OFFICE OF TOBACCO CONTROL’s CAMPAIGN TO BUILD PUBLIC COMPLIANCE WITH

THE SMOKE-FREE WORKPLACE LEGISLATION, February 2003 – March 2004
The Brief

On 30 January 2003, the Minister for Health and Children, Micheál Martin TD, announced that he intended to introduce regulations making enclosed workplaces smoke-free areas from early 2004. The announcement was met by widespread expressions of support and was mirrored among the wider public, with 59% saying they supported the Minister’s decision in an Irish Times/TNS mrbi poll published a few weeks later. 

However, detailed qualitative research conducted by McCann Erickson Dublin for the Office of Tobacco Control (OTC) demonstrated that despite this apparent support, the public’s commitment to complying with the new legislation was not assured. This research indicated that beneath the surface the public were actually attitudinally ‘halfway hopeful’ about the ban, they were aware of the dangers of second-hand smoke, but unaware of the diseases caused by it. They accepted the Government’s new policy, but didn’t perceive bars as workplaces. They were not sure whether it could or would be enforced, and were pessimistic about its successful implementation. This underlying uncertainty over the new regulations also provided an opportunity to those who intended to campaign against the ban, like certain hospitality interests. They had declared the new regulations to be unenforceable and potentially damaging to their businesses.

Statement of Objectives 

The OTC was the statutory body charged nationally with overseeing the enforcement and implementation of the new regulations.  While there would be around 450 people involved in enforcement activities, the successful introduction clearly required self-enforcement by the public as well as the active support of employers and employees. Laws cannot be policed into effect, they need public support and commitment if they are to be effective. In this context, the OTC required a campaign, during the year-long run up to the introduction of the ban, which would strengthen public support for the new regulations and build a high level of active compliance with it.  

Because the measure was being directed at enclosed workplaces, one of the Office’s key objectives was to ensure that employees who would be involved in implementing the new regulations, and their unions, would remain committed to the proposal.  In addition, the OTC wished to ensure that employers and their organisations would become active supporters of the new regulations, or at worst would agree to comply with it.  While these groups were clearly central to the Office’s objectives the general public were too – after all they were the people who would be the customers/ clients frequenting the workplaces covered by the new regulations.  It was central to the OTC’s campaign to build upon the high level of public support for the measure so that the incidents of non-compliance would be kept to a minimum.

Strategy

The OTC’s brief required a measured and sustained communications campaign right up to the date of the introduction of the new regulations, and, possibly, for some time afterwards.  At the planning stage in February 2003 it was decided that the Office would intervene in the debate pro-actively at least once a month, through a series of different mechanisms: publication of research data and reports; hosting of seminars; issuing of press releases; advertising; direct marketing; relationship building and the OTC’s website.  Given the importance of public opinion to this campaign it was largely going to be media driven, in particular through the national media and local radio.  However, the niche media for employers, particularly, the hospitality industry, and the trade unions were also going to be targetted

As the public was concerned about the enforceability of the ban, the building of confidence in the measure was crucial.  In this context, the Office decided to commission and publish research which demonstrated that tobacco control measures can and do work.  As a secondary tool in this regard, the OTC also decided to publish ongoing opinion poll data showing how support for the ban was faring.  Returning to the McCann-Erickson research, it was clear that the public did not fully realise the real damage that second hand smoke causes to their health.  On this basis, the OTC decided to keep its interventions in the debate focused, as much as possible, on the avoidable illnesses and early deaths caused by passive smoking.  This was to be achieved by the periodic publication of new research data on the matter, the constant repetition, through the media, of existing research, and a public advertising campaign.  

Another part of the Office’s strategy was to vigorously counter the misleading claims that were expected from the hospitality industry about possible economic damage to their businesses and the enforceability of the ban through the publication of research evidence on these questions both from Ireland and overseas.  In addition, the OTC wanted to demonstrate to business people that smoking is actually damaging financailly and the ban could offer opportunities. The final part of the OTC’s strategy was to to launch an intensive compliance building drive in the period immediately before the new regulations were due to be introduced.  This would involve an advertising and information campaign, aimed at employers, employees and the public setting out how the regulations were to be implemented in practical terms.  

