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* Disclaimer: Views expressed in this presentation are mine alone and

do not necessarily represent the views, decisions or policies of the WHO.



”Endgame” is a misnomer for the tobacco industry strategies
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Tobacco industry strategies 
are always pursuing the same 
aim: to lobby policymakers, to 
get a seat at the table and to 
maximise their profits

The tobacco industry only 
wants us to play their game 
according to their own rules
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Old Wine, New Bottles: Industry Interference Takes many Forms

Source

Hijacking the political & 
legislative process

Exaggerating its own 
economic importance

Manipulating public opinion to 
gain a façade of respectability

Fabricating support 
through front groups

Discrediting & 
distorting science

Intimidating governments with 
litigation or the threat of litigation



“Harm Reduction”: Rebranding of the Old Tobacco Industry Playbook for 
Addicting a New Generation
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Tobacco industry is still using its old 
tactics including aggressive public 
relations and marketing campaigns, 
even some targeted to children and 
youth through paid influencers, as 
well as attempts to discredit WHO and 
other public health regulators

Industry pursues these scare and 
redemption tactics all the while still 
pushing cigarettes and marketing 
ENDS as complementary with tobacco 
products



The tobacco industry is a mutating virus
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Tobacco industry strategies 
are a mutating virus always 
evolving to exploit 
weaknesses in the public 
health community



The Harm Reduction Trojan Horse



A Trojan Horse
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Industry actors are trying to 
position themselves as leaders in 
tobacco cessation.   

The tobacco industry, which is 
reaping the lion share of its profit 
from smoked tobacco products, is 
trying to increase profits from 
existing customers and hook a new 
generation on nicotine while 
repositioning themselves as good 
actors.  



“… tobacco companies 
have been aggressively 
marketing new products 
– like e-cigarettes and
heated-tobacco products 
… Their goal is simple: to 
hook another generation 
on nicotine.” 

WHO Report on the Global Tobacco Epidemic, 2021



Although often marketed as less 
harmful alternatives to tobacco, 
they pose risks to health:
• Generate toxic substances
• Associated with asthma and 

COPD
• Can affect brain development 
• Exposure to their emissions may 

pose risks to bystanders
• ENDS are often used as 

complements to, and not 
substitutes for, conventional 
cigarettes



Repeating the Past: 
Youth Initiation by Design 
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“The minute you saw cotton candy flavors —
come on, … Everything that could have been 
done should have been done to get them off 
the market.” – Dr. Thomas R. Frieden

New products, old playbook: The tobacco 
industry’s products kills eight million of its own 
customers each year—to remain in business 
they need to manipulate a new generation into 
lifelong addiction and prevent or undermine any 
regulations that stand in their way 



New Products are High-Margin: This Does 
Not Mean they Replace Cigarettes
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PMI claimed in 2025 that the new areas of 
their business (which includes harmful 
tobacco products, like Snus and Heated 
Tobacco Products) make up 40% of their 
revenues and 42% of their profits

The focus by PMI, BAT and other industry 
actors on increasing ”revenue” and “market 
share” ignores the reality that the majority of 
sales by retail value both absolutely and as a 
proportion of the nicotine market are still for 
cigarettes

Trends in global market size and market share of the seven types of tobacco or 

nicotine products, for 97 countries, 2007–2021 (Liu and Filippidis, 2024)



The Tobacco Industry is Making a Comeback from 
Denormalization and Defeat: The Redemption Narrative is 
Improving on its Tried-and-True Playbook of Manipulation 
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The “Harm Reduction” Marketing Rhetoric is Part of 
a Broader Industry Redemption Narrative and Form 
of Interference that Goes Beyond a Certain Class of 
Products

New products are a part of a broader wave of fake 
“redemption” rhetoric and empty gestures 

Reinvents existing tactics for hijacking politics, 
public opinion, and science while weaponizing 
innovation and front-groups



Still Born Harm Reduction: The Tobacco Industry is Killing the Potential of 
Electronic Nicotine Dispensing Systems for Harm Reduction
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The tobacco and related industries have been 
trying new strategies in response to stronger 
regulatory measures in many countries:

• Aggressive expansion into and within new 
and growing markets in the Global South 

• Maximising profits and use within mature 
declining markets through pricing and other 
strategies

The marketing and public relations strategy of 
“harm reduction” is just one more tactic 



Redemption Narrative Example: Health Tech 
and Vaccine Investments
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BAT: “This is part of our ongoing commitment to 
innovation and science, which are fundamental to 
our business. As a company committed to building 
A Better Tomorrow, we are proud to play our part 
in the global fight against this virus.”

“We are very excited about the critical role Vectura
will play in our Beyond Nicotine strategy…”
Jacek Olczak, PMI CEO



Reinventing Public Health to Meet the Challenge



A Weapon of Division
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“The authors’ silence on the 
industry is remarkable; we do 
not trust the tobacco industry, 
despite Philip Morris 
International’s protestation of 
a new direction, which is an 
echo of past false promises. 
… An unneeded schism and 
polarization are antithetical to 
what should be happening 
now..”

Samet and Barrington-Trimis 
(APJH 2021)



Back to Basics: Article 5.3 
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WHO FCTC: Article 5.3: Parties shall 
protect tobacco control policies from the 
tobacco industry

WHO FCTC COP Guidelines to Article 
5.3: There is a fundamental and 
irreconcilable conflict between the 
tobacco industry’s interests and public 
health policy interests
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Harm reduction as framed and marketed by the tobacco 
and related industries, as well as their proxies, front-groups 
and allies, is based on a misunderstanding of Article 1 of 
the WHO FCTC

Article 1’s recognition of harm reduction is premised on a 
framing around population level effects and an overall 
reduction in tobacco use

To be properly understood, Article 1 must also be read in 
conjunction with Article 5.2(a),  focusing on regulation for 
reducing nicotine addiction, and Article 5.3 and the COP 
Guidelines to it

Principle 1: There is a fundamental and irreconcilable 
conflict between the tobacco industry’s interests and public 
health policy interests.



What Tobacco Harm Reduction Governance Should Be
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Overseen by public agencies with the sole interest of 
reducing harm.

Based on products and availability modalities subject to 
rigorous independent scientific review.

First and foremost oriented prevention of youth and 
never user addiction.

Does not give up on providing real cessation options to 
smokers.

Complementary to rather than conflicting with 
mainstream tobacco control.



The Future: Tackling Commercially Determined Risk Factors as Infodemics 
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NCDs are an area in which study, monitoring 
and response to misinformation has been 
neglected

The amount of misinformation on NCDs has 
also increased during COVID-19

The experience of countering the COVID-19 
infodemic provides an adaptable model and 
appropriate tools for managing and fighting 
the NCDs infodemic



There is Hope
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The tobacco industry can use 
its financial muscle to buy 
influence but despite 
massively outspending public 
health it is not entirely 
dominating the 
communications war



World No Tobacco Day 2025: Unmasking the appeal—Exposing Industry Tactics on 
Tobacco and Nicotine Products
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Thank 
you!

http://fctc.who.int/

fctcsecretariat@who.int

@FCTCOfficial

@FCTCOfficial

WHO FCTC Secretariat

Social media handle

Email WHO FCTC Knowledge Hub

Social media handle

Website WHO FCTC Knowledge Hub
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