
decode Marlboro  
 
With predictions of harmful-effects from smoking hitting the news, the 1950's marked the first 
major decline in tobacco use.i To seek growth, Philip Morris embarked on a massive research 
investigation, which included America’s youth.ii Their goal, to find the “perfect symbol of 
independence and…rebellion” that would "turn rookie smokers on to Marlboro.”iii They 
discovered what would become the No. 1 advertising icon of the 20th Century - The Cowboy, 
better known as the Marlboro Man.iv 
 
Judged by Advertising Age, the advertising industry’s leading trade publication, the Marlboro Man 
ranked above Ronald McDonald, the Jolly Green Giant, Betty Crocker and the Energizer Bunny as 
the most effective, recognizable and powerful icon of the century.v 
 
Representing the “authentic American hero,” Marlboro’s Cowboy was the perfect lure for 
adolescents looking for a badge of adulthood.vi Living in the wide-open, untamed terrain of 
“Marlboro Country,” the Marlboro Man’s role is to link smoking with independence, adventure, 
rebellion and masculinity.vii Decades of scientific evidence reveal however, that smoking causes 
the opposite of independence and masculinity.  Addiction, death and impotence are just a few of 
the negative health effects caused by smoking.viii 
  
Despite the contradiction between the promise of the ad campaign and the grim reality of tobacco 
use, the Marlboro Man turned around a declining market.ix Marlboro’s “phenomenal growth rate” 
came largely from 15 to 17 year-olds, according to an internal 1975 Philip Morris report. x 
 
While Philip Morris claims they no longer target youth, they still run the historic campaign that 
has been shown by researchers, government officials, advertising professionals, and even the 
tobacco giant itself, to attract youth. Marlboro remains the No. 1 cigarette brand among youth 12-
17.xi 
 
 
LEADING A WORLDWIDE EPIDEMIC  
Philip Morris is also seeking growth overseas – especially in third world countries that have 
limited restrictions.  By exploiting images of the “American Dream” abroad, Marlboro has 
become the No. 1 cigarette brand in the world.xii  Each year, smoking kills over 4 million people 
worldwide. xiii 
 
HOOKING YOUTH 
A 1969 report from Philip Morris explains their hook for youth:  “Smoking for the beginner is a 
symbolic act…I am no longer my mother’s child, I’m tough, I am an adventurer…As the force 
from the psychological symbolism subsides, the pharmacological effect takes over to sustain the 
habit.”xiv 
 
MISLEADING IMAGES 
The Marlboro Man and Marlboro Country suggest that smoking offer an active lifestyle, with 
freedom and independence.  In reality, smoking is an addiction that renders users dependent on 
nicotine and, sometimes, an oxygen tank.xv 
 



COWBOYS DIE FROM SMOKING  
More than one actor who portrayed the Marlboro Man died from smoking. David Millar Jr., the 
original Marlboro Man, died from emphysema.  David McLean and Wayne McLaren died from 
lung cancer.xvi 
 
FALSE HOPES OF MANHOOD  
 Although the Marlboro Man depicts a rugged and masculine lifestyle, smoking causes 
impotence.xvii 
 
THE DECEPTION OF LIGHT CIGARETTES   
In March 2003, Philip Morris was found guilty of defrauding smokers by suggesting the “Light” 
cigarettes are less hazardous. They did this by manipulating tar & nicotine readings on 
government testing machines.  Knowing that machines only hold the tip of the filter, tobacco 
companies poke tiny holes throughout the filters to allow toxins to escape before reaching the tar 
& nicotine reader. This results in low readings.  Unsuspecting smokers block those holes with 
their lips or fingers when they smoke, preventing toxins from escaping before they inhale.xviii 
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