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The International Tobacco Control Policy Evaluation Project (the ITC Project) is a multi-country prospective cohort 
study designed to measure the psychosocial and behavioural impact of key policies of the World Health Organization 
(WHO) Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) in more than 20 countries.

In 2005, the ITC Project at University of Waterloo began to partner with Dr. Hong Gwan Seo and colleagues at the 
National Cancer Center, Republic of Korea. The two organizations began to work together to create the ITC Korea 
Project. The ITC Korea Wave 1 Survey, conducted in December 2005, was made possible with funding from the 
National Cancer Center, Republic of Korea. Waves 2 and 3 of the Survey, conducted from October to December 2008 
and October to December 2010, were funded largely through grants from the National Cancer Institute and Ministry 
of Health and Welfare, with supplemental funding from Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) and Ontario 
Institute of Cancer Research (OICR). 
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BaCKGrounD
The ITC Project Surveys
The International Tobacco Control Policy Evaluation 
Project (the ITC Project) is the first-ever international 
cohort study of tobacco use. Its overall objective is 
to measure the psychosocial and behavioural impact 
of key national level policies of the WHO Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC). The ITC Project 
is a collaborative effort with international health 
organizations, researchers, and policymakers in more 
than 20 countries (see back cover) so far, inhabited by 
more than 50% of the world’s population, 60% of the 
world’s smokers, and 70% of the world’s tobacco users. 
In each country, the ITC Project is conducting longitudinal 
cohort surveys to assess the impact and identify the 
determinants of effective tobacco control policies in each 
of the following areas:

• Health warning labels and pack descriptors
• Pricing and taxation of tobacco products
• Tobacco advertising and promotion
• Smoke-free legislation
• Education and support for cessation

All ITC surveys are developed using the same conceptual 
framework and methods, and the survey questions, 
which include more than 150 questions directly relating 
to policy impact, are designed to be identical or 
functionally equivalent across all ITC countries in order to 
allow strong cross-country comparisons. The ITC Project 
aims to provide an evidence base to guide policies 
enacted under the FCTC, and to systematically evaluate 
the effectiveness of these legislative efforts.

The ITC Korea Survey
The ITC Korea Survey is a national survey conducted by 
researchers at the National Cancer Center, Republic of 
Korea in collaboration with the ITC Korea Project team 
centered at the University of Waterloo in Canada. The 
main objectives of the ITC Korea Survey are:

1)  To examine patterns of smoking behaviour 
and opinions associated with smoking among 
adults in the Republic of Korea. 

2)  To examine the impact of tobacco control 
policies in the Republic of Korea. 

3)  To compare smoking behaviour and the impact 
of policies between the Republic of Korea and 
other ITC countries.

The ITC Korea Survey is a prospective longitudinal 
study of adult (19+) smokers. Wave 1 of the ITC Korea 
Survey was conducted in December 2005 among 1002 
smokers; Wave 2 was conducted between October 
and December 2008 among 1818 adult smokers. 441 
recontact respondents from the Wave 1 Survey and 1377 
new replenishment respondents were interviewed. Wave 
3 was conducted from October to December 2010 among 
1753 respondents. 1029 respondents were recontacted 
from the Wave 2 cohort and 724 respondents were new 
replenishment respondents. 

The ITC Korea Wave 1 (2005) Survey was conducted after the implementation of several major 
tobacco control policies in the Republic of Korea including restrictions on advertising, promotion, 
and sponsorship (1995), standardization of text warnings (1995), a substantial price and tax 
increase (2004), several major anti-smoking campaigns (1998-2005), and establishment of national 
cessation clinics (2005). After the Wave 1 (2005) Survey was completed, a national Quitline 
was established (2006). After the Wave 2 (2008) Survey was conducted, a text warning about 
carcinogens in cigarette smoke was implemented (early 2009), and local governments were given 
authority to designate outdoor smoke-free areas (April 2010). 

The ITC Korea Survey findings presented in this report provide evidence of the impact of 
these tobacco control policies on smokers in the Republic of Korea and identify strengths and 
weaknesses in the implementation of the FCTC. 
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KEy FInDInGS

Smoking Behaviour and Smokers’ Perceptions

1.  The majority of smokers (96% in 2010) in the Republic of Korea reported that they are daily 
cigarette smokers. They smoke on average less than one pack (17 cigarettes) a day and virtually 
all smokers (more than 99%) smoke factory-made cigarettes only. 

