
Challenge

China is both the biggest producer and consumer of 
tobacco products, a country where 50% of men smoke. 
Half the world’s cigarettes are smoked in China – more 
than the next 29 largest tobacco-consuming countries, 
combined. Tobacco-related diseases kill one million 
people in China every year and an additional 100 000 
non-smokers die from exposure to secondhand smoke. 

WHO has been a long-term partner of the Chinese 
government in advancing tobacco control. A key partner 
is the Bloomberg Initiative, which has, over the past 
decade, worked with WHO and the Chinese government 
to implement the requirements of the Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), a global health 
treaty ratified by more than 180 countries. Bloomberg’s 
support includes funding for two staff positions and to 
monitor tobacco use, support for legislative actions to 
protect people from secondhand smoke, promote graphic 
warnings on packaging, advocate for higher tobacco 
taxes, and support for services aimed at getting people 
to stop smoking. 

Progress has been made. In 2003 China signed the 
FCTC, and the treaty came into legal force in the country 
in 2006. Since then, China passed a small tobacco tax in 
2009 and 2015, banned advertising and restricted sales 
to minors; regional and local governments have adopted 
smoke-free legislation, protecting more than 100 million 
people from secondhand smoke in public places. 

Still, China’s addiction to tobacco remains strong. The 
Chinese tobacco industry, a state monopoly, is influential 
and very well-financed. The WHO Collaborating Center 
on Tobacco and Economics estimates that the industry 
spends US$ 2 billion per year on marketing. It has 
effectively blocked a national law banning indoor smoking 
in public places and it systematically fights to weaken 
efforts to control tobacco; it has blocked efforts to require 
graphic warnings on packages and continues aggressive 
marketing, especially on social media, and particularly 

to women and youth, whom it regards as the primary 
demographics for market growth. 

Although WHO is committed to the long-term process 
of advancing tobacco control in China, including efforts 
to secure additional public smoking bans, further tax 
increases and a plain packaging law, the tobacco industry 
is still busy winning a new generation of smokers. More 
than two thirds of smokers in China started as young 
adults and research indicates they are starting even 
younger, at around 10 to 12 years old. While women 
comprise a small percentage of the overall number of 
smokers in China, some studies show smoking rates 
among females aged 14 to 24 at higher levels than overall 
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female smoking rates, and susceptibility among this group 
to the marketing of slim cigarettes. In films, in fashion and 
in popular culture, cigarettes are portrayed as a fashion 
accessory and a way to appear alluring and successful. 

Solution

To address this challenge, WHO looked to the private 
sector, specifically the fashion and entertainment 
industries, to make a bold counterstatement about tobacco 
use. In May 2017, WHO China used a small amount of 
donor funding to seed an anti-smoking campaign aimed 
at youth and young adults.

First, the office teamed up with four young celebrities who 
became anti-tobacco and health advocates. The team 
selected celebrities with a fan base among the target 
demographic (youth aged 12 to19). One celebrity in the 
campaign has 52 million young, mainly female, followers.

The team initially worked with a local talent agency and 
a fashion magazine to feature the campaign. The fashion 
magazine was selected based on its appeal to youth and 
young females in particular. The team enlisted the support 
of a famous Chinese photographer to take a series of 
photographs to communicate that choosing a healthy, 
smoke-free lifestyle is empowering. Videos featuring the 
celebrities were created with a script developed by WHO 
China to communicate directly to the celebrities’ fan base. 
The photo and video campaign was launched during 
World No Tobacco Day 2017 via WHO social media and 
with a red-carpet style event for entertainment and fashion 
media. The power of entertainment was unlocked.

Impact

The campaign exploded on social media. In the first three 
days it earned 34 million views and was ranked as the 
number one social-good hashtag. @WHO was ranked 
as one of the top three social-good accounts and the top 
international organization account on Sina Weibo,1 often 
referred to as “Chinese Twitter.” Within the first week the 
campaign reached more than 120 million social media 
users, or “netizens,” 70% under the age of 40. More than 
80 million netizens participated in campaign discussion 
threads during the week. 

Within the first 30 days, 184 media outlets covered the 
campaign in China and the video was displayed on 
more than 100 LED screens in landmark buildings and 
sites throughout China (and in New York City’s Times 
Square). China’s state broadcaster CCTV agreed to air 
the campaign’s 30-second video on 15 channels for a 
month, more than 90 times a day. The Chinese Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention requested copies of the 
posters to distribute to schools and health clinics across 
the country.

Owing to the huge popularity of the campaign, WHO 
China and the celebrities were invited in September 2017 
to one of China’s most popular Saturday late-night talk 
shows, Day Day Up,2 to promote the campaign. On the 
show, the celebrities spoke about the negative impact 
of youth smoking as well as the need for more smoke-
free laws and services to help people quit smoking. WHO 
representatives spoke about the need for higher taxation, 
graphic warnings, and national legislation. During the 
same period, Xiamen Airlines aired the video in its six 
first-class lounges around China, as well as onboard its 
aircraft, literally taking the campaign to the skies. 

WHO’s initial investment of US$ 33 000 unlocked free 
media airtime from magazine, TV, online and public 
advertising valued at more than US$ 6 million.

Conclusion

The campaign remains one of the most popular WHO 
China social media campaigns. It was built on a decade 
of collaboration between WHO China and Bloomberg, 
working together to support China’s tobacco advocates 
to push for tobacco taxes, advertising and promotion 
laws, graphic warnings and smoke-free legislation—a 
partnership that gained WHO the trust not only of the 
donor but it also positioned the partnership as a voice 
of health within China. WHO’s engagement with non-
traditional partners in entertainment and fashion opened 
doors to reaching bigger audiences as a counterbalance 
to aggressive tobacco industry marketing. 

1 Sina Weibo has approximately 330 million active users; more than half are under the age of 30.
2 Day Day Up is one of the top three weekend late-night TV shows, with an average viewership per episode of 20 million.


