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Chapter 1
The Evolution of Smoking in Switzerland

Dean R. Lillard

 Introduction

This chapter reviews the long history of tobacco in Switzerland and describes the 
smoking behavior of seven cohorts of Swiss men and women over the course of the 
20th and early 21st centuries. It presents a unique window on smoking in Switzerland 
because it describes, for each cohort, the smoking behavior in each and every year. 
Most studies describe average smoking behavior for the whole population at a given 
point in time. The life-course perspective offers insights that are otherwise masked 
when researchers use population aggregates. The rest of the chapter briefly reviews 
some of the history of tobacco, describes the industry-government collaboration 
that developed during the twentieth century, and the more recent efforts at tobacco 
control. I describe the main sources of the data I use to construct life-course smok-
ing histories and present those data in several innovative ways. More detailed 
descriptions of the data are available on request.

 A Brief History of Tobacco in Switzerland

While many people know that one of the world’s largest tobacco firms, Philip Morris 
International, has its corporate headquarters in Switzerland, fewer people know that 
the Swiss have cultivated and consumed tobacco since the late sixteenth century. 
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Rumors suggest that tobacco arrived in Switzerland about 60 years after Christopher 
Columbus brought seeds from the New World. In 1559 when Hernandez de Toledo 
returned from Santo Domingo in the New World to Spain and Portugal, he brought 
tobacco with him. The same year Jean Nicot, the French ambassador to Portugal, 
sent tobacco to friends in France, encouraging them to partake. Hearsay accounts 
suggest that shortly after, in 1560, Benedictus Aretius (Marti) von Batterkinden 
(1505–1574) began to grow tobacco in his garden in the Berne Canton (Pignat 
1981).

It is clear that, by the mid-1600s, many residents in the Swiss lands consumed 
tobacco because secular and religious authorities began to discourage and some-
times ban tobacco consumption. For example, Swiss Mennonites and Anabaptists 
adopted a set of ethical rules developed and distributed at a 1639 Mennonite council 
in Holland. One of the rules proclaimed that, “No one should use tobacco unneces-
sarily, or make it a habit, for time and money are wasted by it; and it is offensive to 
others….” (Eschleman 1917, p. 91). Swiss canton councils not only forbade people 
from consuming tobacco, they also fined and sometimes physically punished 
tobacco consumers.1 In Appenzell (in  1653) and in the “Republic of the Seven 
Tithings” in Valais (in 1675) consumers had to pay three books when authorities 
caught them consuming tobacco (Grenat and de Lavallaz 1904). From 1661 through 
the mid-1700s authorities in Berne prohibited smoking (treating it as “adultery”) 
and from 1670–1672 authorities in the canton of Glarus fined smokers 1 Swiss 
crown if they were caught smoking (MacGregor 1847).

Since the start of tobacco cultivation and until today, the lure of jobs and tobacco 
tax revenue has guided government policies. By 1590 the Berne Canton government 
protected the rights of farmers to cultivate tobacco (presumably only for trade as 
they continued to punish smokers) and tobacco cultivation spread during the 1600s 
to residents of Ticino (Pignat 1981). In 1675, the lure of state revenue led rulers of 
Monthey, Valais to grant one man, a gunsmith named Jacques Robert, the right to be 
the sole supplier of tobacco to foreigners (Grenat and de Lavallaz 1904). In 1812, 
domestic tobacco farmers convinced the central government to improve transporta-
tion systems to lower their costs (Grellet 1954). By 1814, when the Congress of 
Vienna and European powers established the boundaries of modern Switzerland, 
tobacco trade, cultivation, and consumption were firmly and legally part of the 
Swiss landscape.

1 Authorities issued similar edicts in England, Persia, the Vatican (Macgregor 1847), Russia 
(Macgregor 1847; Lillard and Dorofeeva 2015), and Turkey (Önder 2015).
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 The Domestic Swiss Tobacco Industry - A Child of State 
Protection

The political economy of Switzerland’s domestic tobacco industry survived, even 
thrived well into the middle of the twentieth century primarily because the Swiss 
government intervened.

In the first few decades of the twentieth century, competition from foreign 
tobacco producers almost destroyed Swiss tobacco farming. The yield in the tobacco 
producing cantons of Fribourg, Vaud, Ticino, Valais, and Grisons fell from an annual 
average of 432,200 kg in the period 1910–1914 to 150,700 kg in 1926 (Pignat 1981; 
Burrus 1972). In 1926, the industry almost shut down.

