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Case of Alibi Marketing Through False Flag Advertising

HOUGHTON Frank!, O’'DOHERTY Diane*', DUNCAN Bruce?, MEANEY Claire'

'Limerick Institute of Technology, Limerick, England

2Gisborne, New Zeland

Abstract

Article submited: 30.07.2019; accepted: 30.10.1019

There are ongoing covert tactics being employed by Big Tobacco to con-
fravene bans on advertising of tobacco products in an increasingly regu-
lated environment. The power of alibi marketing should not be diminished

with emerging markets in developing countries. This letter briefly describes

challenges we face worldwide by Big Tobacco, Big Vape and their mar-

keting strategies.

Keywords: false flag advertising, alibi marketing, tobacco tactics, Big Tobacco

“He is most free from danger, who, even when safe, is on his guard.”

Publilius Syrus (1st Century BC Roman writer and poet)

As a result of the actions of campaigning
anti-tobacco advocates and whistle-blowers,
alongside the legal requirements of the Master
Settlement Agreement (MSA) in the USA,
many people in the health and medical fields
are significantly better informed about the de-
vious tactics and strategies of the tobacco in-
dustry than they would otherwise have been
[1-6]. Therefore, we are fortunate to have di-
rect evidence of Big Tobacco’s targeting of var-
ious minorities, including women [7], children
[8], ethnic and racial minorities [9], and the
LGBTQ community [10].

More recently, evidence has emerged of other
covert tactics that have been used by tobacco com-
panies to continue to market their products in an
increasingly regulated environment [11], the most
notable of which is alibi marketing [12]. This apt
phrase was developed to describe the use of a
more covert barcode logo to market Philip Mor-
ris’s Marlboro cigarettes on the Scuderia Ferrari
team’s Formula 1 racing cars, after overt sponsor-
ship was banned in line with recommendations of
the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control
(FCTC) [12]. It should be noted that similar tactics
have been used by the alcohol industry to pro-
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mote their products, notably in France, where
the Loi Evin law prohibits alcohol advertising
on television [13-16]. Interesting, as of Febru-
ary 2019 Philip Morris’s Marlboro brand have
been announced as sponsors to Ferrari, with
their branding set to appear both on uniforms
and racing cars under the new slogan of ‘Mis-
sion Winnow’, which has been argued has sim-
ilar font use as the traditional Marlboro
branding [17]. Both also use red and white pri-
marily in their logos and advertising. Phillip
Morris have argued that as a slogan/logo it
doesn’t promote smoking, moreso an ideology
that you can transform your lifestyle via the
use of smoke-free alternative offerings.

It has also been announced that British
American Tobacco (BAT) will again sponsor
Formula 1 racing with McLaren, the first time
since their departure in 2007; this time with the
aim of showcasing some of its ‘reduced risk’
products such as their electronic vaping prod-
ucts, Vype and Vuse [18]. Where traditional ad-
vertising has been banned re sponsorship,
these tactics by ‘Big Vape’ can be seen to take
over this lucrative business. With this return of
Big Tobacco / Big Vape to covert advertising to
Formula 1 racing, this leads us to question
what can regulators do to stop this?

Big Tobacco has been likened to the
hydra from ancient Greek mythology [19]. As
each head is severed two more sprout in its
place. This analogy has been used to describe
how Big Tobacco continually adapts to regula-
tion through both innovation and the ability to
exploit loopholes in legislation. Therefore, in
order to forewarn tobacco control advocates
and prime their awareness, an account from
the UK’s Hansard House of Commons reports
is outlined [20]. Although the incident under
examination is historical in nature, a scan of the
academic literature did not yield any reference
to this phenomenon. It is hoped therefore that
by bringing it to the attention of a wider audi-
ence another tactic in Big Tobacco’s arsenal of
illicit tobacco marketing strategies can be iden-
tified and prevented into the future. The fol-
lowing incident was recounted by Mr. George

Foulkes, Labour MP for Carrick, Cumnock and
Doon Valley (later Baron Foulkes of Cumnock PC)
on 30th June 1983:

“Silk Cut cigarettes... were advertised on the track side
at the Bislett athletics meeting in Oslo on 28 June, pos-
ing as Silk Cut Master Class Holidays. The manufac-
turers knew that because Sebastian Coe and Steve Ovett
were competing in Norway, the event would be shown
on British television. Thankfully, due to a protest fol-
lowing reports from Britain, the case was investigated
by a law professor in Norway. He concluded that the
advertisements were in conflict with the Norwegian To-
bacco Act. Following that, the National Council on
Smoking and Health informed the Ministry of Health,
which supported the professor’s view that the adver-
tisements were illegal... The Chairman of the National
Council on Smoking and Health said: “We at the Na-
tional Council on Smoking and Health do not blame the
organisers because this brand is not marketed in Nor-
way and they were unaware that Silk Cut was a ciga-
rette”[20]

This incident is particularly stark because of
how blatant it was. Comparison of video from the
1982 European Championship athletics races in
Bislett (Oslo) [22, 23] with video from the 1983
Bislett Games there [21] clearly demonstrates the
iconic serif block style capitalisation of SILK CUT
at both events. However, by 1983, in a lazy and
rather farcical attempt at subterfuge, the phrase
Masterclass Holidays was appended onto the end
of the advert.

As noted above, long-established tactic of Big
Tobacco has been to exploit market segmentation
to develop distinct customer groups [7-10]. This
segmentation includes an international dimension,
with certain brands being marketed in particular
jurisdictions, but not in others. It was this aspect
of segmented marketing that facilitated the illegal
advertising outlined above [24]. This form of alibi
marketing may be best described as false flag ad-
vertising. False flag is a military term often used
in a covert operations designed to deceive. In such
scenarios the deception creates the appearance one
party being responsible for an activity, often al-
lowing the true responsible party to remain un-
known [25].

It is perhaps no surprise that this marketing
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ploy was conducted for Gallagher’s Silk Cut
cigarettes. The advertisers associated with this
brand became adept at anticipating and inno-
vatively avoiding tobacco marketing regula-
tion [26]. Their adverts became a well-known
classic series [27], which over time actually
utilised the Government'’s anti-smoking warn-
ing as a crucial constituent of its tobacco mar-
keting strategy:

“The surreal and high-quality photographic images
focused on package recognition and challenged the
viewer to interpret the visual clues, working on the
theory that the more you are forced to use your
imagination, the more you will remember. As vet-
eran advertising professional John Hegarty pointed
out, ‘ironically, sometimes the only words on the
Benson & Hedges advertisements tell you not to
smoke!” ... they...excluded even an image of the
packet from the picture. In many of their advertise-
ments, the viewer’s first clue that the advertisement
was for cigarettes was from the government health
warning. Advertisers were using the health warn-
ing to their advantage” [26, 28].

The false flag advertising outlined above
and the inventiveness of tobacco marketing
gives rise to serious concerns. Despite in-
creased regulation, the danger still posed by
tobacco use on a global scale is significant.
With approximately one billion smokers, to-
bacco related illness is the world’s leading pre-
ventable cause of mortality and morbidity. It is
estimated that tobacco related diseases cur-
rently kill in excess of seven million people per
year [29-33]. The negative impact of Big To-
bacco on the economic health of individuals,
families, communities and whole countries is
also notable [33, 34], as its adverse effects on
the environment [35-41].

Stricter tobacco advertising controls in
countries such as Canada, New Zealand, Aus-
tralia and within the European Union has led
Big Tobacco to focus its attention on countries
with lighter regulation throughout Africa,
South and Central America, Asia and the for-
mer USSR [42-46]. This is important as oppor-
tunities for false flag advertising and alibi
marketing across international frontiers in our
increasingly globalized and televised world
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would appear to be bountiful. This is evident in
the transnational nature of many major sporting
events, particularly those in relation to rugby, soc-
cer, cricket, golf, boxing, athletics, baseball and
Grand Prix racing.

