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Exposure to Smoking in Movies Related to Youths’ Smoking Initiation

Youths who view more smoking in movies are more likely to initiate smoking, according to a study of
5%h-8t grade students in Vermont and New Hampshire. Youths who reported never smoking were
assessed for their exposure to smoking in movies and then re-interviewed 13-26 months later to
determine whether they had started smoking. Only 3% of youths who had the lowest exposure to
smoking in movies reported that they had started smoking, compared to 16% of those with the highest
exposure. This association remained even after adjusting for sociodemographic factors (such as grade
and sex), social influences (such as friends’, siblings’, or parents’ smoking), characteristics of the child
(such as sensation seeking and receptivity to tobacco promotions), and parenting styles (such as
authoritative parenting). While the authors caution that they “cannot exclude the possibility that some
other aspect of R-rated movies influences smoking initiation” (almost all R-rated movies contain
smoking), they point out that “more than 40 years of research shows that observers imitate specific
behaviors they see modelled” (p. 4). They also note that “not all initiators will become established
smokers. Further research is needed to assess the effect of exposure to smoking in movies on long-term
smoking behavior” (p. 4).
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*Exposure to movie smoking was calculated by summing the number of smoking occurrences for each movie the respondent
had seen based on a list of 50 movies randomly selected for each individual survey from a sample of 601 popular
contemporary movies released between 1988 and 1999.
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