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KEY POINTS
 	� The tobacco and nicotine industry 

has cultivated an image of respon-
sibility based on the transformation 
of its business models through the 
introduction of new “reduced-risk” 
products. 

 	�According to internal documents, this 
positioning stems from a business 
strategy focused on increasing the 
number of consumers and maxim-
ising profits. 

 	�Cigarettes remain central to the indus-
try’s business model. Tobacco compa-
nies continue to invest in their devel-
opment, production, and promotion, 
while the global decrease in cigarette 
consumption has slowed since 2020.

 	�E-cigarettes and nicotine pouches may 
provide lower risk nicotine alterna-
tives for adults who smoke. However, 
the “candyfication” of these prod-
ucts, together with their associated 
marketing strategies, is contributing 
to the emergence of a new generation 
of young people addicted to nicotine, 
while also increasing the risk that 
these groups will subsequently take 
up conventional cigarettes. 

According to Philip Morris’s own esti-
mates, its “new products” generate a 
net profit margin 2.6 times higher than 
that of conventional cigarettes.

 	�� The concept of harm reduction in 
tobacco control must not be left to 
the tobacco industry, as there is 
a fundamental and irreconcilable 
conflict between its commercial 
interests and the goals of public 
health. While claiming to offer an 
alternative to cigarettes, the indus-
try’s primary objective is to keep 
as many consumers as possible 
addicted to its products.
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BACKGROUND
For around two decades, the multina-
tional tobacco companies have promoted 
a narrative centred on their “transforma-
tion”. 1-3 British American Tobacco (BAT), 
Japan Tobacco International (JTI), and 
Philip Morris International (PMI) emphasise 
“reduced-risk” products, while Imperial 
Brands (Imperial) promotes “next genera-
tion products”. 4 These products primarily 
consist of e-cigarettes, heated tobacco 
products, and nicotine pouches. In Swit-
zerland, the industry began marketing 
these products in 2015 with PMI’s IQOS 
heated tobacco product 5, followed by 
BAT’s Vuse e-cigarette I,6, and JTI’s Nordic 
Spirit nicotine pouches in 20197, which 
have since been withdrawn from the Swiss 
market. 8 By 2026, both PMI and BAT were 
marketing all three product categories in 
Switzerland. 9

This repositioning has been accompa-
nied by ambitious promises: a “smoke-

free future” (PMI) 10, a “better tomorrow” 
in a “smokeless world” (BAT) 11, a “better 
future” (JTI) 12, and even a “healthier 
futures” (Imperial) 13, all linked to the 
decline in cigarette smoking. The industry 
therefore claims to be committed to “harm 
reduction” II,14 as a means of addressing 
the harms caused by tobacco.

Should we trust the tobacco industry when 
it claims to be turning its back on conven-
tional cigarettes? And should we conclude 
that it is using all available means to 
ensure that every adult who smokes and is 
unable or unwilling to quit, and only them, 
switches to these “new products” III which 
are presented as less harmful? 

Let us examine the gap between the indus-
try’s narrative and the facts.
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THE INDUSTRY’S 
NARRATIVE VERSUS  
THE FACTS
We have broken down the tobacco industry’s “harm reduction” narrative into five key 
promises. For each promise, we compare the industry’s narrative with the facts that 
qualify and contradict these claims.

A COMMITMENT  
TO PUBLIC HEALTH

THE PHASE-OUT  
OF CIGARETTE SALES  

SCIENTIFIC  
TRANSPARENCY 

RESPONSIBLE  
MARKETING  

TECHNOLOGICAL  
INNOVATION IN THE SERVICE  
OF PUBLIC HEALTH 
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QUITTING CONVENTIONAL 
CIGARETTES?
THE INDUSTRY’S NARRATIVE

The industry promises a transformation 
driven by “new products”
Given the harmful effects of conventional cigarettes, 
multinational tobacco companies promote “new prod-
ucts” that are presented as less harmful. They portray 
this shift as a break with their historic business model 

and have made commitments that go so far as to 
promise a complete end to the sale of conventional 
cigarettes, citing their detrimental impact on public 
health as justification 15.

“We can more rapidly achieve a significant milestone in global health — a world 
without cigarettes. Who wouldn’t want to help deliver a future like that?” 16 

PMI

“For us, a better future starts with lowering the health risks associated with 
smoking by providing adult consumers with alternative products offering reduced-
risk potential.” 12

JTI

“At BAT, we have set ourselves the aim to Build a Smokeless World by actively 
migrating smokers from cigarettes to smokeless products.” 17

BAT

“Imperial Brands is committed to making a meaningful contribution to the public 
health concept of tobacco harm reduction through our next-generation products.” 18

Imperial 



6	 HARM REDUCTION IN THE SERVICE OF INCREASED PROFITS  

THE FACTS

Cigarettes remain at the heart  
of the industry’s business model
Conventional cigarettes continue to account for the 
majority of the global tobacco industry’s product 
portfolio, and there is little indication that this will 
change in the near future. Tobacco companies 
control the entire tobacco supply chain and have no 
commercial incentive either to reduce cigarette sales 
or to abandon these products altogether 19. They 
also continue to actively support tobacco produc-
tion, notably through organisations such as the 
International Tobacco Growers’ Association, a front 
group that promotes tobacco cultivation and opposes 
public health policiese 20-24  Figure 1 .

