experience and opinions on smoking. 

3. Provide carefully, appropriately designed anti-smoking advertising before 
every film screened in one of the two cities for six years.  These should 
highlight the social disapproval of smoking.  

4. Repeat the survey in both cities (preferably, the 18 year old group should be 
the same students who were surveyed at age 12). 

5. Costs must be recorded throughout to assess cost-effectiveness both in the trial 
setting and for future public health intervention. 

 
The costs of simple slide advertising are relatively cheap (Val Morgan Cinema 
Advertising).  An advertisement costs $85 per screen per week (on average), which 
equates to approximately $90-100,000 for one year on every screening in Wellington 
city (for example).  Bulk discounts also apply.  The costs of surveying, follow up, 
advertisement production and analysis are harder to quantify.  However, these costs 
are small compared to any smoking statistics: the cost of health care (billions), the 
tobacco tax revenue ($900 million), and the current smoking cessation budgets ($28 
million).   

Conclusion 

This study suggests that smoking in film is a potentially important public health 
concern in New Zealand.  New Zealanders may receive similar exposure to smoking 
from film as in larger international studies.  Moreover, much of the exposure is not 
necessary to the film, and there is potential for healthier (smoke-free) trends in film 
production.  These findings warrant concern. 
 
The best strategies to address this concern are currently unclear.  Legislative, 
censorship options are unlikely to succeed, and cooperative approaches to the industry 
are more promising.  Counter-campaigns have promise, but experimental research is 
required to demonstrate cost effectiveness.  Public support is critical to most 
interventions, and an analysis of public perception is warranted.  This might highlight 
the need for wider education into the health effects of mass media. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
Concern warranted 

• Smoke-free advocacy groups should consider smoking in film as a potentially 
important contributor to smoking uptake in New Zealand. 

Advocacy 
• Smoke-free advocates should advocate for less smoking in films.  In particular, 

scenes containing actual smoking have the greatest potential for harm.  
• Filmmakers in New Zealand should be informed that smoking in film may 

double the rate of smoking uptake.  They should be encouraged to carefully 
consider the necessity of smoking, and consider examples of smoke-free films 
such as Pirates of the Caribbean.  These data should be presented with a 
cooperative, educational approach, via conferences, filmmakers unions and the 
New Zealand Film Commission. 

• The Ministry of Health should be encouraged to fund trials (and potentially 
further intervention in future). 

• Support legislation and policy that reduces the prominence of smoking in 
society (e.g. Smoke-free Environments Ammendment Act 2003).  This 
reduces filmmakers’ incentive to include smoking for realism. 

Research  
• A six-year controlled trial of pre-film antismoking advertising, comparing two 

entire cities will provide critical information, and potentially benefit one city 
in the trial. 

• Systematic investigation into public perceptions on health, media and 
interventions is warranted. 
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APPENDIX A: 

TRIGGER QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEWS WITH 
INDUSTRY MEMBERS 

 
• How do you think NZ film differs from Hollywood? What kind of audience 

does either attract? 
• If a film has no smoking as opposed to antismoking/smoking themes, what are 

your thoughts on how this would impact film making? 
• What is the funding system like? NZFC, investment NZ, private, company? 
• If you to obtain a grant enforcing non-smoking policy, would this decrease 

smoking in movies? 
• When you make a film-what sorts of things do you look for when you want to 

be involved in a project? 
• In your opinion, to what extent does film impact society? 
• Do you think it has enough influence to shape or influence society and it’s 

views? 
• Do you think about the ratings a project might get in making a movie?  
• Do ratings influence how you may portray a particular scene/feeling? 
• In film, how often does product placement occur? Tobacco 

products/placement? 
• Have you ever had  smoking feature in a movie? What do you portray through 

them? Could you use other methods to portray these things? 
• Any anti-smoking themes? Do you think these normalise smoking? 
• If you portray smoking, do you obtain consent from the actors? How? 
• Do you think smoking has increased over the years? 
• New amendment-how will this affect the filming and artistic licence of the 

industry? 
• Are you yourself a smoker? 
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APPENDIX B:  

FILM ANALYSIS TOOL 
 

The analysis tool is attached on the following page.   
 

A description and discussion is included in the text. 
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