2.  The vast majority of smokers (88% in 2010) wish they had never started smoking. Almost half of 
smokers (43% in 2010) view smoking “negatively” or “very negatively” and over 80% (86% in 
2005, 88% in 2008, 83% in 2010) believe that Korean society disapproves of smoking. 

3.  The majority of smokers in the Republic of Korea support 
stronger tobacco control measures. More than 6 out of 7 
think that the government should do more to tackle the 
harm of smoking (86% in 2005, 87% in 2008, 86% in 2010). 
62% of smokers in 2010 thought that the government should 
sue the tobacco companies to recover health care costs. 
A considerably high percentage of smokers (39% in 2010) 
would approve of completely banning all tobacco products. 

4.  Across all three survey waves, taste was the most commonly 
reported reason among smokers for choosing their current 
cigarette brand (67% in 2005, 70% in 2008, 69% in 2010), 
followed by tar and nicotine (48% in 2005, 58% in 2008,  
52% in 2010) and “may not be as bad for your health” (34% 
in 2005, 24% in 2008, 21% in 2010). 

5.  Price of the brand was cited least often (7% of smokers in 
2008, 5% of smokers in 2010) as a factor affecting brand 
choice decisions. 

6.  Pack design has become an increasingly important factor in brand selection, as it was identified 
as a reason for choosing their current brand by 10% of smokers in 2008 and increased to 20% of 
smokers in 2010.

7.  In 2010, almost one-third (29%) of smokers reported having ever tried herbal cigarettes. 3% of 
those who have tried herbal cigarettes are daily herbal cigarettes users. 4% of those who have 
tried them use them less than daily but at least once a week, and 2% of those who have tried 
them smoke them less than weekly, but at least once a month. 80% of those who have tried 
herbal cigarettes don’t use them at all. The majority (74%) of herbal cigarette smokers use them 
to help quit smoking, more than half (58%) use them to cut down on smoking, and 43% use 
them because they believe herbal cigarettes to be less harmful.

8.  The majority of smokers (80% in 2010) in the Republic of Korea have heard about electronic 
cigarettes. Only 16% of smokers who have heard of electronic cigarettes reported ever trying 
them and 15% of those who have tried them, use them daily.
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9.  Approximately three-quarters (76% in 2010) of smokers in the Republic of Korea who have heard 
of e-cigarettes think that these products are less harmful than regular cigarettes. 20% believe 
they are equally harmful. 

10.  Almost two-thirds (64% in 2010) of those who use e-cigarettes, use them to help quit. Almost 
half of those who use them do so because they believe them to be less harmful than regular 
cigarettes (49% in 2010), to smoke in smoke-free areas (47%), and to cut down on smoking 
regular cigarettes (47%). 

11.  The most common source of purchase of e-cigarettes is from a friend or relative (49% in 2010) or 
from the internet (24%). 

Smoking Cessation

12.  Approximately 80% of smokers at each wave reported that they have tried to quit smoking 
at some point in the past (81% in 2005, 83% in 2008, and 78% in 2010). The percentage of 
smokers not planning to quit in the next 6 months has gradually increased over 5 years  
from 58% of smokers in 2005, 62% in 2008, to 64% in 2010. 

13.  The majority of smokers are not confident about their ability to successfully quit. Less than a 
quarter of smokers at each wave (19% in 2005, 23% in 2008, 22% in 2010) were “very sure” or 
“extremely sure” that they would succeed at quitting. 

14.  Concern for personal health and concern about the effects of smoke on non-smokers were the 
reasons most commonly reported by smokers to think about quitting (82% and 73% of smokers 
respectively in 2010). Disapproval from friends and family and wanting to set an example for 
children were also frequently cited reasons to quit (62% and 55% respectively in 2010). 

15.  In 2010, tobacco control policies, such as smoke-free laws, health warnings, anti-smoking 
advertising, and price of cigarettes were cited by less than a third of smokers as reasons to quit. 
30% of smokers cited smoking restrictions at work and smoking restrictions in public places as 
reasons to quit. 27% cited price of cigarettes, 21% 
cited advertising/information about the health risks, 
and 13% cited warning labels as reasons for quitting. 
These are low compared to other high-income 
countries in the ITC Project, and suggest that more 
could be done in the Republic of Korea to encourage 
smokers to consider quitting by strengthening 
tobacco control policies. Moreover, all of these policy-
related reasons were less frequently cited in 2010 
than they were in 2005 and 2008, with the exception 
of smoking restrictions at work, which increased 
slightly from 26% in 2008 to 30% in 2010. Price 
was the reason for quitting that showed the largest 
decrease between 2005 and 2010, decreasing from 
38% of smokers in 2005 to 27% of smokers in 2008 
and 2010. 
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 16.  Approximately half of smokers (53% in 2008 and 2010) who visited their doctor or health 
professional received advice to quit. This is approximately the same percentage as in China, 
but lower than in Thailand and Malaysia where more than two-thirds of smokers who visited a 
health professional reported receiving advice to quit.

