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SMOKERS’ ATTITUDES,  
AWARENESS AND  
UNDERSTANDING OF 
ILLEGAL TOBACCO

RESILIENT
The illicit tobacco market 
is stubbornly resilient: more 
than 7 in 10 smokers surveyed 
still buy illicit tobacco.

C-19
Covid ‘lockdowns’ have seen: 
a major spike in people 
trading illicit tobacco through 
social media and buying from 
friends and family.

BUYING
People still see no issue in buying illicit 
tobacco: 68% of those asked had no issue 
with buying tobacco that has not had UK tax 
paid on it from a friend/relative, shops, etc.

LONDON
London remains the exception: The number 
of respondents across the UK buying non-UK 
duty paid tobacco has declined since 2019 
(except in London where the figure remains 
unchanged at 85%). 

In November and December 2021, the TMA commissioned  
a nationwide poll of over 12,000 smokers on their  
attitudes, awareness and understanding of illicit tobacco. 

Key findings

Breakdown  
across the UK
Percentage of respondents  
who had bought non-UK duty  
paid tobacco by UK region 

Landscape review
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Total sample: 12,244

The survey sample is reflective of the 
UK by government office regions.
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71% of those surveyed bought tobacco  
in the last year that was not subject to  
UK tax – this is a reduction from a high 
point of 78% in 2019.

Less people are buying 
illicit tobacco: 71%

32% of those surveyed reported illicit 
tobacco when they were aware of it – 
compared to 12% in 2017.

More people are 
reporting illicit tobacco: 32%

37% of respondents were aware that illicit 
tobacco is used as a front for other illegal 
activity such as people trafficking or 
modern slavery compared to 25% in 2020.

Illicit tobacco is a front  
for other illegal activities: 37%

1 in 5 claimed to only buy ‘branded’ tobacco 
(i.e. not plain packaged cigarettes or Roll 
Your Own) even though it has been illegal 
in the UK since 2016.

Many people are 
still buying only 
‘branded’ tobacco: 1 in 5

19% of respondents purchased tobacco 
through social media and/or websites 
advertising cheap tobacco, this compares  
to 4% before the pandemic. 

Social media is  
seeing a surge in  
illicit tobacco sales: 19%