There are a number of agencies and publica-
tions that monitor and report on the marketing
and promotion strategies used by the tobacco in-
dustry. These include the Tobacco Free Initiative
of the World Health Organization [47], and the In-
dustry Watch section of the journal Tobacco Con-
trol [48], as well as the newer TobaccoTactics
project of the Tobacco Control Research Group in
the Department for Health at the University of
Bath [49]. However, passive learning from the ex-
perience and observations of others is not enough.
Tobacco control advocates need to be eternally
alert for the perfidious activities of Big Tobacco.
This includes keeping a close watch on industry
activities including alibi marketing and false flag
advertising. Only through such perceptual vigi-
lance, combined with networking, dissemination,
publication and activism will it be possible to ad-
equately respond to an industry that spends more
than a million US dollars on advertising per hour
in the USA alone [29].
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Resumo

Estas multe da sekretaj taktikoj uzataj de “Granda
Tabako” por kontraiii malpermesojn al reklamado
de tabakvaroj en Ciam pli requligita medio. La po-
tenco de alibi-merkatado ne devas esti malpliigita
kun ekaperantaj merkatoj en evolulandoj. Ci tiu ar-
tikolo mallonge priskribas defiojn tutmondajn de
“Granda Tabako”, “Granda Vaporo” kaj iliaj mer-
katigaj strategioj.

References

1. Glantz SA, Slade ], Bero LA, Hanauer P,
Barnes DE. The Cigarette Papers. London:
University of California Press; 1996.

2. Kluger R. Ashes To Ashes. America’s Hun-
dred-Year Cigarette War, the Public Health,
and the Unabashed Triumph of Philip Morris.
New York: Vintage Books; 1996.

202

3. Proctor RN. Golden Holocaust: Origins of the
Cigarette Catastrophe and the Case for Abolition.
Berkeley: University of California Press; 2011.

4. Michaels D. Doubt is Their Product: How In-
dustry’s Assault on Science Threatens Your
Health. New York: Oxford University Press; 2008.
5. Orestes N, Conway EM. Merchants of Doubt:
How a handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth
on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warm-
ing. London: Bloomsbury Press; 2010.

6. Whelan EM. A Smoking Gun: How the tobacco
industry gets away with murder. Philadelphia,
USA: George F. Stickler Company; 1984.

7. Carpenter CM, Wayne GF, Connolly GN. De-
signing cigarettes for women: new findings from
the tobacco industry documents. Addiction. 2005;
100(6): 837-51. doi: 10.1111/j.1360-0443.2005. 01072.
8. Coombs ], Bond L, Van V, Daube M. "Below the
Line": The tobacco industry and youth smoking.
Australas Med J.2011; 4(12):655-73. doi: 10.4066/
AM].20111018

9. Yerger VB, Daniel MR, Malone RE. Taking it to
the streets: responses of African American young
adults to internal tobacco industry documents.
Nicotine Tob Res. 2005; 7(1):163-72. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14622200412331328385

10. Stevens P, Carlson LM, Hinman JM. An analy-
sis of tobacco industry marketing to lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) populations:
strategies for mainstream tobacco control and pre-
vention. Health Promot Pract. 2004; 5 (3_suppl):
1295-134S. doi: 10.1177/ 1524839904264617

11. Shatenstein S. Canada: chicanery in the chi-
canes. Tob Control. 2004; 13: 213-214.

12. Grant-Braham B, Britton J. Motor racing, to-
bacco company sponsorship, barcodes and alibi
marketing. Tob Control. 2012; 21(6):529-35. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1136/tc.2011.043448

13. Purves RI, Critchlow N, Stead M. Foul Play?
Alcohol Marketing During UEFA EURO 2016 [In-
ternet] 2017 [cited 2018 June 7] Available from:
http://www .ias.org.uk/uploads/pdf/IAS%?20re-
ports/rp24042017.pdf.

14. Purves RI, Critchlow N, Stead M, Adams ],
Brown K. Alcohol Marketing during the UEFA
EURO 2016 Football Tournament: A Frequency
Analysis. Int ] Environ Res Pub Health. 2017; 14(7),



28-a volumo

MIR N-ro 4 (113)

Decembro 2019 |N$ERNA’(}‘\§

pii: E704. doi: 10.3390/ijerph14070704

15. Maclean A, Bonington J. Legal and regu-
latory updates- Sports sponsorship in the UK:
The impact of regulatory intervention. ] Spon-
sor. 2008; 1(4): 380-387.

