
Indirect Promotion 
of Tobacco through 
Social Media 

in Sri Lanka

Dilani Hirimuthugodage, 
Research Economist 



Content

• Introduction
• Objectives
• Methodology
• Findings
• Conclusion



Introduction
• Countries have taken various steps in line with the World Health Organization’s 

(WHO’s) Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) to control tobacco 
production and consumption.

• But, the global tobacco industry has taken several creative ways of promoting 
tobacco and subverting restrictions placed by nations on the promotion of tobacco 
smoking, especially in the area of advertising. 

• Tobacco advertising encourages:-
– Children and young adults to initiate regular use 

– Reduce the willingness of current smokers to quit

– Increase current smokers daily consumption 

– Draw former smokers back into consumption

• Thus, in order to achieve the goals of “going the last mile” it is important to identify
and propose appropriate measures to curtail both direct and indirect forms of
tobacco promotion.



Article 13 of FCTC 

Article 13 Tobacco advertising, promotion 
and sponsorship

(13.2) Each Party shall, in accordance with its
constitution or constitutional principles, undertake a
comprehensive ban of all tobacco advertising,
promotion and sponsorship. This shall include,
subject to the legal environment and technical means
available to that Party, a comprehensive ban on
cross-border advertising, promotion and sponsorship
originating from its territory.
(13.4). As a minimum requirement each Party shall:
(c) restrict the use of direct or indirect incentives that
encourage the purchase of tobacco products by the
public;
(e) undertake a comprehensive ban or, in the case of
a Party that is not in a position to undertake a
comprehensive ban due to its constitution or
constitutional principles, restrict tobacco advertising,
promotion and sponsorship on radio, television, print
media and, as appropriate, other media, such as the
internet, within a period of five years;

• All members need to 
undertake a 
comprehensive ban of all 
tobacco advertising, 
promotion and 
sponsorship

• Restrict tobacco 
advertising, promotion 
and sponsorship on radio, 
television, print media 
and, as appropriate, other 
media, such as the 
internet



Article 35 of NATA Act No 27 of 2006

35. (1) A person shall not publish or cause to be published, or
authorize the publication of, a tobacco advertisement or an
alcohol advertisement.

35. (4) In this section— “alcohol advertisement” means any
distinctive writing, still or moving picture, sign, symbol or colours
or other visual image or any audible message or any combination
of the aforesaid that promotes or is intended to promote—

“publish” in relation to a “tobacco advertisement” or
“alcohol advertisement” includes the following: —
(c) the inclusion of the advertisement in a film, video,
radio programme or television programme or through
the internet that is seen or heard, or intended to be seen
or heard by the public or a section of the public;

“tobacco advertisement” means any writing, still or moving
picture, sign, symbol or distinctive colours or other visual image or
any audible message or any combination of the aforesaid that
promotes or is intended to promote—
(a) smoking;
(b) the purchase or use of a tobacco product;
(c) a trade mark registered in respect of a tobacco product or
articles that include tobacco products;
(d) a brand name associated with a tobacco product;
(e) the name of the manufacturer of a tobacco product.

• Sri Lankan law aligns with FCTC Art. 
13 and the FCTC Art. 13 guidelines 
with respect to tobacco advertising 
and promotion via internet 
communications

• Most forms of tobacco promotion are 
banned. It says “A person shall not 
publish or cause to be published, or 
authorize the publication of, a 
tobacco advertisement or an alcohol 
advertisement

• The Act specifically bans all internet 
communications for the promotion of 
tobacco (Section 35(1), (4)) of the No: 
27 of 2006 NATA Act



Sri Lanka has not been 
able to effectively 

implement this 
regulation 

Because, it is somewhat 
difficult to control and 
monitor what appears 

on the internet



Introduction cont…

The extent to which the Sri Lankan tobacco industry promotes cigarettes on 
social media is not entirely clear and is difficult to ascertain

A significant proportion of Sri Lankan have access to the internet. By early 
2017, Sri Lanka had more active mobile phone subscriptions than people, 
with 124 subscriptions per 100 persons

There were 7.90 million social media users in Sri Lanka in January 2021.

The number of social media users in Sri 
Lanka increased by 1.5 million (+23%) between 2020 and 2021

over 75 per cent of the 6.2 million internet users in Sri Lanka were estimated 
to access the internet through smart phone devices in 2017

Therefore, a large proportion of the Sri Lankan population are subject to 
various promotional content through the internet, particularly youth 
through the use of social media



Objectives

Provide / suggest more effective policies to curtail the 
indirect promotion of tobacco on social media 

Assess the influence of social media on the smoking 
attitudes and intentions of youth in Sri Lanka

Identify forms of indirect promotion of tobacco on social 
media in Sri Lanka 



Methodology

Literature 
survey

Key informant 
interviews(KIIS) 
with key 
stakeholders 
and few 
selected youth

On-line survey 
using 
structured 
survey 
questionnaire

Country case 
studies 



Methodology cont…
Objectives Methodology Data sources

Identify forms of indirect 
promotion of tobacco on social 
media in Sri Lanka 

Literature survey
KIIs

• Journal articles, published and 
unpublished data etc..

