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Abstract: This research chooses the method of narrative literature review to analyze the barriers in
implementing tobacco regulatory policies in China and explore the strategies that can overcome these
challenges. China is the world’s largest producer and consumer of tobacco products. Although the
prevalence of cigarette smoking declined from 34.5% to 27.7% between 1984 and 2015, the reduction
over the 30 years has been slow. Therefore, effective tobacco regulatory policies are necessary.
However, as the tobacco industry is one of the major sources of government revenue and an
indispensable part of the national economy, the implementation of tobacco regulatory policies
faces many challenges. In terms of the institutional dimension, the ambiguous attitude of national
institutions and tobacco companies’ development strategies impede the enforcement of tobacco
policies. In addition, the primary economic barrier to tobacco control is the unwillingness of
the government to raise value-added tax on tobacco. Finally, the social customs of exchanging
individual cigarettes and gifting packaged cigarettes among adults and juveniles in China hinder the
implementation of tobacco regulatory policies. In this case, a combined strategy of top-down and
bottom-up approaches can remove these barriers, such as using the authoritative power to control
tobacco use and raising non-smokers’ awareness of smoking risks and public education.

Keywords: China; cigarettes; government regulations; health behavior; implementation science;
social activism; smoking; tobacco

1. Introduction

China is the world’s largest producer and consumer of tobacco products. The Chinese tobacco
industry consists of tobacco cultivation, tobacco manufacture, and tobacco trade systems [1]. In terms of
tobacco cultivation, tobacco is cultivated in all provinces and municipalities except for Beijing, Shanghai,
Tianjin, and Tibet. Some of the second- and third-tier cities, such as Yunnan and Guizhou, even rely on
tobacco to develop their local economies [1]. In terms of tobacco manufacturing, the Chinese tobacco
industry is state-owned, which means a monopoly over the production of tobacco has been established
and controlled by the governments. Despite reducing its production from 3,250,000 to 2,200,000 metric
tons between 2010 and 2019, China remains the world’s largest tobacco producer [2]. The tobacco
trade system mainly includes distribution points and point-of-sale subsystems. From 1996 to 2000,
China invested about 4.2 billion yuan in the tobacco distribution system, and 16530 distribution points
were established nationwide [3]. Yang et al. summarized the overall status of the smoking prevalence
in China [4]. According to the first national tobacco use survey, conducted by the National Patriotic
Health Campaign Committee in 1984, the average smoking rate among the Chinese population was
34.45%. In 2002, according to the Behavioral Risk Factors Survey, the prevalence of smoking among
the Chinese population was 31.4%. In 2015, the smoking rate in China was 27.7% [5]. Although the
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smoking rate has been declining, the reduction over the past 20 years was not enough: it decreased by
merely 6.75% [6]. Apart from active smoking, about 70% of adults are exposed to second-hand smoke
(SHS) every week, and nearly 100,000 people die from SHS in China every year [7].

Scholars hold various views on the impacts of tobacco use in China. It is undeniable that,
in terms of health, almost all scholars in this area have reached the consensus that smoking causes
serious harm to physical health [8]. First of all, smoking causes many diseases. Case-control research
in major Chinese cities has found a close correlation between lung cancer incidence and smoking.
Smokers aged between 35 and 69 are about three times more likely to develop lung cancer than
non-smokers [9]. In addition, smoking is one of the leading risk factors for premature death. In China,
the death rate associated with smoking is remarkably high, and the number will continue to rise.
By 2010, about 1 million people in China had died from smoking. It is estimated that this number will
increase to 2 million by 2025 [10]. Most fatalities due to smoking are in persons below 65 years of age,
thus preventing them from becoming old enough to suffer the very expensive illnesses of old age.
Therefore, smoking restriction increases life expectancy from a long-term perspective. In terms of the
economy, although the tobacco industry contributes half of the government’s revenue, some scholars
from China, such as Hu et al., indicate that smoking does bring negative effects to the national health,
thus putting pressure on national medical care [11]. On the one hand, smoking leads to an increase
in national investment in medical costs. According to a report from the National Health and Family
Planning Commission, annual healthcare costs by smokers were 20% to 25% higher than healthcare
costs for non-smokers since 2004 [12]. The increase of government investment in healthcare means the
inevitable decrease in investment in other fields, such as education, which may lead to an imbalance in
national development. On the other hand, smoking also affects the workers’ productivity due to the
health problem it causes. Tobacco-related health problems mainly affect the middle-aged population,
which is the backbone of the workforce, thus posing an obstacle to overall economic growth [13].