Two main factors allowed Swiss tobacco farming and manufacturing to survive 
until the 1960s. First, Swiss tobacco manufacturers and farmers formed a tightly- 
knit and well-organized interest group that not only acted as a cartel but that also 
convinced the Swiss government to protect it. The government levied lower taxes on 
products containing at least 50 percent domestically-grown tobacco, taxed imported 
tobacco and favored the domestic industry in many other ways. For example, the 
Swiss government issued a decree in 1938 decree that “protected” retail tobacco 
prices. In 1951, Swiss cigarette manufacturers agreed to limit the amount each firm 
could spend to advertise. They monitored and punished transgressors (Burrus 1972).

During World War II demand for Swiss tobacco increased because the war dis-
rupted markets and trade routes of foreign suppliers. The associated chaos raised the 
cost of imported tobacco. Insurance premiums on shipments of imported tobacco 
rose during the war by 500 percent (Burrus 1972). Domestic tobacco farmers 
responded to the increased demand. In 1944, Swiss farmers produced almost 2 mil-
lion kilos of tobacco.

The Swiss government began to eliminate its protectionist policies in the mid- 
1950s. In 1955, the Federal Court ruled the price regulation of tobacco to be illegal 
(Burrus 1972). The Swiss cigarette firms advertising restrictions slowly broke down 
as foreign companies entered the Swiss market (through acquisition of Swiss firms 
or by establishing operations in Switzerland) and advertised as they pleased.

That pressure and the Swiss government’s embrace of free trade in 1960 and 
1972 doomed all efforts to continue the government’s interference in the tobacco 
industry. In 1960, Switzerland and Norway founded the European Free Trade 
Association and in 1972 Switzerland signed a free-trade agreement with the 
European Economic Community. Under the onslaught of market forces and these 
changes in the government’s stance on free trade, the Swiss cigarette industry’s 
agreement to limit advertising expenditures died in 1964 (Burrus 1972). Essentially, 
Swiss tobacco farming ended on January 1, 1965 when, as part of the free-trade 
agreements, Switzerland ended all differential tax treatment that had protected 
domestic tobacco. Today approximately 200 farmers still grow tobacco in 
Switzerland (Jaberg and Kern 2016).

1 The Evolution of Smoking in Switzerland
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 Tobacco Control

Although the government stopped protecting the domestic tobacco industry, it 
continued to support the tobacco industry through its tobacco control policies. 
Switzerland did not enact modern tobacco control policies until the closing decades 
of the twentieth century - much later than most developed countries. Swiss politi-
cians delayed enacting such policies because they feared losing the jobs, tax reve-
nue, and benefits local economies enjoy because three major international tobacco 
firms, Philip Morris, British American Tobacco and Japan Tobacco International, 
operate in Switzerland. In 2013, those firms and the Swiss tobacco industry 
employed 2500 Swiss in relatively high paying jobs and generated revenues of more 
than 579.3 million dollars (ILO 2014). Those jobs and the taxes the firms pay, 
together with the lobbying efforts of various Swiss interest groups (e.g. the Swiss 
association representing hotels, restaurants, and cafés), help explain why the Swiss 
federal and canton governments have been slow to regulate tobacco (Lee and Glantz 
2001).

Switzerland limits where and to whom firms can advertise tobacco products. In 
1976, 1979, and 1993 Swiss interest groups tried and failed to pass initiatives that 
would have completely banned tobacco advertising (Isenring 1976; Swiss Federal 
Office of Health 2009). The industry and government agreed to a partial voluntary 
ban in 1978 that prohibited firms from advertising or handing out free samples at 
sports matches or concerts that youth under age 18 were likely to attend (Lee and 
Glantz 2001). Amazingly, Switzerland let firms continue to sell tobacco to youth. 
The 1993 initiative failed partly because the tobacco and publishing industries con-
vinced voters that the ban would increase the price of newspapers and magazines, 
raise the probability that both industries would lay workers off, and restrict citizens’ 
right to free speech (Cornuz et al. 1996).

In 2008, the Swiss prohibited smoking in enclosed public areas and places where 
several people work. That ban took effect on May 1, 2010. This law resembled laws 
that German states were adopting around the same time (Lillard and Christopoulou 
2015). As in Germany, the government let patrons smoke in bars and restaurants 
smaller than 80 square meters and they let patrons of larger establishments smoke if 
owners created separate ventilated rooms for them (Rajkumar et al. 2013). Under 
the law, the government lets cantons impose stricter bans. Sixteen cantons have 
chosen to require that even small establishments ban smoking (or provide a sepa-
rate, ventilated room). In 2012 Swiss voters rejected a federal referendum that 
would have banned smoking even in the smaller establishments previously excluded 
by the 2008 law (Durham et al. 2014).