In relation to the campaign’s phasing it was originally envisaged that the first three dimensions of the campaign would last until November 2003, with the final phase kicking in then, in order to prepare the public for the 1 January 2004 implementation date.  As we now know the Minister finallised his regulations in November 2003 and postponed their commencement until Spring 2004, as a result, the final phase of the campaign begain in February 2004.

Confidence Building

The Office’s confidence-building campaign began with a research seminar held in Dublin on 4 March 2003, entitled Smokers – Attitudes, Behaviour and Cessation.  The seminar was attended by almost 200 delegates representing health organizations, politicians, public servants, trade unions, employers’ groups and media representatives.  One of the key messages emerged from TNS mrbi research, which showed that 76% of smokers wanted to quit and that large numbers of them supported tobacco control measures, including bans in a wide variety of settings.  This other key input came from Dr Greg Connolly, Director of Massachusetts’ Tobacco Control Program, who showed that his state’s tobacco control program, which had been in operation for 10 years had led to 240,000 smokers in the state successfully quitting and had helped to protect workers’ health.  The media coverage for the seminar was extensive and was dominated by the TNS mrbi findings, with headlines such as Most smokers want to kick habit, survey shows and 76% of smokers want to quit.  The coverage included articles in five of the eight national dailies as well as interviews on national and local radio news bulletins and chat shows.  In addition, the seminar’s findings were covered extensively in the trade union journals, including a number of articles placed by the OTC.

The publication of the Slan Health and Lifestyle Survey in April 2003, gave the OTC its next opportunity to show that tobacco control measures don’t just work in the US – they also work in Ireland too.  This survey found that the number of people smoking in Ireland had declined from 31% in 1998 to 27% in 2002 – 100,000 less smokers in the country.  This drop had coincided with a number of measures such as the ending of tobacco advertising, better law enforcement and higher cigarette prices.  The message from the Office in its response to Slan was clear – the workplace ban could work and, if it did, it would improve workers’ health.

In June 2003, the Office published the first of its TNS mrbi opinion polls.  This poll demonstrated that the public support for the measure had in fact increased from 59% in February to 67% by June.  The survey also showed that support for the ban was spread evenly among men and women, all regions and age groups, thus dispelling any concerns about there being any particular difficulty in building compliance among young people and in particular parts of the country.  The results of this survey were published in five of the national dailies, a number of the Sunday newspapers and received extensive national and local broadcast coverage, including RTE 1’s nine o’clock news.  Later in Autumn 2003, after the country had endured a vigorous and extensive public debate on the proposed ban, the OTC published another opinion poll conducted by TNS mrbi.  This poll showed that despite several months of intensive campaigning by sections of the hospitality industry, 66% of the public supported the ban.  More significantly, the poll showed that 81% of the public, including 61% of smokers, said that the publicans should comply with the ban.  Not surprisingly given the results of the poll, it was covered by all of the national dailies and local and national radio.

Maintaining the Health Focus

One of the key parts of the OTC’s strategy was to bring the debate on the ban back on to the terrain of the health effects of smoking.  In this context, in July 2003, the Office facilitated the medical and health community to issue a declaration that stated that tobacco smoke is the leading preventable cause of death and disability in Ireland.  The statement also supported legislation, such as the Minister’s proposed ban, which vindicated peoples' right to smoke-free public places, especially workplaces including bars and restaurants.  As an additional measure to re-focus the debate on health matters, the principal author of the report, The Health Effects of Environmental Tobacco Smoke, Dr Shane Allwright, took part in a series of local and national radio interviews on the issue of health effects during the months of July and August 2003.  Indeed, Dr Allwright was also one of the key contributors to a special Late Late Show debate on smoke-free workplaces in October 2003. 