There are many products on the Chinese tobacco market, some of which may be of value for
tobacco harm reduction, such as e-cigarettes. As the products that reduce tobacco harm are beyond
the scope of this research, this article focuses on three traditional anti-smoking interventions that are
related to combustible cigarettes: smoke-free policies, tobacco taxes, and health warnings on tobacco
products. Smoke-free policies in China can be divided into two dimensions: the national dimension
and the urban dimension. Zhang et al. state that the Chinese government has taken many supportive
measures to control tobacco use from the national dimension, such as the ban on smoking in all places
related to children, announced by the Ministry of Health in 2007 [14]. In terms of the urban dimension,
more than 12 cities in China have taken action to enact or amend legislation about the smoke-free
environment. For instance, the capital city of Heilongjiang province has enacted regulations to protect
people from passive smoking [15]. Some scholars assert that the most effective way to reduce tobacco
use is to increase tobacco taxes [16]. However, the controversy about whether the increase of tobacco
taxes will damage the national economic development has always existed. Jha et al. insist that raising
tobacco taxes will not damage the government’s profits and economic development [17]. In contrast,
there are also people who argue that the smuggling activity would increase and emerge as a challenging
issue to deal with if the taxes on cigarettes were to be raised. They also claim that it would affect
the economy and make it hard to control the tar and nicotine content of cigarettes. Yang et al. argue
that it is cost-effective for the government to impose health warning labels on tobacco products [18].
In October 2008, the health warning labels were placed in the main display area, covering 30% of the
front and 30% of the package’s back. Warning messages have also been changed to “quit smoking to
reduce health risks” and “quitting smoking early is good for health”. However, Wan et al. state that
the size and information of the tobacco packaging warning in China still need to improve to meet the
requirements of the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) [19]. As the tobacco industry
has emerged as an indispensable part of the national economy by contributing a great deal to the
government’s revenue, China will face many challenges in trying to implement the existing tobacco
regulatory policies.
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The aims of this research are to (1) summarize the current governmental tobacco production
and consumption policies, (2) identify and analyze the barriers to effective health-promoting policy
changes, and (3) propose a comprehensive implementation strategy for tobacco-related reforms in
China. Much of the literature on smoking restrictions in China discusses the current status of tobacco
use and existing tobacco regulatory policies. Most scholars in this field have also concluded that
the implementation of tobacco regulatory policies in China is not yet up to expectations. However,
the difficulties in implementing these policies have gained little attention. Hence, this study summarizes
what has been accomplished regarding tobacco control in China, without repetition, and analyzes
the barriers to effective tobacco regulatory policies in China. In addition, the current research in this
field fails to combine theory and reality. Many studies have mentioned the improvement of existing
tobacco policies, but few scholars have analyzed strategies to overcome the policy deficiencies from
the perspective of implementation theories. Therefore, this article analyzes the potential strategies by
which we can overcome these difficulties in combination with the theories of policy implementation.
Theoretically, the review of barriers to tobacco policy implementation provides new insights and lays
the basis for future research.

2. Materials and Methods

There are three reasons why the literature-based method was chosen for this study. First of all,
by the literature-based method, we can comprehensively and correctly grasp the research subject’s
status quo and make the best use of the existing knowledge, experience, and scientific research
achievements to help researchers identify research topics [20]. Moreover, we can also use this method
to build on ideas and make some innovation points in this research. Finally, scholars hold different
views on tobacco control in China, and the literature-based method can evaluate the published articles
and provide some of the best evidence available to us [21].