Finally, the Swiss government increasingly taxes tobacco. A 1999 study esti-
mated how various levels of cigarette taxes would affect both consumption (public 
health) and government revenues (Holly et al. 1999). In 2013, the Swiss government 
raised tobacco taxes. Switzerland levies both a specific excise tax of 118.32 Swiss 
francs per 1000 cigarettes and an ad valorem tax of 25 percent of the retail price. 
Despite the increase, the overall tax burden on tobacco is lower in Switzerland than 
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it is in other neighboring countries. Taxes remain a key policy lever that the Swiss 
government may continue to use.

 Smoking in the Swiss Context

Most previous research uses cross-sectional data to describe patterns of smoking in 
Switzerland. Such data highlight differences in participation, initiation, and cessa-
tion at a moment in time (Morabia et al. 2002) across groups of different ages and 
by sex (Curtin et al. 1997). Most studies find that Swiss tend to smoke at rates simi-
lar to or even lower than men and women in other European countries (WHO 2015). 
One observes similar smoking behavior of Swiss overall and among women who 
smoke before and after getting pregnant (Smedberg et al. 2014). However, a recent 
study compares reported smoking prevalence and aggregate sales data and con-
cludes that true Swiss smoking prevalence may be much higher than indicated by 
survey smoking prevalence rates (Jakob et al. 2017).

Previous research largely relies on cross-sectional data that do not reveal some of 
the nuances of smoking patterns across the life-cycle of different cohorts. Cross- 
sectional data fail to capture how cohort differences dynamically change as social, 
economic and cultural conditions change. Consequently studies using cross- 
sectional data may miss patterns informed by the above historical events and con-
text. Marti (2014) uses retrospectively reported data to follow individuals over 
longer periods but he limits his analysis to a relatively short window of 20 years. 
One observes different patterns when one describes smoking behavior of cohorts of 
men and women over longer time spans (Lillard and Christopoulou 2015). The long 
history of tobacco in Switzerland provides a rich setting in which to do so.

 Data Sources

In what follows I plot data constructed with information from the 2007 wave of the 
Swiss Health Survey (SHS) and the 2011 wave of the Swiss Household Panel Study 
(SHP). Both surveys ask respondents about their lifetime smoking behavior  - 
whether or not they have ever smoked, the age they started, whether they currently 
smoke, and the age they quit (SHP) or the number of years it has been since they 
smoked regularly (SHS).

I restrict the SHP part of the sample to 2011 (wave 12) respondents who provided 
valid responses to the smoking questions. Using the SHP and SHS data, I construct 
an indicator of whether or not a person smoked in each year of his or her life. For 
people who reported they never smoked, the smoking participation measure equals 
zero in every year. When a person said he currently or previously smoked, I assume 
he smoked in every year between the age he said he started until the age he said he 
quit (ex-smokers) or until the survey year (2007 for SHS, 2011 for SHP). I create a 
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birth year variable by subtracting age from the survey year and assign each person 
a birth cohort. Here I do not construct pseudo-cohorts (a common strategy when 
using cross-sectional data). Instead, I use the retrospective data to construct true 
longitudinal smoking histories of seven different (10 year) birth cohorts of Swiss 
men and women. The data track the actual smoking behavior of members of each 
cohort accurately except for the cohort of men and women who were 70 or older 
when they answered the survey. Christopoulou et al. (2011) show that differences in 
smoking-related mortality of smokers and non-smokers are trivial for cohorts who, 
when surveyed, were younger than 70. Although I do not weight the data, the 
weights will only affect the results for the oldest cohort. Table 1.1 summarizes the 
size of each cohort.

 Cohort-Specific Smoking Prevalence Rates Over Time

Figure 1.1 plots the smoking prevalence rate of Swiss men and women born between 
1909 and 1990. I group people into seven 10-year birth cohorts. On both figures, I 
mark three periods during which tobacco markets or consumption changed. These 
periods include the years of World War II, the period from 1965–1972 when 
Switzerland was meeting legal requirements of the free trade agreement it signed 
with the EEC, and the period 2008–2010 when Switzerland signed and then imple-
mented its first public smoking ban.

