


Cigarettes are designed to maximise the appeal of starting

to smoke (1). Smoking is addictive, making it hard for people
to quit once they have started. Smoking is by far the most
harmful and deadly lifestyle factor (2). More than one-fifth of
adults in the Netherlands smoke (3) and hundreds of young
people become addicted to smoking every week. The National
Prevention Agreement lays down targets for a healthier
Netherlands by 2040 (q). A key target is achieving a smoke-
free generation: 0% of children and pregnant women and less
than 5% of Dutch people aged 18 and over smoke. Measures
designed to contribute to this include higher sales taxes on
tobacco and smoking products, fewer points of sale and making
it easier to quit smoking. Modifications to cigarettes may also
make smoking less appealing to young people. This fact sheet
describes how imposing tighter restrictions on the appearance
and composition of cigarettes can serve to make them less
appealing and addictive.
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Composition

Tobacco is made from the dried and fermented
leaves of the tobacco plant. The drying method
affects the tobacco’s flavour, sugar content, nicotine
content and colour (18). A variety of flavour additives
are added to the tobacco to mask its bitterness

and to give individual products their trademark
taste. Many additives, such as vanilla, liquorice and
cocoa, enhance the appeal of smoking, for example
by making cigarettes taste and smell better. Other
tobacco additives can numb the throat and airways
and thereby reduce the harsh effects of the smoke
(19). This makes it easier for smokers to start,
continue and even increase their smoking. Some
additives make smokers more addicted to smoking,
for example because they help the body absorb
nicotine better (20).

Nicotine

Nicotine is the most addictive substance in
cigarettes. It is naturally present in tobacco leaves
and thus in tobacco. Nicotine makes smokers crave
another cigarette. Research has been conducted into
the possibility of making cigarettes less addictive
by reducing nicotine levels. Cigarettes used in

this study had a very low nicotine content (VLN),
e.g. 0.4 mg per gram of tobacco. By comparison,
ordinary cigarettes have a nicotine content of
around 16 mg per gram of tobacco. Various studies
show that smokers who switch to VLN cigarettes
end up smoking fewer cigarettes per day, become
less dependent on nicotine and are more likely to
attempt to quit (21-23). As to whether people may
actually start smoking more to compensate for the
lower nicotine content, an effect was demonstrated
for cigarettes with more filter ventilation, but not
for VLN cigarettes (22, 24). This is because the
nicotine content of VLN cigarettes is so low thatit is
impossible to modify smoking behaviour in such a
way that the nicotine intake becomes comparable
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to that of cigarettes with a regular nicotine content
(25). Based on this finding, the US Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) announced legislation to lower
the maximum nicotine content of cigarettes to non-
addictive levels (26). Apart from nicotine, cigarette
smoke also contains other substances that can be
addictive or enhance nicotine’s addictive properties
by various mechanisms (20). These include tobacco
alkaloids, which have a chemical structure similar
to nicotine, as well as menthol and acetaldehyde,
which is released when sugars are burned.

Inhalation-facilitating
substances

Menthol has a cooling effect in tobacco products,
even in very small quantities. It makes tobacco
smoke easier to inhale, even when the taste is

not perceptible (27). By consequence, menthol
makes smoking more appealing to young and

new smokers who are not yet accustomed to
inhaling harsh tobacco smoke (28). Other additives
that facilitate cigarette smoke inhalation include
cooling menthol-like and pH-reducing substances.
Substances that lower cigarette smoke pH make
the smoke taste milder, making it easier to inhale
smoke all the way into the lungs. Examples include
nicotine salts, acids and sugars. Banning these types
of substances would make smoking less attractive,
particularly to new smokers. Among the substances
prohibited under European tobacco legislation are
those facilitating inhalation (29). These categories
of substances are described in Articles 7.6, 7.9 and
20.3 of the Tobacco Products Directive (TPD) (30).
However, this ban is difficult to enforce, as no
specific substances are listed. To clarify the TPD,
the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport has asked
RIVM to prepare a list of additives that fall into these
categories (31).






Conclusions and
recommendations

Tobacco products are designed to be appealing and
addictive, so young people will start and continue
smoking (1). To ensure that fewer young people and
adults smoke by 2040, policymakers can impose
stricter appearance and composition requirements
to reduce the attractiveness and addictiveness

of cigarettes. Such restrictions could include the
following:

- Prohibiting the use of filter ventilation to prevent
manufacturers from creating the impression that
some types of cigarettes are less harmful than
others. Regulators could also consider banning
filters entirely to protect the environment as well.

- Expanding legislation on the standardised
appearance of cigarettes to reduce their appeal
further, for example by requiring manufacturers to
make cigarettes a darker colour or print a health
warning on individual cigarettes.

- Reducing the nicotine content of cigarettes to a
very low level in order to reduce addictiveness.
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Public communication should emphasise

that these cigarettes are no less harmful than
cigarettes with a ‘regular’ level of nicotine, only
less addictive.

Prohibiting ingredients such as sugars and
flavourings that make cigarettes more appealing
to new smokers or that make it more difficult for
established smokers to quit smoking. Substances
that facilitate inhalation are already banned for
the same reason. Regulators would have to clarify
which substances fall under the ban and verify
that they are no longer added to cigarettes, for
example by compiling a list of substances that are
subject to enforcement.

A possible consequence of tighter product
restrictions on cigarettes is that smokers switch
to less regulated products, such as cigarillos.

To prevent this, regulators could decide to apply
the recommendations in this fact sheet to other
types of nicotine and tobacco products as well.
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