The literature-based approach involves a variety of methods. Narrative literature reviews (NRs)
and systematic literature reviews (SRs) are the most widely used among them [22]. NRs have been
applied in this research. Compared with SRs, NRs are more suitable for general debates and the
evaluation of previous studies and insufficient knowledge at present [23]. Although there are many
studies related to the pros and cons of tobacco policies in China, and most scholars agree that the
implementation of these policies has not fully met the requirements or achieved the expected results, it is
necessary to explore the barriers to implementing these policies. Through the NRs, we can summarize
previous studies, avoid repetition, and observe the gaps. However, the most prominent weaknesses
are the intense subjectivity in the selection of literature and the possible bias in the conclusions [24].
This research will review academic articles and search for governmental and non-governmental reports
to minimize this disadvantage.

Four eligibility criteria are adopted in this article to identify relevant publications. In terms
of the research field, all publications should be related to tobacco control in China. As regards
the topic, the search terms are divided into two types. When searching for the literature on the
implementation of tobacco policies in China, the key terms are “tobacco policy + barriers + China”.
When searching for the literature related to policy implementation theories, the key term is “theories of
implementation”. The specific search terms are listed in Table 1. In terms of the publication type, three
types of literature are included in this research: (1) Academic articles—Peer-reviewed articles published
in prestigious journals; (2) Government report—Reports published by the Ministry of health about
tobacco policies in China; (3) Non-governmental reports—Reports from different non-governmental
organizations which support tobacco control in China. Finally, as tobacco use is a long-standing
problem in China, the published years of the literature are divided into two sections: 1999–2010 and
2010–2020. The year 1999 has been chosen as the beginning point because this year is a turning point in
the development of Chinese tobacco policies. In 1999, tobacco control became part of the government’s
agenda. By reviewing the literature released in the past 20 years, the development and changes in
tobacco regulatory policies over time can be clearly presented.
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Table 1. Search terms of literature.

Category Keywords

tobacco policy smoke-free tobacco taxes health warning
barriers political leadership national institutions tobacco companies social customs

theories of
implementation top-down bottom-up

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Institutional Barriers to Effective Tobacco Regulatory Policy Implementation

3.1.1. Institutional Barriers at the National Institutional Level

Any attempt to control tobacco production and consumption growth must consider the complexity
of Chinese tobacco institutions [25]. The central node in the institutions is the State Tobacco Monopoly
Administration (STMA). Hence, this section introduces the structure of the STMA and discusses the
institutional barriers to the implementation of tobacco policies through the STMA’s ambiguous attitude
toward smoking restriction.

In 1984, the STMA was established. From 1984 to 2008, the STMA changed its bureaucracy several
times, and finally, the newly established Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) was
put in charge [26]. To prevent tobacco-related official corruption, the Central Discipline Inspection
Commission of the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) has set up an internal investigation team at the
STMA [27]. A report from the World Health Organization states that the STMA is ambiguous about
tobacco control as a government agency that oversees the national tobacco industry [28]. On the one
hand, the STMA insists that tobacco is harmful to human health. On the other hand, it is concerned that
tobacco control affects social stability because many people are dependent on tobacco cultivation and
sale for their living [29]. There are two reasons for this contradictory attitude. The first reason is that
the rapid growth of the tobacco industry makes the STMA control 40% of the entire tobacco industry’s
profits in China. Thus, the STMA is not willing to place strict restrictions on tobacco production
and sales [30]. Research from China points out that compared with other state-owned industries,
tobacco interest groups have three unique advantages [31]. Firstly, the STMA, which oversees the
tobacco industry, is the same body as the CNTC, regulating tobacco production and sale. Secondly,
due to the fact that it benefits heavily from the lucrative business of the tobacco industry in its dual
identity, the STMA is more likely to represent the tobacco industry’s interests than any other large
state-owned enterprise [32]. Thirdly, the STMA has a stable vertical network of branches, which helps
to promote the development of the tobacco industry [33]. Another reason is that the STMA is trying to
enhance the global competitiveness of the Chinese tobacco industry by increasing the production of
cigarettes in China. Due to this reason, the Chinese tobacco industry needs to produce more cigarettes.
Hence, the STMA decided not to issue production licenses to tobacco companies with an annual
production capacity of less than 5 billion cigarettes to encourage the tobacco industry to increase its
productivity [34]. This behavior runs counter to the requirement of reducing tobacco production
through tobacco regulatory policies.