To further increase public attention on the health effects of smoking, the OTC published a research report on Irish women and smoking in early September 2003.  The timing of its publication was quite fortuitous as it followed almost six weeks of intensive debate on the possible economic effects of the ban as well as its enforceability.  This report had the effect, in media terms, of refocusing the public debate on to the issue of the health effects of tobacco smoke.  The report highlighted the fact that based on the current trends; lung cancer would become a predominantly female disease by 2020.  This statistic generated a considerable amount of media coverage.  The event was attended by RTE news, TV3 and TG4, and led to key radio interviews on Morning Ireland, Gerry Ryan Show and the Last Word, as well as on local and national radio bulletins.  In addition, it was covered extensively in the trade union publications – not surprising given that Joan Carmichael, who was then Assistant General Secretary of the ICTU, launched it.

The final part of the health-focused element of the OTC’s campaign began in early March 2004, with the commencement of the Office’s radio and television advertising campaign.  The television ads involved a graphic reminder of the damage second hand smoke causes people in terms of heart disease and lung cancer and appealed to the public to co-operate with the ban to protect workers from these harmful effects.  The campaign, which consisted of almost 1,000 adverts, ran over a six-week period and was carried on RTE 1, Network 2, TG4, TV3, E4 and Sky 1.  

Dealing with Economic Arguments

From the middle of July 2003, the debate around the smoke-free workplace regulations became more intense with the arrival on the scene of the Irish HoH

Hospitality Industry Alliance (IHIA).  This was coupled with an increased level of activity from the Licensed Vintners’ Association (LVA) and the Vintners’ Federation of Ireland (VFI).  All of these organisations claimed that the forthcoming ban would lead to a substantial loss of business and cost thousands of workers their jobs. On the day the IHIA issued its first statement, 22 July 2003, the OTC responded quickly rebutting the IHIA’s claims pointing to evidence from New York, where state figures showed that hospitality employment had risen there since a similar ban was introduced in late March, and other studies which showed that smoke-free regulations had had no adverse effect on the industry.  Indeed, this issue was taken up the bar workers’ union, Mandate, who highlighted this New York research on a continuous basis at that time.

However, despite these interventions, the IHIA and the vintners’ organisations continued to make claims that the new regulations would cause widespread damage to the economy.  To further counteract these claims, the OTC compiled a detailed information pack, which was circulated in late August 2003 to local and national media, trade and specialist publications, trade unions and health organisations, as well as public representatives and other policy makers.  This pack distilled the existing research on the health effects of second hand smoke, reviewed where else similar legislation was in existence and dealt with the issue of the economic effects in those countries.  Following on from the publication of this pack, the media, and others, were better able to critically assess some of the misleading claims being made.
As a further contribution to this debate about the economics of smoking, the OTC held a seminar in Dublin in early October 2003 on the Economic Cost of Smoking in the Workplace.  The seminar was addressed by national and international experts and was attended by economic commentators and business people, as well as trade union leaders.  In addition, in the margins of the seminar, the speakers met with representatives of the business organisations, IBEC and the Small Firms Association (SFA) to show them why it was in the interests of their members to support the ban.  The research presented at the seminar showed that smoking cost the Irish economy at least €1 million every day in lost productivity due to increased illness and absences.  This demonstrated quite clearly that far from being a potential loser of business, the ban could in fact save them money and improve the health and productivity of their workers.  This seminar received widespread media coverage including RTE television news and TV3 news, all of the national dailies, as well as business and trade magazines.  Indeed, the seminar led to two supportive editorials in The Irish Times and The Irish Examiner.

The final part of the Office’s work in this area involved the publication of a major report in March 2004 containing market research on how Irish consumers were likely to react to the forthcoming ban, and a review by economists Joe Durkan and Moore McDowell of the international evidence on the business effects of such bans.  The market research indicated that more consumers would be likely to go to pubs to eat after the ban, with the number of people going out for a drink staying static, while the Durkan McDowell research concluded that the ban was unlikely to have a negative effect on the hospitality trade.  The report received extensive media coverage.

Compliance Building

Compliance building was the final element of the OTC’s campaign and it got underway in a quiet way almost immediately the Minister announced the ban in January 2003.  Behind the scenes, the Office met with key business organisations, including the hospitality groups, to develop guidelines for the practical implementation of the new regulations.  This consultation process continued until autumn 2003, when the guidelines were largely completed.  In parallel with this process, the OTC was placing articles in key trade publications on a continuous basis setting out how it saw the ban being implemented and directly addressing concerns about its potential economic effects.

