
 

Smoking in Africa: Study of 16 countries
shows higher taxes would help young
smokers quit or cut down
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World No Tobacco Day serves to increase awareness about the
preventable death and illness associated with tobacco use. It also puts a
spotlight on policies that governments can use to reduce consumption of
tobacco products.
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Based on decades of evidence, the World Health Organization has
declared tobacco taxes one of the most effective and cost-effective
policy measures available to reduce tobacco use.

As researchers who investigate economic aspects of tobacco-control
policies, we conducted a study to understand the potential for tax-led
price increases to reduce cigarette smoking among young people (aged
11–17) in 16 sub-Saharan African countries.

In this region the number of smokers is expected to increase because of
fast population growth and marketing efforts by the tobacco industry to
attract new users.

In our study, we found that a high percentage of young people were
smoking cigarettes. The rates were 17.8% in Zimbabwe, well over 10%
in the Seychelles, Mauritius, Mauritania and Madagascar, and between
6.5% and 9.5% in Algeria, Cameroon, Gabon and The Gambia.

Most adult smokers start smoking before the age of 20. So it's best to
avoid forming the habit in adolescence.

Africa lags behind

Data from the most recent WHO report on the Global Tobacco
Epidemic shows that African countries are currently the weakest
performers in tobacco taxation. Excise taxes make up less than 30% of
the price of the most popular cigarette packs. That's the lowest of the six
WHO regional country-groupings. In the European region, excise taxes
make up about 56% of the price of a pack.

Six of the ten countries with the cheapest cigarettes (priced in
international dollars) are in Africa.
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https://www.who.int/activities/raising-taxes-on-tobacco#:~:text=Evidence%20shows%20that%20significantly%20increasing,Framework%20Convention%20on%20Tobacco%20Control
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/young+people/
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/375711/9789240088283-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/tobacco+industry/
https://academic.oup.com/ntr/article/24/8/1218/6509071
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(12)61085-X/abstract
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/372043/9789240077164-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/372043/9789240077164-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/372043/9789240077164-eng.pdf?sequence=1


 

Our approach

Using the most recent data from Global Youth Tobacco Surveys in 16
African countries, we analyzed the association between cigarette prices
and cigarette smoking behavior.

In general, when the price of cigarettes increases, the overall
consumption of cigarettes is expected to decrease for two reasons:

the number of smokers decreases as some people quit
the number of cigarettes smoked by remaining smokers
decreases because it is more expensive to consume the same
number of cigarettes once prices have risen.

It's not always easy to distinguish between these two effects. But the
Global Youth Tobacco Survey collects individual-level data on cigarette
smoking behavior among its respondents. This makes it possible to show
the impact of price increases on the decision of whether to smoke and,
separately, how much to smoke.

We found that tax-led cigarette price increases could be a powerful tool
to encourage young people to quit, or to smoke less.

Higher taxes can influence young smokers

Similar to findings from other countries and regions, our research also
showed that young people in African countries are responsive to
increases in cigarette prices—more so than adults.

Young people's tobacco consumption tends to be more responsive to
price increases than that of adults because they haven't been smoking as
long, and they don't have as much money to spend.
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https://www.who.int/teams/noncommunicable-diseases/surveillance/systems-tools/global-youth-tobacco-survey
https://cancercontrol.cancer.gov/sites/default/files/2020-06/m21_4.pdf


 

We estimated that a 10% increase in cigarette prices would reduce young
people's cigarette consumption by between 11.5% and 14.6%.

In our study, we estimated that more than half of the reduction in overall
cigarette consumption following a price increase was due to young
people quitting altogether. This is good news for public health in those
countries that increase tobacco taxes. Studies clearly indicate that a
person who smokes will realize much greater health benefits if they quit
smoking altogether than if they just cut back.

The parental effect

As found in Portugal, the UK and the US, our own research also showed
that a young person was more likely to smoke if they had a parent who
smoked. For the average school-aged student in our sample, the
probability of being a smoker was higher, by between 6.3 and 6.7
percentage points, if at least one parent also smoked.

About 15% of the students in our sample had at least one parent who
smoked. The proportion was highest in Mauritius (31.9%), followed by
the Seychelles (31.0%). The country with the lowest proportion of
students with at least one parent who smoked was Mozambique (7.4%).

Our results also indicate that parental smoking increases the intensity of
young people's cigarette consumption. Adolescents smoke more
cigarettes a day if they have a parent who smokes.

Tax-led price increases not only decrease adolescent smoking directly by
reducing their demand for tobacco products, but also indirectly influence
young people's smoking through altering their parents' smoking
behavior.
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32803250/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32803250/
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/32/5/741/6609575
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/dec/28/smokers-teenagers-parents
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302775
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/price+increases/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/smoking/


 

Immediate action

Since governments influence the price of tobacco products through
taxation, the policy implication of our research for sub-Saharan African
countries is clear. Tobacco taxes should be increased without delay, and
these increases should be sustained over time.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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