• Statistics available at Telecom 
Regulations Commission Sri Lanka 
(TRCSL)

• Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS) –
NATA (2015) 

• NHDR (2014)
• KIIS with ADIC, CCT etc.

Assess the influence of social 
media on the smoking attitudes 
and intentions of youth in Sri 
Lanka

On-line survey
KIIs

• Youth Survey on Social Media Security 
and Privacy" (2017) by Sri Lanka 
CERT/CC (higher percentage of users have 
undergraduate qualifications )

• Online- survey was conducted amongst 
130 random selected sample which 
represents the youth who are from 
universities and other higher education 
sector such as SLIIT, NISBM, technical 
colleges

• KIIs with lower grade educated youth

Provide / suggest more effective 
policies 

Analyzing findings of the 
above two and country 
case studies

Country case studies in Australia, Norway, 
Thailand and Bangladesh 



Findings - Social media use and smoking imagery

Number of applications used by the 
respondents 

Usage of Social Media

34%

25%

16%

14%

3%
4% 4%

Facebook Instagram Pinterest Twitter Reddit TikTok Other



Observing images of cigarettes, advertisements of cigarettes, smoking imagery on 
Social Media



Observing smoking/ cigarette imagery in personal accounts



Whether social media cigarette images/ advertisement encourage smoking?

8%

42%39%

8%
3%

Strongly agree

Agree

Neither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree



Findings- Regulations on Social media

Awareness of regulations

56%
44%

Yes No

Raising awareness on the danger of 
cigarettes in Social media 

86%

14%

Yes No



Findings- Smokers and non-smokers perspectives on 
social media imagery 

Smoking patterns are influenced by 
positive images

Will dangers of smoking images reduce 
the possibility of quitting smoking?

8%

54%
23%

15%
Likely

Neither likely nor
unlikely

Unlikely

Very unlikely

7%

31%

31%

31%
Very likely

Likely

Neither likely nor
unlikely

Unlikely



Countries which are inline with FCTC Article 13 



Country case studies

Australia
• The most popular social media channels in Australia 

include: Facebook, Instagram, Youtube, Twitter, and 
Snapchat

• Facebook was the most commonly cited platform for 
encountering tobacco branding in Australia

• Tobacco Advertising Prohibition Act 1992 (TAP Act) to 
more explicitly prohibit advertising on the Internet

• In November 2010, the Tobacco Advertising Prohibition 
Amendment Bill 2010 was further strengthen the TAP 
making it a specific offence to advertise or promote 
tobacco products on the internet

• The Australian Government also sought to investigate 
the inclusion of elements such as;
• Display prescribed graphic health warnings on the 

site

• Require an age-restricted access system so that 
minors are discouraged from visiting the site and 
viewing the advertisements within

Thailand
• Thailand is known as a country with 

substantial success in tobacco control over 
the past two decades

• The Law explicitly prohibits tobacco 
advertising "upon or within printed 
matter, tapes or other video media, 
motion pictures, radio broadcasts, 
television broadcasts, electronic media, 
computer networks, or advertising signs" 
(Art. 31). "Internet communications" take 
place through "electronic media" and 
"computer networks." 



Country case studies

Bangladesh

• The law prohibits producing or 
disseminating an advertisement of 
tobacco products through any means 
including through electronic media 
and websites in Bangladesh

• The definition includes any kind of 
commercial action with the aim of 
promoting a tobacco product or 
tobacco use either directly or 
indirectly. 

• Therefore, tobacco advertising and 
promotion is prohibited in internet 
communications

Norway

• The Acts and Regulations contain a 
comprehensive ban on tobacco 
advertising

• The law specifically restricts the 
remote sale of tobacco products to 
those registered with the Directorate 
of Health

• The law bans the remote sale of 
tobacco products to consumers 
located in European Economic Area 



Conclusion
• It is important to note that a higher percentage of 

respondents believe that social media cigarette images/ 
advertisement encourage smoking

• A greater percentage of them would like to see more 
awareness on the danger of cigarettes in social media 

• A higher percentage of them are wish to have regulations 
for tobacco on social media

• Especially, majority of them would like to see better 
regulations on social media

• But, it is much more difficult to regulate indirect 
promotion than the direct promotion



Conclusion cont..

• However, going through the international best practices 
Sri Lanka could;
– Strengthen the law prohibiting tobacco 

advertisements via internet communication
– Clearly catch all provisions (very broadly) of 

advertising and promotions by specifying advertising 
and promotions in telephone, cellular phone, SMS etc
without any exceptions.

– Government regulations on tobacco promotion 
should include influencer marketing

– Introduce an age-restricted access system so that 
minors are discouraged from visiting the site and 
viewing the advertisements within



Thank You !!! 


