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TOVE SOHLBERG

How low can we go? Tobacco control in Sweden

Commentary

The Nordic welfare states share similar 

characteristics both politically and insti-

tutionally, and policy making is grounded 

in the assumption that universal social 

policies have an effect on public health. 

Also, the Nordic countries share linguistic 

and social experiences and have a tradi-

tion of co-operation and information ex-

change, mainly through the Nordic Coun-

cil and the Nordic Council of Ministers. 

As a result there are many shared views 

on tobacco control, albeit with differences 

in timing (Hakala & Waller, 2003). Name-

ly, in this Nordic context Sweden has by 

no means been a forerunner. While a law 

on health warnings and content declara-

tions was unique at the time, it was not 

until 1993 that the more scattered regula-

tions (declarations of contents, warning 

labels, some advertising limitations) were 

brought under a single comprehensive law 

– in comparison to, for example, the Nor-

wegian tobacco act from 1975. 

Unlike Norway, Sweden is a member of 

the EU and thereby obliged to act in ac-

cordance with the EU directives. Conse-

quently, the Swedish tobacco policy is to 

a great extent influenced not only by the 

Framework Convention on Tobacco Con-

trol (FCTC) of the World Health Organi-

zation, but also by the European Union. 

The original Swedish act from 1993 was 

revised (SOU 2016:14) in May 2016 to im-

plement the European Directive on Tobac-

co Products (2014/40/EU). The amended 

rules include more stringent requirements 

for the labelling of tobacco packages, 

stricter rules on certain hazardous addi-

tives and a ban on cigarettes with distinc-

tive flavours. Such measures, at least the 

first two, are probably not perceived as a 

top-down approach by smokers, and the 

implementation is unlikely to meet strong 

opposition. However, the investigation 

that prepared these revisions also pro-

posed more concrete proposals (meant to 

enter into force in 2018), such as an ex-

pansion of the smoking ban to outdoor 

settings in restaurants and pubs, in out-

side entrances the public has access to, at 

stops and platforms for public transporta-

tion, on sports fields and in playgrounds.  

This is partly to eliminate unwilling ex-

posure to second-hand smoke, but the 

stated purpose of these actions is to re-

duce the use of tobacco. Yet it includes a 

ban on smoking e-cigarettes in smoke-free 

environments, with the purpose to denor-

malise smoking. Also, a display ban on 

tobacco products is proposed, including 

Swedish snus. Thus, the overall aim is, as 

I see it, to reduce the use of tobacco by de-

normalising smoking. 

Generally, price and taxation are con-

sidered effective means in tobacco pre-

vention (see, for example, Article 6 of 

the FCTC), and in line with this the EU 

introduced common minimum tax levels 

in 1993. Sweden put this rule in place in 

1997, which resulted in more expensive 

products. Not only was this followed by 

an increase in cigarette smuggling and 
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cross-border shopping but the general 

population was also opposed to higher 

taxes. The Swedish Parliament therefore 

decided to lower the taxes to the previous 

levels. Lund (2016) points out that knowl-

edge of public support is an important fac-

tor for a successful implementation, and 

the experience from the Swedish tax raise 

supports this. 

So, what is the case in Sweden? Opin-

ion polls from 2009 show that a majority 

of the Swedish population support even 

tighter control of availability and smoking 

places (A Non Smoking Generation, 2009; 

Tobaksfakta, 2009). In relation to the more 

recent proposals, the Swedish Cancer So-

ciety (2016) commissioned an opinion poll 

directed to 18–89-year-old respondents. 

The findings showed strong support (three 

out of four) for bans in public places such 

as outdoor seating areas in restaurants and 

pubs, at transport stops and in the play-

grounds. It also appears that a majority are 

positive to a display ban; public support 

for a strengthening of the Swedish tobacco 

control seems strong. However, only four 

out of ten smokers are said to support a 

display ban. Thus, these results focus on 

the public opinion in general rather than 

considering smokers’ opinions in any de-

tail. As in Norway, smoking in Sweden 

is declining: about 11% of the Swedish 

population now smoke on a daily basis. In 

line with Lund’s argument, public support 

therefore becomes almost equivalent with 

the opinions of non-smokers. The Public 

Health Agency responded to the proposed 

tobacco control strategies that any inter-

vention aimed at improving public health 

should include information, because edu-

cation and information help to create an 

understanding of the policies. Lund’s arti-

cle shows that interventions such as ban-

ning outdoor smoking need to be support-

ed by scientific arguments of health risks 

to others, and that smoking as a behaviour 

that annoys non-smokers is not a strong 

enough argument. It is truly a challenge to 

make the ban on outdoor smoking (includ-

ing the smoking of e-cigarettes) trustwor-

thy. Indeed, excessive second-hand smoke 

policies might risk branding tobacco con-

trol advocates as extremists whose agenda 

abandons all proportionality in the formu-

lation of policy (Chapman, 2007). 

It is common knowledge that cigarette 

smoking has negative health consequenc-

es. Still, people do smoke. So what purpose 

does smoking fulfil? There are quite a few 

differences between women’s and men’s 

reasons to smoke. For example, women 

state that having a cigarette is a possibil-

ity to enjoy a break from work (Sohlberg, 

2015). Not only are smokers a minority 

group whose public voice is diminish-

ing, they also have a possibly vulnerable 

life situation: smoking in Sweden is more 

prevalent in socio-economically disadvan-

taged groups (low educational level, low 

income and probably less opportunity to 

influence their work situation). Feelings 

and experiences of stigmatisation due to 

smoking add to this life situation, making 

the ethical questions, as pointed out in the 

article, an important part of a nuanced de-

bate on tobacco control.
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