17.  The Republic of Korea has a strong national infrastructure to assist smokers in quitting. It is one 
of very few countries to have government-supported nationwide smoking cessation clinics. The 
majority of smokers (69% in 2008 and 71% in 2010) had heard about smoking cessation clinics 
in public health centers. Although less than a quarter of all smokers (12% in 2008 and 16% in 
2010) had actually visited a smoking cessation clinic, this percentage is higher than in France, 
Germany, Netherlands, Ireland, Australia, and New Zealand, according to ITC Surveys conducted 
in these countries. Half (50% in 2008 and 46% in 2010) of smokers in the Republic of Korea are 
interested in using cessation clinics.

18.  10% of smokers in 2010 had heard of the Quitline, and 2% of all smokers had actually used 
the service. One-third of smokers (34%) in 2010 said that they would be interested in using a 
quitline to receive free counselling to help quit smoking. 

19.  The majority (87%) of smokers in 2010 “support” or “strongly support” a law requiring national 
health insurance to cover stop-smoking medications. 

Smoke-free Public Places and Workplaces

20.  The Republic of Korea has not implemented a comprehensive ban on indoor smoking in 
workplaces and public places as recommended in the FCTC Article 8 Guidelines. Although 
observed smoking indoors in workplaces has decreased from 47% of smokers in 2005 to 32% 
in 2010, the decrease is very slight compared to other countries in which workplace bans have 
been implemented, where smoking in workplaces has decreased to less than 10%. The level of 
observed smoking in indoor workplaces is higher than other high-income ITC countries such 
as United States, Canada, Australia, France, and Ireland, and higher than middle-income ITC 
countries such as Brazil, Mexico, Malaysia, and Mauritius. 

21.  The Republic of Korea has the highest rate of observed smoking in restaurants and cafés among 
10 high-income ITC countries by an enormous margin. In 2010, 69% of smokers noticed smoking 
indoors in restaurants, only a slight decrease from 2008 when 75% of smokers reported 
noticing smoking indoors in these venues. This level of observed smoking in restaurants and 
cafés is much higher than in nearly all low- and middle-income countries in the ITC Project 
(Brazil, Mexico, Malaysia, Mauritius, and Thailand), lower than only China and Bangladesh. 

22.  Smokers’ support for complete smoking bans in restaurants and cafés nearly doubled from 17% 
in 2005 to 30% in 2008, and 29% of smokers in 2010. 

23.  The Republic of Korea has the highest rate of observed smoking in bars among 16 high- and 
middle-income countries. Across all three survey waves, 97% of smokers noticed smoking in 
pubs or bars at their last visit.

24.  Smokers’ support for complete smoking bans in bars and pubs has increased since 2005 (6% of 
smokers) but still remains low at 11% of smokers in 2010. It should be noted, however, that this 
level of support is similar to the level of support among smokers in Ireland prior to their highly 
successful implementation of a comprehensive smoke-free law (13%). 



25.  The majority of smokers (63%) “support” or “strongly support” the Health Promotion Act which 
designates certain public places as non-smoking areas. In 2010, there was strong support 
among smokers for a complete outdoor ban at school zones (71%), crosswalks (49%), and 
outdoor public playgrounds (38%). More than a quarter of smokers supported bans in parks 
(30%), within 5 meters of a building entrance (29%), and at tourist attractions (27%). 

26.  The prevalence of smoking in cars with non-smoking passengers and child passengers has 
decreased over time. In 2005, half of smokers (49%) said they never smoke in cars with non-
smokers, increasing to 65% in 2008 and 70% in 2010. Smoking in cars with children decreased 
from 17% of smokers in 2008 to 8% in 2010. 

27.  There is strong support among smokers for a ban on smoking in cars with children. 95% of 
smokers in 2008 and 94% in 2010 said that they would support such a law. 