16. Murray R, Breton MO, Britton J, Cranwell
J, Grant-Braham B. Carlsberg alibi marketing
in the UEFA euro 2016 football finals: Implica-
tions of Probably inappropriate alcohol ad-
vertising. BMC Public Health. 2018; 18: 553.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5449-y

17. Henriksen L. Comprehensive tobacco mar-
keting restrictions: promotion, packaging,
price and place. Tob Control. 2012; 21(2):147-
153. doi: 10.1136/tobaccocontrol- 2011-050416
18. The Age. Philip Morris under fire for new
logo on Ferrari F1 uniforms. [Internet] 2019
[cited 2019 February 20] Available from:
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victo-
ria/phillip-morris-under-fire-for-new-logo-on-
ferrari-f1-uniforms-20190207-p50wa2.html.
19. Channel News Asia. No smoke without
fire: tobacco companies in quiet return to For-
mula One. [Internet] 2019 [cited 2019 February
20] Available from: https://www.channel-
newsasia.com/news/sport/no-smoke-without
-fire--tobacco-companies-in-quiet-return-to-
formula-one-11250786.

20. Hansard. Tobacco Industry (Sports Spon-
sorship) [Internet] 1983 [cited 2019 February
11]. Available from: https://hansard.parlia-
ment. uk/commons/1983-06-30/debates/797
d539b-2{05-455a-b2395b25bd  32079/Tobac-
colndustry (SportsSponsorship)

21. Tempo, T. Steve Ovett- 1500m Bislett
Games, Oslo 1983 [Internet] 2017. [cited 2019
February 11] Available from: https:// m.
youtube. om/watch?v=7m_XPGgxOqQ

22. Sibley K. 1982 European 800m- Men [In-
ternet] 2009 [cited 2019 February 11] Available
from: https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=
p9fsVEP3_NA&app=desktop

23. Sibley K. 1982 European Championships
1500m — Men [Internet]. 2009 [cited 2019 Feb-
ruary 11] Available from: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=V6pHdqp_ EiU&app=
desktop

203

24. Bjartveit K. Norway: Ban on Advertising and
Promotion. Geneva: World Health Organisation;
2003.

25. Oxford Dictionaries. False Flag [Internet].
2019 [cited 2019 February 11] Available from:
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/false
_flag.

26. Vaknin J. Smoke Signals-100 years of tobacco
advertising. London: Middlesex University Press;
2007

27. Langan CR. Intertextuality in Advertisements
for Silk Cut Cigarettes [Internet]. 1998 [cited 2019
February 11]. Available from: https://web.
archive.org/web/20140606102508/http://www.abe
r.ac.uk/media/Students/crl9502.html

28. Hegarty J. ‘Selling the product’ in Timners
M (ed.) Power of the poster. London: V&A Publi-
cations; 1998.

29. Drope ], Schluger N, Cahn Z, Drope J, Hamill
S, Islami F, Liber A, Nargis N and Stoklosa M. The
Tobacco Atlas. 6th Ed. Atlanta: American Cancer
Society and Vital Strategies, Atlanta.

30. GBD 2015 Tobacco Collaborators., et al.
Smoking prevalence and attributable disease bur-
den in 195 countries and territories, 1990-2015: a
systematic analysis from the Global Burden of
Disease Study. Lancet. 2017; 389(10082): 1885-
1906. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(17)30819-X

31. Oberga M, Woodward A, Jaakkolac MS, Pe-
rugad A, Priiss-Ustiine A. Global estimate of the
burden of disease from second-hand smoke.
Geneva: World Health Organisation; 2010.