3.1.2. Institutional Barriers at the Tobacco Company Level

It is undeniable that the national institutions play a crucial role in implementing tobacco regulatory
policies. However, due to the multi-level tobacco economy, subnational stakeholders such as tobacco
companies cannot be ignored [35]. Tobacco companies and factories have been the most active
participants in promoting tobacco development in China [36]. The Hongta Group, based in Yunnan
province, is the largest Chinese cigarette maker and one of the world’s largest tobacco companies,
with a production of 93 billion cigarettes every year. In the Chinese tobacco industry, Hongta Group is
often considered as “the banner of the national industry in China” [37]. Thus, in this section, the Hongta
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Group will be taken as an example to discuss how tobacco companies impede the implementation of
tobacco regulatory policies.

A study from China demonstrates that the Hongta Group’s obstacles to tobacco policies’
implementation are mainly reflected in its development strategy [38]. First, the Hongta Group
“persuaded” the Yunnan provincial government to introduce policies that would benefit the
development of tobacco companies. In 1988, a large earthquake struck Yunnan Province. After the
event, the Hongta Group lobbied the provincial government to introduce a policy of “expanding tobacco
production to alleviate the damage caused by the earthquake” [39]. In this case, the government’s
measure to expand tobacco production was due to the fact that it needed to raise more funds. In addition,
the Hongta Group has taken various measures to expand its domestic market. Since 1994, the Hongta
Group has set up about 12,000 tobacco stores all over the country [40]. Later, the Hongta Group has
established stores selling Hongta brand cigarettes in airports in six major cities, including Shenzhen,
Shanghai, etc. Finally, the Hongta Group has adopted the strategy of mergers and acquisitions.
It merged with Changchun tobacco factory and acquired Liaoning tobacco company, in Shenyang,
and Hainan tobacco company, in Sanya [41]. These mergers and acquisitions have led to a rapid growth
in tobacco production in the Hongta Group, which is not conducive to the implementation of tobacco
regulatory policies.

3.2. Economic Barriers to Effective Tobacco Regulatory Policy Implementation

The economic barriers to implementing tobacco regulatory policies are mainly reflected in tobacco
taxes. Increasing tobacco taxes is one of the most effective ways to reduce tobacco use [42]. However,
there has been a debate between academics and government institutions over whether to raise tobacco
taxes in the context of controlling tobacco. Although an academic study from China has shown that
increasing tobacco taxes does not reduce government revenues [43], government institutions such as
the STMA are concerned that a decline in tobacco consumption will diminish the contribution of the
tobacco industry to the national economy. To enforce tobacco policies more effectively, it is necessary
to change the government’s unwillingness to increase the value-added tobacco tax. The government’s
attitude toward the tobacco tax is influences by three main factors: government revenues, inflation,
and employment. Therefore, this section briefly introduces the structure of tobacco taxes in China and
discusses the relationship between tobacco taxes and these three factors.