28.  The prevalence of home smoking bans in the Republic of Korea has steadily increased between 
2005 and 2010 from almost a third (29%) of smokers in 2005 to over half (53%) of smokers  
in 2010. 

Health Warning labels

29.  The FCTC Article 11 Guidelines call for countries to implement pictorial warnings covering at 
least 50% of the principal surfaces of the pack. To date, the Republic of Korea still has smaller 
text-only warning labels. ITC Korea Survey findings demonstrate that these warnings are 
not effective among the majority of smokers and in general, all measures of warning label 
effectiveness have shown a decrease between 2005 and 2010.

30.  Noticing warnings decreased slightly from 40% of smokers in 2005 and 2008 to 38% at 2010. 

31.  Reading/looking closely at health warnings 
decreased from 35% of smokers in 2005 to 
26% in 2008 and 25% in 2010. 

32.  Health warnings made 34% of smokers 
think about the harms of smoking in 2005 
and 2008. This decreased slightly to 32% in 
2010. 

33.  Health warnings made 17% of smokers think 
about quitting in 2005. This decreased to 
12% of smokers in 2008 and 2010. 

34.  Only 5% of smokers in 2008 and 4% in 2010 
said that they had made an effort to avoid 
looking at or thinking about the labels.

35.  In 2005, 16% of smokers reported that the warnings had stopped them from having a cigarette 
when they wanted one at least once. This decreased to 12% in 2008 and 11% in 2010. 
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36.  Tar and nicotine information has been required on cigarette packs since 2002. In 2005, 10% of 
smokers said they had read or looked closely at this information “often” or “very often” in the 
last month. This percentage increased to 27% in 2008 and 29% in 2010. 

37.  In 2010, 19% of smokers said they “often” or “very often” noticed the information about 
carcinogens in cigarettes that was required on cigarette packs as of 2008. 37% reported that 
the carcinogen information makes them think about the risks of smoking, and 20% said that 
the information makes them more likely to quit.

38.  Over half (55%) of smokers in 2008 and 2010 reported that they want more health information 
on cigarette packs. The Republic of Korea has the third highest percentage of smokers of 15 ITC 
countries wanting more health information on cigarettes packs. 

39.  In 2010, the majority of smokers (81%) reported that they “support” or “strongly support” a 
law requiring quitting information on packs, and 83% “support” or “strongly support” a law 
requiring a quitline number on packs.

Misleading Brand Descriptors

40.  Article 11 of the FCTC calls for countries to ban the use of misleading 
descriptors (such as “low tar”, “light”, “ultra-light”, or “mild”) and 
packaging designs that are likely to be misleading about the product’s 
harmfulness (i.e., the use of lighter colours to convey that the brand is 
less harmful). To date, the Republic of Korea has not done so. Almost 
half (45%) of smokers believed that light cigarettes are smoother on 
the throat and chest, and almost a third (30%) believed that those who 
smoke light cigarettes take in less tar and that light cigarettes are less 
harmful (28%). 

41.  In 2010, about half of smokers believed that their current brand of 
cigarettes is smoother on the throat and chest (52%), and lighter in 
taste (51%). 

42.  Between 2008 and 2010, pack design became more important and 
health reasons less important in brand selection. Pack design as a 
reason for choosing their current brand increased from 10% of smokers 
in 2008 to 20% of smokers in 2010. In 2008, 24% of smokers identified 
“the brand may not be as bad for health” as a reason for choosing their 
current brand. This percentage decreased slightly to 21% in 2010. 

Popular brand among 
Korean smokers in 2010

43.  More than half of smokers support the implementation of plain 
packaging legislation: 53% of smokers in 2008 and 55% in 2010 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that tobacco companies should be 
required to sell cigarettes in plain packages.

Australia’s cigarette plain packaging



Tobacco advertising and Promotion

44.  Article 13 of the FCTC calls for countries to implement comprehensive bans on tobacco 
advertising and promotion. To date, the Republic of Korea has not implemented a 
comprehensive ban. Tobacco advertising is still present and noticed in several venues, including 
newspapers and magazines, and in retail stores where tobacco is sold. In 2010, 37% of smokers 
noticed cigarettes or tobacco products being advertised on store windows or inside stores 
where tobacco is sold in the last 6 months. Despite restrictions on advertising in newspapers 
and magazines (no advertising is permitted in publications intended for women and children; 
ads are permitted 60 times per year in magazines not targeted towards these groups), 22% of 
smokers noticed advertising in newspapers and magazines in the last 6 months. 19% noticed 
ads on posters and billboards in the last 6 months. 