Table 1.1 summary indicators of smoking by gender and birth year

Birth year
Sample 
size

Peak prevalence 
rate

Cigarettes  
per day

Years 
smoking

Average age at
Peak Start Quit

Males
byr<1930 313 0.49 18 38 33 20 53
1930≤byr<1940 713 0.54 22 34 32 20 48
1940≤byr<1950 1102 0.52 21 30 26 20 42
1950≤byr<1960 1091 0.49 21 26 25 19 37
1960≤byr<1970 1209 0.43 19 20 25 19 33
1970≤byr<1980 852 0.45 17 13 26 18 29
1980≤byr<1990 571 0.49 13 7 23 17 22
Females
byr<1930 192 0.14 10 36 40 25 56
1930≤byr<1940 475 0.21 14 32 31 23 48
1940≤byr<1950 976 0.35 15 29 32 21 42
1950≤byr<1960 1192 0.43 15 25 25 19 36
1960≤byr<1970 1344 0.40 15 20 26 19 32
1970≤byr<1980 838 0.35 12 13 25 18 27
1980≤byr<1990 569 0.37 10 6 21 17 22

Source: Swiss Health Survey 2007 and Swiss Household Panel 2011
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Fig. 1.1 Smoking prevalence rates over the life course by gender and birth cohort (Source: Swiss 
Health Survey 2007 and Swiss Household Panel 2011, unweighted data (see text))

1 The Evolution of Smoking in Switzerland
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Several patterns strike the eye. First, Swiss men in every cohort smoke more than 
the corresponding cohort of Swiss women. Second, at the peak, roughly half of the 
oldest cohort of Swiss men (men born before 1931) were smoking. In the next old-
est cohort - those born in the 1930s - 54 percent smoked at the peak of smoking 
prevalence. Because smokers tend to die faster than non smokers starting around 
age 65, smoking prevalence in the oldest cohort was likely to have been 2–3 per-
centage points higher (see Christopoulou et al. 2011). Over the course of their lives 
men in the oldest cohort smoked at about the same rate as did men in the adjacent 
cohorts. For men the other striking pattern is that smoking prevalence rates first fall 
then rise again in the youngest two cohorts. This pattern of increasing smoking 
prevalence in younger cohorts of men differs from the pattern one observes in 
Germany, Spain, and the UK (see Lillard and Christopoulou 2015).

One observes a similar but less dramatic rise in the smoking prevalence rate 
among the youngest cohort of Swiss women. The bottom panel of Fig. 1.1 plots 
life- course smoking prevalence rates of Swiss women in the same seven birth 
cohorts. The most striking pattern among women is the dramatic rise in the rate of 
smoking across the four oldest cohorts. Among the oldest cohort of Swiss women 
(those born before 1930) smoking prevalence peaked in 1962 at about 14 percent of 
that cohort. The rate of smoking rose steadily in the next three cohorts of Swiss 
women, reading a peak among the cohort of women born in the 1950s.

In that cohort, 43 percent of women were smoking in 1980. Note that rates of 
smoking began to increase most rapidly among the cohort of women who grew up 
while and shortly after Switzerland began to trade more with the rest of Europe. 
Except for the youngest cohort, the rate of smoking prevalence steadily fell in 
successive cohorts. One observes similar patterns of declining rates of smoking in 
all developed countries as information about the health risk of smoking spread 
and as public health authorities convinced governments to enact stricter tobacco 
control laws.

The smoking behavior of both men and women were also subject to changes in 
cigarette prices and overall economic growth. To give historical context, Fig. 1.2 
plots the average price of Swiss brand cigarettes from 1958 to 2015 and per-capita 
GDP from 1920 to 2015. To put these series on a comparable scale, I plot each series 
relative to its level in 1958.

From 1958 until the 1990s relative cigarette prices were either constant or gener-
ally falling while real per capita GDP grew much faster than the price of a pack of 
cigarettes. This period coincides with the increasing smoking rates among Swiss 
women and with their increased labor force participation rate. From 1993 until 
2000, cigarette prices increased faster than per capita GDP. After 2001, cigarette 
prices rose at about the same rate as per capita GDP.

D. R. Lillard
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 Cohort and Gender Differences

Figure 1.3 presents these data in a way that more clearly shows that smoking pat-
terns of men and women have been converging in successively younger cohorts. 
Figure 1.3 lines up each cohort’s smoking prevalence rate by chronological age.

Over the course of their lives, Swiss men of different cohorts smoked in broadly 
similar ways at similar ages but, as noted above, the oldest cohorts of men smoked 
more at almost every age. Figure 1.3 shows the less obvious result that this state-
ment is only true from about age 19 onwards. Up until age 19, the oldest cohorts of 
men smoked less at every age than did the men in cohorts that followed them.