3.2.1. The Structure of Tobacco-Related Taxes in China

China has three kinds of tobacco taxes. The first one is the tobacco leaf tax. Before 2005, the tobacco
leaf tax fell under the agricultural tax. In 2006, it was redesigned as a special tobacco tax, and the tax
rate was reduced from 31% to 20% [44]. The central government points out that the tobacco leaf tax is
a macro-adjusting measure to control tobacco production and consumption and can be taken as an
effective tobacco regulatory policy. Besides, it is a major source of revenue for the local governments.
The second one is the value-added tax (VAT). A report from the World Health Organization indicates
that a 17% VAT was imposed on cigarette production in 1994 [45]. The imposition of VAT can raise
the price of tobacco products, thus reducing tobacco consumption and achieving the goal of smoking
restriction. In 2001, the cigarette excise tax was divided into two parts: one is the specific excise tax,
the other is an ad valorem tax. The specific excise tax of all cigarettes is RMB 150 per box. An ad
valorem tax of 45% is levied on cigarettes with a production price of 50 yuan or more, and of 30% on
cigarettes with a value of less than 50 yuan [46].

3.2.2. Tobacco Taxes and Government Revenue

The tobacco taxes are important and reliable sources of revenue for the central government.
For example, in 1997, China collected 90 billion yuan of tobacco taxes, accounting for about 11% of
the central government’s revenue [47]. Other factors also contribute to amplifying the importance of
tobacco taxes. First of all, in some agricultural provinces in China, such as Yunnan province, the tax
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levied by the local governments on tobacco leaves is the primary source of its revenue. The local
governments receive revenue mainly from two tobacco taxes: a 100% tobacco leaf tax and a 25%
value-added tax [43]. In addition, the central and local governments share cigarette taxes from
product taxes. The central government gives incentives to the local governments to promote cigarette
production by giving them a 25% share of the VAT on cigarette products. The revenue-sharing scheme
prompts the local governments to protect their interests in cigarette production, which leads to a local
monopoly of tobacco production, in violation of the overall national goal of tobacco production [44].
Finally, the CNTC, a state-owned enterprise, provides the central government with a large amount of
value-added taxes. As a result, higher tobacco taxes lead to reduced demand for cigarettes, and the
measure that the central and local governments have taken would actually damage their revenues.
However, research from India demonstrates that raising tobacco taxes will not damage the Chinese
government’s revenue and economic development [15]. By imposing an extra 10% tax on each cigarette
pack, the Chinese government would raise more than twice as much as the total lost revenue from the
industry, tobacco farmers, and local taxes [48].

3.2.3. Tobacco Taxes and Inflation

Consumer price indices reflect the average prices paid by typical consumers in a country.
The growth percentage in consumer price indices measured the inflation rate which directly affects the
domestic interest rate and foreign exchange rate [46]. The government’s unwillingness to raise tobacco
taxes is due to its concerned that it will lead to inflation, especially in countries where wages are pegged
to inflation or government policies require low inflation. Linegar and Walbeek (2018) explain that
the impact of an increase in tobacco taxes on inflation depends on the percentage increase in tobacco
prices and the weight given to tobacco prices when calculating the price index [47]. For instance,
if the taxes account for 50% of a tobacco product’s price, a 100% tax increase would raise the price
by 50%. If the weight of tobacco products in the price index is 3%, the index will rise by 1.5% [33].
The percentage of tobacco expenditure in the total population can be used to estimate the impact of
tobacco expenditure on the consumer price index. In fact, cigarettes account for only slightly more than
1% of all household expenditure In China [48]. Therefore, tobacco may play a small role in the price
index. Besides, since the weight used to calculate price indices changes little and the consumption of
products decreases due to tax increases, the impact of tobacco taxes’ increase on inflation might be
exaggerated [15].

3.2.4. Tobacco Taxes and Employment

Apart from revenues and inflation, employment is the third factor for the government’s reluctance
to raise tobacco taxes. An argument against raising tobacco taxes is that higher taxes would lead
to fewer jobs and even a weaker economy [49]. The government argues that reductions in tobacco
consumption would result in job losses in the tobacco industry. However, this is just one part of
the picture. The number of tobacco-related jobs is overestimated because many are part-time and
seasonal [44]. Due to the changes in prices, resources are constantly transferred between industries
in a dynamic economy. Therefore, it is important to consider the relationship between tobacco taxes
and net employment. As tobacco taxes increase, tobacco consumption decreases, and resources are
transferred to other industries [50]. When consumers spend less on tobacco, they spend more on
other goods, which directly creates more employment opportunities in other fields. The additional
revenue generated by raising tobacco taxes does not disappear from the economy but is redirected
by the government to other uses, creating jobs and profits in these areas [51]. In general, the loss in
the tobacco sector is offset by a reallocation that generates alternative business opportunities in other
sectors of the economy, as well as the jobs and income associated with them. Therefore, based on
the existing evidence, it does seem that an increase in tobacco taxes will bring negative effects on
employment in the country.
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3.3. Social Barriers to the Effective Implementation of Tobacco Regulatory Policies

