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Appendix 2. 
Measuring smoking behaviour

While the main purpose of clean-air legislation or policies is to protect smokers from SHS, Chapter 7 examines the 
evidence for these policies effecting smoking behaviour. Chapter 8 extends this theme to smoking policies within 
the home. Thus, it is important to understand the most generally used measures of smoking behaviour. Much 
of the data involving smoking behaviour for evaluation of clean-air policies are derived from population surveys 
that monitor health behaviours in general or tobacco-use behaviours in particular. Discussed below are the main 
measures that can vary in detail and issues related to their appropriateness and validity.

Smoking prevalence (adults). Standard survey questions addressing smoking status usually determine whether 
the respondent was an “ever” smoker. In the USA, the question “Have you smoked at least 100 cigarettes in 
your lifetime” is used for this purpose. In other countries, a question such as “Have you ever smoked daily for 
a period of six months?” is used. An affirmative response establishes the respondent as an ever smoker. The 
identified ever smokers are then asked a question about their current smoking status, such as “Do you now smoke 
cigarettes every day, some days, or not at all?” The response choice “some days” may identify persons who do 
not really consider themselves to be smokers, but who nevertheless smoke occasionally, perhaps only in social 
situations. In some localities, the proportion of smokers who identify themselves as “some days” smokers is not 
trivial and is growing, particularly among youth. Persons who say that they now smoke “not at all” are considered 
former smokers. Smoking prevalence is then defined as the percentage of current (daily and some-day) smokers 
in the survey sample, appropriately weighted to be representative of the population. The status data, and other 
features of smoking behaviour, are determined from self-reports. Research on the reliability of self-report data 
has compared the results both to biochemical markers and report of a significant other (Hatziandreu et al., 1989; 
Gilpin et al., 1994), and generally found good correspondence. However, as smokers become more subject to 
social norms against smoking, some may not answer accurately.  

Quitting. Former smokers are usually asked when they quit smoking. If the former smoker quit a long time in 
the past, they may not remember the date, so for those unable to provide a date, a question with general time 
intervals can help establish whether cessation occurred recently or long ago. For instance, “What best describes 
how long ago you quit: within the past 3 months, 3 to 6 months ago, 6 to 12 months ago, 1-5 years ago, or more 
than five years ago.” Intervals should be chosen to correspond to the timing of the evaluation survey with respect 
to implementation of new legislation. The quit ratio is defined as the percentage of ever smokers who are now 
quit, or quit for a given length of time or longer. Cessation for three months is a good early indicator of eventually 
successful cessation (Gilpin et al., 1997). Some surveys also ask current smokers if they had tried to quit (usually 
for a day or longer) at least once in the previous year, and some try to establish how long the smoker abstained for 
the most recent or longest quit attempt in the past year. However, quit attempts of short duration are less likely to 
be recalled than those of longer duration (Gilpin & Pierce, 1994). A number of surveys ask current smokers about 
their intentions regarding quitting (i.e. within the next month, within the next 6 months, sometime but not within the 
next six months, and no intent to quit).

Self-reported cigarette consumption. Daily smokers are generally asked to estimate the average number of 
cigarettes they smoke a day, and some-day smokers are asked how many days they usually smoke per month, 
and on the days they do smoke, about how many cigarettes they consume. From their answers, an average daily 
or monthly consumption can be computed. Research has shown that smokers tend to round (likely down) to the 
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nearest half-pack (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1989). So if consumption is categorised for 
analysis, the categories should be chosen to include these boundaries. For example, in countries where cigarettes 
are sold in 20-cigarette packs, the categories <5, 5-14, 15-24, 25+ cigarettes per day might be used. It should also 
be noted that when smokers are asked to recall previous consumption levels, they tend to report higher levels than 
they do currently (Gilpin et al., 2001).  For this reason, it is problematical to ask smokers about their consumption 
prior to a new law and currently.

Population cigarette consumption. Such measures differ from self-reported cigarette consumption and are 
usually derived from data pertaining to cigarette sales volume. Some studies analyse total tobacco sales, or total 
sales of cigarettes, and others divide this figure by the number of adults (18+ years) in the population. Youth are 
generally not included since they only account for a small proportion of total sales (Cummings et al., 1994).

Smoking initiation. The process of smoking initiation involves several transitions before a youth reaches the 
status of an adult smoker. This process can be interrupted at any point. The first transition occurs when the 
youth begins to consider the idea of smoking. This may occur before there is an articulated intent to smoke, and 
such “susceptibility to smoking” is generally established by lack of a strong denial of future smoking (Pierce et 
al., 1996). For instance, an answer to the questions: “Do you think you will try a cigarette soon?” or “If your best 
friend offered you a cigarette, would you take it?” or “Do you think you will be smoking a year from now?” other 
than “definitely not” (i.e. “probably not,” “probably yes,” or “definitely yes”), suggests a susceptibility to smoking. 
These questions would be asked of youth who denied ever having tried a cigarette, or even having a puff on one. 
Versions of these questions could also be asked of those who have tried smoking, but not recently, as a measure 
of their likelihood of doing it again. Experimenters are generally defined as those who have tried a cigarette or 
smoked a whole cigarette. Becoming an established smoker can be defined using the adult criteria for being an 
ever smoker. Current smoking among youth is often defined as report of smoking on any day in the past month, 
but some studies use any day in the last week. Regular current smoking may be defined as smoking on every day 
in the last week or month. 

Report of smoking restrictions. Population surveys also ask respondents about restrictions on smoking in 
their workplaces and/or at home. The proportion of smokers reporting restrictions is usually lower than that for 
nonsmokers (Gilpin et al., 2000), either because smokers gravitate to work settings with fewer restrictions, live 
only with other smokers, or because they are in denial that restrictions actually are present either at work or home. 
Comparison of reports from smokers and nonsmokers within the same household are not in complete agreement 
(Mumford et al., 2004), but if smokers act according to their perceptions, their report may be more valid.
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