This compliance building activity became much more intensive after Minister Martin announced the implementation date of 29 March on 18 February.  In early March, the OTC launched its advertising campaign and revealed details of its guidelines for employers that set out in detail how the new regulations needed to be implemented in all enclosed workplaces.  These guidelines were initially published on the OTC’s website along with no smoking signs and copies of the new legislation itself.  In the four week period between the material being published on the web and the introduction of the ban, this section of the website received 10,364 hits.  The guidelines received extensive media coverage with the Office conducting many broadcast interviews and dealing with thousands of phone enquiries from employers.  A direct mail campaign followed this launch aimed specifically at the hospitality trade.  Copies of the guidelines for employers and no smoking signs were mailed to over 15,000 workplaces and were followed up with an advertising campaign in the trade publications.  In the week prior to the commencement of the new regulations, an extensive round of interviews was arranged for the OTC’s enforcement staff.  An hour-long interview took place on the Today with Pat Kenny Show that dealt with a lot of queries from the public and employers on the issue.  In addition, a two-page feature article was published in the Evening Herald, as well as interviews on TV3, RTE News, Morning Ireland and many others.  The final part of this compliance-building phase was the announcement, through a press release, of the OTC’s smoke-free compliance line.  This service was developed to provide members of the public with an opportunity to report cases of non-compliance where the employer in question did not act upon them.

Measurement Stage

A number of different mechanisms were used to evaluate and measure the success of the campaign and to adjust it as it progressed.  The feedback from this evaluation process was discussed and considered by the OTC’s team on an ongoing basis.  Major planning and review meetings were held every two or three months, and the intensity of these meetings increased in the late summer and early autumn, with fortnightly meetings being held.

The first element of the evaluation process was opinion polling and the Office had polls in the field throughout 2003 and early 2004 measuring how the public was reacting to the public debate.  As was stated earlier, support for the ban began at 59% in February 2003 and increased to 67% in June and remained stable at that level by October, despite an extremely intensive campaign against it.  Significantly, by late 2003 there was strong public support for compliance with the law in pubs and bars – registered at 81%, with 61% of smokers in support.  Polling conducted by Millward Brown IMS in early December 2003, indicated that 84% of the population were aware that the ban applied to all enclosed workplaces, including bars and restaurants.  This was particularly interesting because the McCann Erickson research had indicated that at the outset of the campaign the public there was a low level of awareness that the ban would actually apply in these premises.  The high levels of public support and awareness indicated in the polling data appear to be now being backed up by public compliance with the new regulations.  While only anecdotal evidence is available to date, indications from the hospitality industry, trade unions and the environmental health officers, who are enforcing the new legislation on the ground, are that the public is observing the new legislation overwhelmingly. The ‘halfway hopefuls’ in McCann Erickson’s research appear to have become fully convinced.

Another part of the OTC evaluation process was the constant monitoring of different organisations public pronouncement on the ban, in particular business organisations and trade unions, because of their key role in its implementation.  Prior to the campaign getting underway, the country’s three largest unions, SIPTU, IMPACT and Mandate had indicated their support for the ban and throughout the debate they were active participants.  A major breakthrough on the union side came about in mid October when the ICTU announced that it formally was supporting the new regulations.  In relation to the business organisations, constant behind the scenes discussions indicated that these groups would eventually support the ban.  This was confirmed in early 2004, with the SFA and IBEC issuing statements on 26 March saying that the majority of businesses were ready for the ban and advising businesses to support the ban.  Also in March, the Irish Hotels’ Federation, the LVA and the VFI, all of whom had opposed the ban at various stages, announced that they had advised their members to uphold the law and comply with the ban.

The conduct of the campaign was also assessed in terms of media coverage, not so much its volume, which wasn’t an issue in practical terms, but the tone and tenor of it.  Regular media reports were prepared, with particular attention being paid to the editorial positions being adopted by the newspapers.  In this regard, it’s worth noting that most of the papers were very supportive of the ban, with literally one or two notable exceptions.  

Budget

The exact budget for this campaign remains confidential, however it would have been between €125,000 to €320,000, if the advertising campaign is included.
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