Social custom is one of the most significant barriers to implementing tobacco regulatory policies [51].
Smoking has already been accepted by the public as a part of the customs of Chinese society. Since China
has no formal laws limiting the minimum age for tobacco consumption, giving gifts and sharing
cigarettes is common not only among adults but also among juveniles [52]. Individual cigarettes are
generally exchanged in daily life, while whole packages or cartons of cigarettes are mainly given
as gifts on holidays and special occasions [53]. Efforts to regulate tobacco use require an in-depth
understanding of these social practices and customs. This section discusses the social barriers from
two perspectives: cigarette sharing and cigarette gifting.

3.3.1. Cigarette Sharing

The prevalence of cigarette sharing in China can heavily affect the public attitude toward
smoking and tobacco control. In different social contexts, the custom of sharing individual cigarettes
is quite popular among members of different economic classes, including doctors, businessmen,
and workers [54]. The most common motive for sharing cigarettes among different groups is to show
courtesy. Men sharing cigarettes is usually related to masculinity. When two or more people gather
together, regardless of whether they are meeting for the first time or have met before, they offer to
share cigarettes with each other. If the second round of smoking is initiated, the responsibility for
providing cigarettes is rotated among the group members to ensure an equal sharing [55]. This routine
can be repeated many times, lasting several hours, and it not only promotes an active social interaction
between men but also contributes to the consumption of a variety of cigarettes. To confirm the social
status assigned by a particular brand, the price of cigarettes varies greatly [56]. Cigarettes given
to a boss or business partner can be more expensive than those given to a neighbor or a doorman.
In addition, sharing individual cigarettes is repeatedly described as a way to express the intimate
relationship between giver and recipient [57]. Developing and maintaining such a relationship is
actually beneficial to them in this competitive society. Smokers have adapted to this custom because
refusing to share cigarettes can be interpreted as disrespectful. Ma et al. explain that refusing to accept
cigarettes can be considered very rude behavior and may even lead to social exclusion [58]. In terms of
gender, according to the World Health Organization, 57% of adult men smoke, but only 3% of adult
women do. The widely held social norms exempted or even discouraged women from participating in
exchanging personal cigarettes, so the tobacco exchange in China was limited to men [52]. However,
as China continues to develop, these social norms that discourage women from smoking are likely to
fade away, exposing more women to the social pressure of smoking. Hence, controlling the sharing of
cigarettes is essential not only to reduce the smoking rate among men but also to prevent a potential
increase in smoking among women.

3.3.2. Cigarette Gifting

Apart from the random gift, it is also common to give cigarettes as formal gifts in China. This social
custom has increased the production of tobacco and seriously hindered the implementation of tobacco
regulatory policies. To understand how deeply rooted the custom of cigarette gifting is in Chinese
society, it is necessary to have a broad understanding of Chinese culture, customs, and ideologies,
which can be traced back to the mainstream values in China—Confucianism [59]. Confucianism
emphasizes the use of etiquette as the key to maintaining a harmonious social hierarchy. The clearest
measure of whether a person’s behavior is in line with the proper etiquette and social status is the
gift [60]. In Chinese culture, this ritualized way of giving gifts has been incorporated into cigarettes.
Acceptance of cigarettes can represent a person’s willingness to engage in future business partnerships,
legal or otherwise [61]. Individuals can excuse themselves from accepting cigarettes in public places
where smoking prohibition is imposed. However, in reality, they just want to avoid establishing
business relationships with the cigarette carriers.