The opening of Switzerland to more competition offers a plausible explanation 
for both the rising rate of female smoking and the increasing rates of smoking at 
younger ages. Recall that the signing of free trade agreements by Switzerland 
caused advertising of cigarettes to increase. While not a causal explanation, 
increased exposure to advertising is a possible factor that might explain both 
changes in observed smoking patterns of these cohorts.

Figure 1.3 also makes more clear the more or less monotonic reduction in smok-
ing at every age for men and the up and down pattern of smoking participation for 
women. Women in the oldest cohort smoked less at every age than did women of 
successive cohorts. As observed above, smoking among Swiss women peaked for 
women in the middle cohorts. Importantly, Fig. 1.3 clearly shows that the middle 
cohorts smoked more than the older and younger cohorts at every age. Figure 1.3 
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Fig. 1.3 Smoking prevalence rate by age, gender, and birth cohort (Source: Swiss Health Survey 
2007 and Swiss Household Panel 2011)
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also points to the way in which they differ because the right tail of each cohort’s 
smoking trajectories remain more or less parallel. Because they are roughly parallel, 
women in each cohort were quitting smoking at about the same rate. The perhaps 
surprising conclusion suggests that these middle cohorts of Swiss women faced 
conditions that affected their initiation behavior but not their quitting behavior. 
Certainly, as with men, smoking became more prevalent at younger ages in succes-
sive cohorts.

In Table 1.1, I present six summary measures of smoking behavior that expose 
differences in smoking behavior of different cohorts that are less easy to notice in 
the above plot. For each gender and cohort, I list the peak smoking prevalence rate, 
the number of cigarettes smoked on the average day (during the time a person 
smoked), the number of years smoked, the age the cohort reached its peak smoking 
prevalence, the age current and former smokers started, and the age ex-smokers 
quit. One can directly compare, across gender and cohorts, the peak prevalence rate, 
average cigarette consumption, age at peak smoking prevalence, and the average 
start age. But one cannot directly compare smoking duration and quit age of men 
and women from a given cohort because we observe each cohort from birth until the 
time of interview and not from birth until death.

The comparisons reveal interesting patterns. Not only did more men smoke in 
the older cohorts, those who smoked also smoked more cigarettes on the average 
day. Consumption in the older cohorts averaged about a pack of cigarettes per day. 
And while a high share of men and women in the youngest cohort are smokers, they 
smoke the fewest cigarettes per day of any cohort. In every cohort, women were 
smoking fewer cigarettes per day than did their male counterparts.

One can also characterize a cohort’s smoking behavior by the age at which smok-
ing prevalence reached its peak. Peak rates of smoking occurred at older ages in the 
oldest cohorts (age 33 and 40 for men and women respectively). While men’s age of 
peak smoking prevalence stabilized at around 25 or 26 in all but the youngest cohort, 
women’s age of peak smoking prevalence declined. In the older cohorts, women 
started smoking at older ages than did their male counterparts.

At the same time, women’s smoking patterns increasingly resembled those of 
men. In practically every cohort, men and women quit at similar ages and smoked 
for about the same number of years in every cohort. In the youngest cohort, men and 
women’s smoking patterns are practically indistinguishable from each other.

Figure 1.4 more starkly highlights similarities and differences in smoking behav-
ior of Swiss men and women. In each panel, I use the data reported in Table 1.1. I 
plot the statistic for men relative to the corresponding statistic for women. Figure 1.4 
more clearly shows that men and women in each birth cohort smoked about the 
same number of years and quit at about the same ages. As noted before, women in 
older cohorts started later than their male counterparts and these older cohorts 
reached their peak smoking prevalence rate when they were older.

On each of these six measures of smoking behavior, younger cohorts of Swiss 
women increasingly behave like Swiss men. Only in two dimensions to women still 
differ markedly from men. Even in the younger cohorts it is still the case that more 
men than women smoke and they smoke more cigarettes on the average day. But the 
trends converge.

1 The Evolution of Smoking in Switzerland
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 Conclusion

Smoking behavior of Swiss men and women resembles some of the patterns one 
observes in other developed economies but also follows some patterns that differ. As 
in the other countries, smoking patterns of Swiss men and women have converged 
so that smoking behavior of men and women in the youngest cohorts are increas-
ingly the same. But the regulatory environment in Switzerland is in many ways less 
active than in other countries. Switzerland only recently enacted its first public 
smoking bans. Switzerland also has a relatively long history of collaboration 
between a domestic tobacco industry and the government. It may be that the pat-
terns shown above echo some of the legacy of that history. These patterns suggest 
that there are systematic influences on smoking behavior that remain to be modeled 
to explain what caused the behavioral changes discussed in this chapter and when 
and how these changes occurred.
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