32.

of burden of disease and injury attributable to 67

Lim SS et al. A comparative risk assessment

risk factors and risk factor clusters in 21 regions,
1990-2010: a systematic analysis for the Global
Burden of Disease Study 2010. Lancet. 2012; 380:
2224-60. doi:https:// doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736
(12)61766-8

33. World Health Organization. WHO Report on
the Global Tobacco Epidemic- Enforcing bans on
tobacco advertising, promotion and sponsorship.
Luxembourg: World Health Organisation; 2012.
34. Goodchild M, Nargis N, Tursan d'Espaignet
E. Global economic cost of smoking-attributable
diseases. Tob Control. 2018; 27(1):58-64. http://dx.
doi.org/10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2016-053305



TAY,
N
s
8

D
€
N

Sm
Q
A
o

28-a volumo

mzz
mm
2
>
<oz
o> >

MIR N-ro 4 (113)

Decembro 2019

35. World Health Organization. Tobacco and
its impact: an overview [Internet]. 2018 [cited
2018 May 31] Available from: http://apps.
who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/255574/97
89241512497-eng.pdf?sequence=1

36. Lecours N, Almeida GEG, Abdallah JM,
Novotny TE. Environmental health impacts of
tobacco farming: a review of the literature. Tob
Control. 2012; 21, 191-196. doi: 10.1136/tobac-
cocontrol-2011-050318.

37.  Novotny TE, Aguinaga Bialous S, Burt
L, Curtis C, Luiza da Costa V, Usman Igtidar S
et al. The environmental and health impacts of
tobacco agriculture, cigarette manufacture and
consumption. Bulletin of the World Health Or-
ganization. 2015; 93, 877-880. doi: 10.2471/
BLT.15.152744

38.  Novotny TE, Lum K, Smith E, Wang V,
Barnes R. Cigarettes butts and the case for an
environmental policy on hazardous cigarette
waste. Int ] Environ Res Pub Health. 2009; 6(5):
1691-1705. doi: 10.3390/ijerph6051691

39.
production waste: another externality of to-
bacco use. Tob Control. 1999; 199, 8(1): 75-80.
http:// dx.doi.org/10.1136/tc.8.1.75

40. Slaughter E, Gersberg RM, Wantanabe K,
Rudolph J, Stransky C, Novotny TE. Toxicity
of cigarette butts, and their chemical compo-

Novotny TE, Zhao F. Consumption and

nents, to marine and freshwater fish. Tob Con-
trol. 2011; 20 Suppl 1: i25-9. doi:10.1136/tc.
2010.040170.

41. Zafeiridou M, Hopkinson NS, Voulvoulis
N. Cigarette smoking: an assessment of to-
bacco’s global environmental footprint across
its entire supply chain, and policy strategies to
reduce it. Geneva: World Health Organization;
2018

42. Gilmore AB, Fooks G, Drope ], Aguinaga
Bialous S, Jackson R. Exposing and addressing
tobacco industry conduct in low- income and
middle-income countries. Lancet. 2015;
385(9972):  1029-1043. doi :https://doi.
org/10.1016/50140-6736(15)60312-9

43. Gilmore AB, McKee M. Moving East: how
the transnational tobacco industry gained
entry to the emerging markets of the former

204

Soviet Union - part 1: establishing cigarette im-
ports. Tob Control. 2004; 13(2). doi: 10.1136/tc.
2003. 005108

44. Gilmore AB, McKee M. Moving East: how
the transnational tobacco industry gained entry to
the emerging markets of the former Soviet Union
- part II: an overview of priorities and tactics used
to establish a manufacturing presence. Tob Con-
trol. 2004; 13(2). http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/tc.2003.
005207

45.
transnational tobacco companies in China 1976-
1997. Tob Control. 2000; 9:292-302. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1136/tc.9.3.292

46.  Stebbins KR. Going like Gangbusters:
Transnational Tobacco Companies “Making a
Killing” in South America. Med Anthropol Q.
2001; 15:147-170. https://doi.org/10.1525/maq.
2001.15.2.147

47.  World Health Organisation. Tobacco Free
Initiative (TFI). 2019 [cited 2019 February 11]
Available from: https://www.who.int/tobacco/en/
48. Tobacco Control. Industry Watch [Internet].
2019 [cited 2019 February 11] Available from:
https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/28/1?cur-

O’Sullivan B, Chapman S. Eyes on the prize:

rent-issue=y

49. University of Bath. Tobacco Control Research
Group [Internet]. 2019 [cited 2019 February 11].
Available from: http://www .bath .ac.uk/health/re-
search/tobacco-control/index. html Accessed 11
February 2019.