Societies 2020, 10, 101 8 of 13

During the Mid-Autumn Festival and the Lunar New Year, complimentary packaged cigarettes
are most common. People give expensive cigarettes to their families as gifts to show respect for the
recipients and show the givers’ financial success [62]. Ironically, a son or daughter who urges their
parents to quit smoking is actually giving them expensive cigarettes as gifts. Chinese research points
out that the reason behind this phenomenon is a misconception that more expensive cigarettes are
inherently healthier, and therefore seem to be a more appropriate gift. There are three main reasons why
people like giving cigarettes as gifts. Firstly, cigarettes are easy to carry, easy to buy, and non-perishable,
and the price is well known among gift-givers and recipients [63]. Additionally, gifts with unequal
values can lead to tension and disrespect on both sides. By giving cigarettes as a gift, the giver can
make sure that the receiver will not misjudge the value of the gift. Finally, even for non-smokers,
cigarettes are a suitable gift as well because they can transfer the cigarettes to their smoking friends
and family members, thus saving them from buying gifts for others. Giving away expensive cigarettes
is a heavy burden for lower-income Chinese families, that tend to be more focused on identity-oriented
consumption. For these families, spending on cigarettes for personal use and gifts reduces spending
on food, utilities, and education, which adversely affects other family members [64].

3.4. Potential Strategies to Remove Barriers

In China, many stakeholders are involved in the effort to implement smoking restrictions, such as
the top political leaders, the national institutions, tobacco companies, etc. Hence, the promotion of
tobacco control requires efforts from two dimensions: the top and the bottom. This section proposes a
combined strategy of top-down and bottom-up implementation approaches to remove the barriers to
effective tobacco control.

3.4.1. Top-Down Implementation Approach

Under the Communist Party of China (CPC)-led multi-party cooperation and political consultation
system [65], the National People’s Congress (NPC) is responsible for enacting laws. The Prime Minister
is the head of government, directly headed by the President, who is the head of the state and the
chairman of the political party [64]. This top-down management system is well designed. Once a senior
official decides to enforce a policy initiative, the country can have a well-structured administration.
Thus, the crucial success factor for smoking restriction in China is the top-level authority and appropriate
leadership. It should be noted that the department responsible for tobacco production and sales should
not be associated with the department in charge of tobacco control. The slow progress of tobacco control
in China is mainly related to some government institutions, such as the STMA. Thus, ideally, a new
National Tobacco Control Agency should be created directly under the State Council to coordinate
tobacco regulatory actions.

By reviewing the existing evidence about the impact of tobacco taxes, the advocates of tobacco
control should persuade the top leadership to adjust the existing tobacco policy. According to the
Chinese existing tobacco tax system, improving the specific excise tax is the most convenient choice [41].
The specific excise tax is easy to collect, as is monitoring fake cigarette smuggling [65]. The current
specific excise tax is low, only RMB 0.06 per pack. In order to control smoking more effectively,
the specific excise tax should be increased to RMB 1 per pack. Apart from the specific excise tax,
the Chinese government should also consider removing the tobacco tax revenue sharing between the
central and local government, since local government sometimes subsidizes economically inefficient
factories to produce excess tobacco leaf and cigarettes [42]. Replacing revenue sharing with the existing
central government revenue transfer mechanism between the local governments and the central
government can support local fiscal needs. The top-down approach emphasizes formal guidance on
the issues and factors that are easy to manipulate, leading to centralization and control. However,
some scholars have questioned this approach. Berman (1978) concludes that the top-down approach
often ignores the diversity of the participants and policies with multiple objectives, and policy makers
cannot control the process of policy implementation [66]. Hence, only the participation of top political
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leadership and lower-level actors in the enforcement of tobacco regulatory policies is efficient to
overcome the barriers.