45.  Tobacco sponsorship of social, cultural, musical, and sports events is permitted in the Republic 
of Korea, though sponsorship of events targeted toward women and youth is not allowed, and 
only the name of the sponsor may be advertised, not the product. Sponsored sports events 
were more commonly reported than sponsored arts events, but less than 10% of smokers 
reported seeing or hearing about sponsored events of either type in 2010. 

Education, Communication, and Public awareness

46.  While the Republic of Korea has implemented 
many different anti-smoking campaigns over 
the last decade, still less than a quarter of 
smokers (15% in 2005, 25% in 2008, 14% 
in 2010) said that they had “often” or “very 
often” noticed anti-smoking or quitting 
information in the last 6 months. This level 
of noticing is lower than in nearly all high-
income countries in the ITC Project. 

47.  The majority of smokers said they had 
noticed such information specifically on 
television (73% in 2005, 76% in 2008, 61%  
in 2010). 

48.  Cigarette packs were almost equally as 
prominent a source of information as 
television advertisements (58% in 2005, 
69% in 2008, 56% in 2010), pointing to the 
value of health warnings as a cost-effective 
method for informing the public of the 
harmfulness of cigarettes. 

8
ITC National Report: Korea (2005-2010) — Background and Key Findings



49.  While smokers’ awareness of the health 
effects of smoking has generally increased 
across survey waves, overall knowledge 
was still fairly low in 2010. Just over half 
of smokers were aware that second-hand 
smoke can cause heart attacks in non-
smokers (56%) and that smoking can cause 
strokes (54%). Knowledge gaps were also 
evident for blindness (39%), bladder cancer 
(30%), and breast cancer (28%). 

Tobacco Price and Taxation

50.  In 2004, the Republic of Korea increased tobacco taxes by 500 Korean Won (approximately 
USD $0.50) per pack. Since that time, there has been no tax increase, and the ITC Korea Survey 
shows the negative impact of this lack of tax increase on efforts to reduce tobacco use. 

51.  Affordability of cigarettes has increased between 2005 and 2010 with an average annual 
increase in the affordability index of 1.69%; this demonstrates that the price of cigarettes has 
not increased in line with income growth. In 2010, smokers only spent on average 3.1% of 
their income on cigarettes — the lowest percentage of all of the high-income countries in the 
ITC Project. The Republic of Korea was one of only two of the nine high-income ITC countries 
included in the analyses where cigarette affordability increased over time.

52.  Current price and tax measures are not having a strong effect on smoking behavior. In 2010, 
very few smokers (only 5%) said that price was a reason for choosing their brand, and only 
a third (35%) of smokers said that they “often” or “very often” think about the money they 
spend on cigarettes – among the lowest of high-income ITC countries. Price of the brand was 
cited least often as a factor affecting brand choice decisions (7% of smokers in 2008 and 5% 
of smokers in 2010). All indicators of price and tax policy effectiveness showed a decrease over 
time, and this points to the need for changes in tax policies to reduce demand for cigarettes. 

53.  There is support among smokers in the Republic of Korea for stronger price and tax policies in 
Korea. In 2010, approximately a third (31%) of smokers recognized that raising cigarette prices 
would be effective in reducing smoking prevalence in the Republic of Korea. 

54.  While the majority of smokers report that they buy their cigarettes from retail stores and  
there is very little evidence of tax avoidance in the Republic of Korea, the majority (67% in 2008 
and 64% in 2010) of smokers say that they support restricting the number of places where 
cigarettes are sold.
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“Our government is working to 
introduce stricter regulations. 

We will require not only 
pictorial warnings but detailed 
ingredients on cigarette packs. 

The sponsorship of events 
by tobacco companies will 
be banned as well. We are 

committed to strengthening 
tobacco control based on the 

findings of this report.”

Chemin Rim 
Minister of Health and Welfare 

Republic of Korea
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Bangladesh
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Canada
China (Mainland)
France

Germany
India
Ireland
Kenya
Malaysia
Mauritius
Mexico
Netherlands

New Zealand
Republic of Korea
Thailand
United Kingdom
Uruguay
United States of America
Zambia

20+ countries • 50% of the world’s population 
60% of the world’s smokers • 70% of the world’s tobacco users
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