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ABSTRACT
Objective To estimate exposure to tobacco imagery in
youth-rated Bollywood ﬁlms, and examine the results in
light of recent developments in India’s ﬁlm rating system.
Methods Content coding of 44 top grossing
Bollywood ﬁlms (including 38 youth-rated ﬁlms) released
during 2006–2008 was undertaken to estimate tobacco
occurrences and impressions.
Results Out of the 38 youth-rated (U and U/A) ﬁlms
coded, 50% contained tobacco imagery. Mean tobacco
occurrences were 1.9, 2.9 and 13.7 per U, U/A and
adult (A) rated ﬁlms, respectively. Top grossing youthrated ﬁlms delivered 1.91 billion tobacco impressions to
Indian cinema audiences.
Conclusions Half the youth-rated Bollywood ﬁlms
contain tobacco imagery resulting in large population
level exposure in India, relative to other countries.
Measures to reduce youth exposure to tobacco imagery
through ﬁlms, such as restricting access through the
rating system, will complement other tobacco control
measures.

INTRODUCTION
International studies indicate a causal association
between exposure to tobacco imagery in ﬁlms and
smoking initiation among youth.1 A recent Indian
study found that adolescents highly exposed to
tobacco occurrences in Bollywood ﬁlms are at more
than twice the risk of being ever tobacco users compared with those with low exposure.2 Constrained
by the tobacco control laws which prohibit advertising and promotion of tobacco products,3 the
tobacco industry has successfully used ﬁlms as a
means to promote their products, especially with
children, adolescents and women.1
In response to this evidence, WHO recommends
that new ﬁlms with tobacco imagery receive an adult
(18) rating.1 In India, amendment of rules under
Section 5 of Cigarettes and Other Tobacco Products
Act (COTPA) in the year 2006 permitted the display
of tobacco products in ﬁlms with requirement of
strong editorial justiﬁcation and an ‘Adult (A) rating’
for such ﬁlms.4 However, these rules were opposed
by Indian ﬁlm fraternity in the High Court of Delhi
and they were not implemented.5 The notiﬁcation
of October 2011 requires ﬁlms which depict
tobacco imagery to be ‘U/A’ (youth) rated.6 A recent
amendment in September 2012 has removed the
requirement of ‘U/A’ rating for ﬁlms depicting
tobacco imagery, but mandates requirement of
strong editorial justiﬁcation for such depiction,
audiovisual disclaimer, antitobacco health spots, a
static warning message at the bottom of the screen
during the period of display of tobacco imagery,
blurring of tobacco products or packs on close-ups,
and no tobacco brand placement.7 This means
that children and adolescents will continue to be

exposed to tobacco use through youth-rated
Bollywood ﬁlms depicting tobacco imagery.
Analysis of Hollywood ﬁlms released in the UK
and USA indicate the presence of extensive tobacco
imagery in youth-rated ﬁlms.8 9 Tobacco imagery is
not well documented in Bollywood ﬁlms. This is an
important knowledge gap given that production and
global popularity of Bollywood ﬁlms is higher than
Hollywood ﬁlms.2 10 This paper estimates exposure
to tobacco imagery through youth-rated Bollywood
ﬁlms in India screened between the years 2006 and
2008, and examines the results in light of recent
developments in India’s ﬁlm rating system.

METHODS
Fifteen Bollywood ﬁlms per year with the highest
box-ofﬁce takings released between 2006 and 2008
were identiﬁed. The DVD for one ﬁlm released in
2008 could not be procured. This was excluded,
leaving 44 ﬁlms in the study. ‘Tobacco occurrences’
were counted using an established method of content
analysis of ﬁlms developed by Dartmouth Medical
School (USA) and adapted to suit the Bollywood
ﬁlms.11 An occurrence was deﬁned as the appearance
of a tobacco product on screen (cigarettes, beedi,
smokeless tobacco, cigar, pipe, smoky background,
and an appearance of a tobacco product with ownership by a particular character). In a given scene, the
number of occurrences were capped at 10 and dictated by the number of characters within the scene
who used or handled a tobacco product. The number
of ‘tobacco impressions’ delivered by a ﬁlm is a
measure of its impact promoting youth tobacco use.
One impression was deﬁned as one person seeing one
tobacco occurrence one time.8 To calculate impressions, average ticket price for the study period (2006–
2008) was obtained from market research conducted
by a public private partnership investment and asset
management ﬁrm in India, the infrastructure development ﬁnance company limited.12 Box-ofﬁce collection (obtained from http://www.bollywoodtrade.com)
of a ﬁlm was divided by the average price of a ticket
to get an estimated number of in-theatre views of that
ﬁlm. The number of views was multiplied by tobacco
occurrences in each ﬁlm to estimate the tobacco
impressions delivered by that ﬁlm. These were added
for all 44 ﬁlms (see online supplementary ﬁle). The
central board of ﬁlm certiﬁcation uses the following
rating system for Bollywood ﬁlms in India:
U-unrestricted public exhibition; U/A-unrestricted
public exhibition but with a word of caution that parental discretion may be required for children below
12 years; A-restricted to adults, 18 years and above.13
Tobacco occurrences and impressions were also estimated by ﬁlm rating.
To estimate total tobacco impressions from all the
Bollywood ﬁlms screened during 2006–2008, the
total box-ofﬁce collection from all the ﬁlms
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screened during 2006–2008 was divided by the box-ofﬁce collection from the 44 ﬁlms included in this study, and this ﬁgure was
multiplied by overall impressions delivered by these 44 ﬁlms.