3.4.2. Bottom-Up Implementation Approach

In addition to top-level leadership, a bottom-up approach is also needed to promote the
implementation of tobacco regulatory policies. The public would embrace this approach because they
can participate in tobacco control. Momentum for change at the bottom level will give top leaders
an incentive to control tobacco. Although there are 300 million smokers in China, the number of
non-smokers is still larger than that of smokers [5]. Progress in tobacco control can only be accelerated
when non-smokers realize that second-hand smoke is harmful to their health and that they deserve a
smoke-free environment. With the widespread use of internet technology, social media and mainstream
media can be used to increase people’s awareness of the risks of smoking [66].

Partnerships among civil society and non-government organizations, opinion leaders, and other
advocates can be an activator for the change in tobacco control. As part of the mission, other non-government
organizations such as the Chinese Red Cross and the All-China Women’s Federation as well as academic
institutions such as the Chinese Preventive Medicine Association have begun to organize public education
activities on the risks of tobacco in recent years [5]. Meanwhile, international organizations such as the
World Health Organization, the American Cancer Society, and the Red Cross are also supporting tobacco
regulatory programs in China by providing enough funds [67].

The pro-smoking culture in China can best be challenged by public education. Tobacco control
advocates should work closely with the Publicity Department of the Chinese Communist Party,
the Ministry of Education, the State Administration of Radio, Film and Television, and other
governmental and non-governmental organizations to educate the public about the health risks
of smoking [23]. Public education should first be targeted at doctors and other medical professionals
as well as medical schools.

3.5. Goals, Strengths, and Limitations

The goal of this paper is to encourage governmental and non-governmental agencies to take the
steps needed to enhance the efficacy of tobacco control in China. In support of this goal, this paper did
not limit its review to published literature. It also reviewed a wide range of unpublished reports from
Chinese governmental and non-governmental agencies. It did not review literature or reports from
other countries, thus limiting the generalization of findings to China, and possibly depriving us of
wisdom that might have been secured from other countries.

This study analyzes the barriers to the implementation of tobacco regulatory policies in China and
discusses the strategies to overcome these barriers using a combination of top-down and bottom-up
approaches. Future studies can use the comparative study to compare the implementation of tobacco
regulatory policies in China and European countries. Future research should entail interviews with
governmental and tobacco company staff to better understand their approach to tobacco-related
policies. Moreover, future research can sort out and analyze the tobacco policies on government
websites to observe the development trend of policies from 2000 to 2020. Finally, the combination of
a 32% reduction in cigarette production between 2010 and 2019 and a 6.75% reduction in smoking
prevalence from 1984 to 2015 indicates that the possible presence of a huge black market for cigarettes
has existed in China. This topic is worthy of study and government action.

4. Conclusions

This paper summarizes current governmental and tobacco company smoking and anti-smoking
policies and barriers to more effective tobacco control policies and programming in China. It proposes
a set of “top-down’ and “bottom-up” strategies to enhance the efficacy of tobacco control programming
in China. Ambiguous attitudes and unwillingness to limit the production of cigarettes are major
barriers to effective tobacco control. The economic obstacles are mainly reflected in raising tobacco
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taxes. There are three reasons for the government’s reluctance to take this step. First, the government is
concerned that higher taxes on tobacco will result in a decrease in its revenue. Secondly, the government
insists that the tobacco tax increase would lead to inflation. Thirdly, the government declares that
raising tobacco taxes would reduce employment opportunities. The social custom of cigarette sharing
in China is another prominent barrier to effective tobacco control. In daily life, people exchange
individual cigarettes, and cigarettes are given as gifts on holidays and special occasions. By practicing
the comprehensive strategy of top-down and bottom-up approaches, we can overcome the barriers
above. From a top-down perspective, the one-party system in China is efficient in carrying out
measures for smoking restriction. Meanwhile, a national tobacco regulatory agency should be set
up directly under the State Council to coordinate tobacco regulatory actions. From a bottom-up
perspective, increasing the risk awareness of non-smokers and public education can effectively promote
tobacco control.
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