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For decades, public health initiatives across Australia have targeted smoking with aggressive campaigns, 

taxation, and plain packaging laws. The prevailing narrative often suggests a plateau, or even a slight uptick, 

in smoking rates, leading to concerns about the efficacy of ongoing interventions. But the latest data paints a 

different picture, one of sustained decline.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: Australia's daily smoking rate has fallen to 5.6%, a record low, challenging perceptions of a 

recent smoking resurgence.

º The Data: The decline represents a reduction from 25% in 1991, indicating a sustained public health 

success.

º The Action: Clinicians should continue to reinforce cessation messages, leveraging the clear evidence of 

population-level success to motivate individual patients.

The long-term trend in Australia shows a consistent reduction in daily smoking, with the rate now standing at 5.6%. This 

figure represents a substantial drop from the 25% recorded in 1991, underscoring the effectiveness of comprehensive 

tobacco control strategies implemented over the past three decades. The decline has been steady, not sudden, reflecting a 

sustained effort rather than a single intervention. Public health campaigns, increased tobacco taxes, and the introduction 

of plain packaging in 2012 have all contributed to this downward trajectory, making smoking less accessible and less 

socially acceptable.

These figures emerge from national surveys that track health behaviours across the Australian population, providing a 

robust dataset for monitoring public health trends. The methodology typically involves large, representative samples, 

often exceeding 20,000 participants, ensuring a high degree of statistical power to detect changes in prevalence. 

Participants self-report their smoking status, a method that, while subject to some reporting bias, has been consistently 

applied over time, allowing for reliable trend analysis. The surveys capture not only daily smoking but also occasional 

smoking and e-cigarette use, providing a comprehensive view of nicotine consumption patterns.

The sustained decline in daily smoking
The 5.6% daily smoking rate is a testament to the cumulative impact of Australia's stringent tobacco control policies. This 

rate places Australia among the lowest in the world for smoking prevalence, a position achieved through a multi-pronged 

approach. High excise taxes on tobacco products have made smoking increasingly unaffordable, particularly for younger 

demographics and lower-income groups. For example, a pack of 20 cigarettes in Australia can cost upwards of AUD 
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$40, a price point designed to deter initiation and encourage cessation. This economic disincentive has proven to be a 

powerful tool in reducing consumption.

Plain packaging legislation, introduced in 2012, removed branding and distinctive colours from cigarette packs, replacing 

them with graphic health warnings and standardised fonts. This measure aimed to reduce the appeal of smoking, 

especially to young people, and to increase the salience of health warnings. While initially met with resistance from the 

tobacco industry, subsequent evaluations have supported its effectiveness in reducing smoking initiation and increasing 

quit attempts. The visual impact of the warnings, combined with the removal of brand imagery, has shifted the perception 

of tobacco products from desirable consumer goods to health hazards.

Mass media campaigns have consistently reinforced the health risks associated with smoking, using hard-hitting imagery 

and personal testimonials. These campaigns run across television, radio, and digital platforms, ensuring broad reach 

and repeated exposure to anti-smoking messages. They often highlight the immediate and long-term consequences of 

smoking, from respiratory diseases and cardiovascular events to various cancers. The Oxford Handbook of Clinical 

Medicine details the extensive range of pathologies directly attributable to tobacco use, providing clinicians with a 

concise reference for patient education.

But the decline is not uniform across all demographics. While overall rates have fallen, certain subgroups, such 

as Indigenous Australians and those in lower socioeconomic strata, continue to exhibit higher smoking prevalence. 

This disparity highlights the need for targeted interventions that address the specific social, economic, and cultural 

determinants of smoking in these communities. Tailored cessation programs, culturally appropriate health messaging, 

and improved access to cessation aids are critical for closing these gaps. The data also indicates a rise in e-cigarette use, 

particularly among younger individuals, which warrants ongoing monitoring as its long-term health impacts are still 

emerging.

The success in reducing daily smoking has profound implications for public health, as tobacco use remains a leading 

preventable cause of disease and premature death. A lower smoking rate translates directly to reduced incidence of 

lung cancer, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), heart disease, and stroke. It also lessens the burden on the 

healthcare system, freeing up resources for other pressing health challenges. The sustained effort required to achieve these 

reductions demonstrates that comprehensive, multi-faceted public health interventions can indeed shift population-level 

health behaviours.

Still, the narrative of a 'smoking comeback' often stems from observations of increased e-cigarette use or anecdotal 

reports, rather than robust epidemiological data on combustible tobacco. While e-cigarette use is a concern, it is distinct 

from daily combustible tobacco smoking, which carries a far greater and more established burden of disease. The 

distinction is critical for accurate public health messaging and policy formulation. Conflating the two risks diluting the 

message about the dangers of traditional smoking and misrepresenting the progress made.

The open-label nature of self-reported surveys is an obvious caveat. Participants may underreport smoking due to social 

desirability bias, particularly in a climate where smoking is increasingly stigmatised. However, the consistency of the 

trend across multiple surveys and over many years lends credibility to the overall picture. Furthermore, biochemical 

validation (e.g., cotinine levels) in smaller, more intensive studies has generally corroborated self-reported data, 

suggesting that any underreporting is unlikely to invalidate the observed decline. The trial was not powered to detect 

differences in specific, small subgroups, and that gap matters for targeted interventions.
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CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The sustained reduction in Australia's daily smoking rate provides a clear mandate for clinicians: continue to 

push cessation. The evidence is unequivocal that population-level interventions work, and this success should 

empower individual practitioners to reinforce anti-smoking messages with confidence. It is not a lost cause; 

the numbers prove it.

But the persistent disparities in smoking rates among vulnerable populations demand a more nuanced 

approach. General practitioners, particularly those serving Indigenous communities or areas of lower 

socioeconomic status, must be equipped with resources for targeted cessation support. Simply repeating 

generic advice will not suffice for those facing complex social determinants of health.

The rise of e-cigarette use, especially among younger patients, introduces a new challenge. While not 

combustible tobacco, the long-term health effects are still under investigation, and clinicians should counsel 

patients on the unknown risks. This requires staying current with emerging evidence, a task made easier with 

resources like the Oxford Handbook of General Practice.

Ultimately, the Australian experience demonstrates that sustained, comprehensive public health policy, 

coupled with consistent clinical messaging, can achieve significant reductions in harmful behaviours. The next 

challenge is to ensure these gains are equitable and to address emerging nicotine delivery systems with the 

same rigour.
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