RESULTS
Twenty-four out of the 44 ﬁlms (55%) included in the analyses
contained tobacco occurrences. These ﬁlms contained a total of
179 tobacco occurrences, and they delivered overall 2.85 billion
tobacco impressions to the Indian audiences who saw these
ﬁlms in cinema halls (table 1).
Eighty-three per cent of adult (A)-rated ﬁlms, and 50% of
youth-rated (U/A and U) ﬁlms contained tobacco occurrences
(table 1). Adult-rated ﬁlms depicted a higher average number of
tobacco occurrences (13.7 occurrences/ﬁlm) than youth-rated
ﬁlms (U/A: 2.9 occurrences/ﬁlm, U: 1.9 occurrences/ﬁlm).
Adult-rated ﬁlms also delivered higher number of tobacco
impressions (0.16 billion/ﬁlm) as compared with U/A (0.06
billion/ﬁlm) or U (0.02 billion/ﬁlm) rated ﬁlms. Collectively, the
38 youth-rated ﬁlms studied delivered about 1.91 billion
tobacco impressions to the Indian cinema hall audience. Total
box-ofﬁce collection from all the Bollywood ﬁlms screened
during the years 2006–2008 was determined to be about US
$6.15 billion.14–16 Based on this, we estimated that total impressions for all ﬁlms released during the years 2006–2008 were 43
billion (14.3 billion annually).

DISCUSSION
Across the globe, content analysis of ﬁlms has consistently
revealed that around 60% ﬁlms contain tobacco imagery.8 17
Likewise, our study demonstrated that 55% of top grossing
Bollywood ﬁlms contain tobacco imagery. Our ﬁndings suggest
that the average number of tobacco occurrences is lower in
Bollywood ﬁlms (4.1 vs 6.7 occurrences) than in Hollywood
ﬁlms.8 However, on average, the Bollywood ﬁlms studied delivered seven times more (70 million vs 9.5 million) tobacco
impressions than Hollywood ﬁlms screened in the UK from
2001 to 2006.8 We estimate that Bollywood ﬁlms deliver
approximately 14 billion tobacco impressions to Indian audiences annually compared with about 920 million impressions
delivered by Hollywood ﬁlms screened in UK.8 This dissimilarity largely reﬂects differences in population size and cinema
attendance patterns between the two countries.
A study conducted in the USA suggested that exposure to
smoking and delivery of tobacco impressions was higher in
youth-rated (G/PG and PG13) as compared with adult (R) rated
ﬁlms.9 By contrast, adult-rated ﬁlms in our study contained

more tobacco occurrences, and delivered greater tobacco
impressions, as compared with youth-rated ﬁlms. However,
about half the youth-rated Bollywood ﬁlms depicting tobacco
occurrences is a cause for concern. Adult-rated ﬁlms are least
watched, whereas, youth-rated ﬁlms are most watched by children and adolescents as experienced from studies conducted in
the developed countries,1 and this is also likely to be true in the
Indian context. This has important policy implications in terms
of the ﬁlm rating system that currently exists in India. In light of
evidence from our study, certifying Bollywood ﬁlms containing
tobacco imagery as ‘Adult (A) rated’ would shift the excess delivery of tobacco impressions from U and U/A to A rated ﬁlms,
which in turn will be least watched by children and youth.
The ubiquitous presence of tobacco imagery in Bollywood ﬁlms
suggests that the tobacco industry may be using cinema to aggressively promote their products to Indian youth. Despite imposing
stringent regulations related to tobacco imagery in Bollywood
ﬁlms, the notiﬁcation of September 2012 allows youth (U and U/A)
rating for such ﬁlms.7 This represents non-compliance with the
guidelines for implementation of Article 13 of WHO Framework
Convention on Tobacco Control.18 The Indian Government has
successfully implemented landmark tobacco-free ﬁlm rules, after
seven long years of legal battle and interministerial negotiation.
However, by not implementing their original policy of requiring
ﬁlms with tobacco imagery receiving ‘adult rating’ contrary to
WHO recommendations,1 an important opportunity for effective
prevention and control of tobacco use among youth is being
missed. Eliminating the depiction of tobacco imagery in youthrated Bollywood ﬁlms would complement other tobacco control
measures known to reduce tobacco use among the youth, including
increasing the age of purchase, increasing taxation of tobacco products, smoke-free policies, comprehensive bans on tobacco advertisements, mass-media campaigns and school-based and
community-based programmes.19

LIMITATIONS
Estimations of exposure to tobacco imagery in Bollywood ﬁlms
in this study are based only on viewings in cinema halls and do
not capture viewings through DVD, television and the internet.
This may not be a major shortcoming, as cinema hall box-ofﬁce
collections represent over 80% of the total ﬁlm revenue in India
compared with only 25% in the USA.20 As international boxofﬁce collections were available only for few ﬁlms, we were
unable to estimate the magnitude of exposure to tobacco
imagery through Bollywood ﬁlms globally.

CONCLUSION
Table 1 Level of exposure to onscreen tobacco use in Bollywood
films (2006–2008)
Film rating

Number of films
Films with tobacco imagery
Total tobacco occurrences
Mean tobacco occurrences per
film
Total tobacco impressions
Mean tobacco impressions per
film

U

U/A

A

Total

13
7
24
1.85

25
12
73
2.92

6
5
82
13.66

44
24
179
4.07

0.29
billion
0.02
billion

1.62
billion
0.06
billion

0.94
billion
0.16
billion

2.85
billion
0.07
billion
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Half the youth-rated Bollywood ﬁlms contain tobacco imagery
resulting in high population-level exposure in India relative to
other countries. Measures to reduce exposure of youth to tobacco
imagery through ﬁlms will complement other tobacco control measures. Measures may include reviewing the ﬁlm rating system to
restrict youth access to ﬁlms where tobacco imagery is prevalent.
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