Tobacco multinationals do not want ciga-
rettes to disappear
When addressing investors, the tobacco industry 
emphasises the strength and profitability of the 
conventional cigarette market 26, describing ciga-
rettes as a “growth driver” 27 and a “resilient” 
produc t28, 29. It also highlights the growth of certain 
brands: in 2025, JTI reported strong growth 
for Camel (+4.3%) and Winston (+5%) 30, while 

Marlboro (PMI) achieved a record market share of 
11% 28. Maintaining market leadership in the ciga-
rette sector remains a strategic objective for major 
tobacco companies (JTI 2025 IV,31, PMI 2019 32 and 
2021 V,32 , and BAT 2021 VI,32). Indeed, PMI justifies 
its continued involvement in the cigarette trade 
by the need for “responsible leadership” in this 
sector 33. Until 2020, PMI regularly paired the adjec-
tive “ethical” alongside the term “responsible” in its 
annual report to the US Securities and Exchange 
Commission; this is no longer the case. Tobacco 
companies continue to emphasise the “future 
growth” potential of cigarette sales 27 and warn 
against their “cannibalisation” by “smokeless” prod-
ucts 34. PMI’s 2025 annual report explicitly identifies 
declining cigarette consumption as a risk that could 
reduce revenues and undermine its “smoke-free 
transformation” VII,35. The company also cites the 
“adverse impact” of taxes on its cigarette sales VIII. 
These factors suggest that, behind the promise of 
transformation, the industry seeks to preserve the 
cigarette market and to slow the decline in conven-
tional cigarette sales.

The industry continues to invest in the 
expansion of cigarette production
The tobacco industry continues to invest heavily in 
expanding cigarette production. PMI invested CHF 
250 million in the modernisation of its factory in 
Krasnodar, Russia (2015–2018) 36. BAT opened a 
new manufacturing plant in Jordan in 2019 37, and 
in March 2026 JTI began construction of a new 
€300 million factory in Romania 38. At the same time, 

  �Since 2020, PMI’s cigarette sales have 
declined by an average of just 0.7% per 
year. At this rate, the company would still be 
selling more than 100 billion cigarettes a year 
in 250 years. 

  �JTI, on the other hand, has recorded a steady 
increase in cigarette sales since 2021.

Products 2014 2019 2020 2025

Cigarettes 856 707 629 607

“Smoke-free products” 0 60 76 179

Total volume 856 767 705 786

 Figure 1  – Trends in PMI’s cigarette and “new product” sales, in billions of units.25 The decline in cigarette sales, as reported by PMI, has 
slowed significantly over the last five years.15 At the same time, sales volumes of smoke-free products have increased at a faster rate than 
the decline in cigarette sales. Timeline: 2014: launch of the IQOS heated tobacco product. 2020: launch of the Veev e-cigarette brand. 2022: 
acquisition of the Zyn nicotine pouch brand.

Annual change  
2014 – 2019 : - 4 %

Annual change   
2020 – 2025 : - 0,7 %
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tobacco companies continue to expand their product 
portfolios. PMI launched more than 450 new ciga-
rette variants between 2016 and 2020 32, and new 
pack sizes containing 25 and 30 cigarettes were 
introduced in Switzerland in 2026 39, 40. These invest-
ments point to a long-term business strategy that is 
inconsistent with a gradual withdrawal from the ciga-
rette market.

The industry continues to promote 
cigarettes
Despite its claims of transformation, the tobacco industry 
continues to actively promote cigarettes. In Switzerland, 
cigarette advertising remains visible at points of sale 
and in the press 41. Online, access is particularly easy. 
Promotional offers (such as discounted packs of 10) are 
displayed on the Denner supermarket chain website 
without any age verification 30. The websites of Coop 31 

and k kiosk 32 likewise feature numerous tobacco-re-
lated promotions, with little or no effective age controls 
beyond a simple click. This visibility and ease of access 
encourage smoking initiation and hinder further reduc-
tions in tobacco consumption 42.  Figure 2 .

 Figure 2   Advertisement for the Parisienne brand (BAT) in the newspaper 24 Heures on Saturday 4 April 2026, using language aimed at young 
people. Switzerland is one of the few European countries where flavourings, which are particularly appealing to young people, are still permitted 
in cigarettes. By contrast, the European Union banned such flavourings in 2014 43.
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THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY 
SERVING PUBLIC HEALTH?  
THE INDUSTRY’S NARRATIVE

The industry presents itself as a public 
health actor
Tobacco companies claim to share the WHO’s objec-
tives and position themselves as an integral part of 
the solution to smoking 44. PMI states that it seeks to 
“help the more than one billion people who smoke 
move away from combustible cigarettes as quickly as 
possible.” 45. Imperial has called for “collective lead-
ership”, bringing together regulators, public health 
stakeholders, and industry representatives around 
the goal of harm reduction 46. BAT describes tobacco 
harm reduction as “one of the biggest public health 
opportunities of this generation” 3. According to this 
narrative, all parties are pursuing the same goal: an 
end to smoking-related death and disease. IX,47 

“New products” are presented  
as the solution
According to the tobacco industry, alternative products 
are less harmful than cigarettes and can make it easier 
to quit. The widespread adoption of these products 
is therefore presented as the most effective means 
of reducing harm, with countries such as Sweden 
frequently cited as examples X,48-50.  Users who stop 
smoking with the help of these products are portrayed 
as “switchers” XI,4 or “unsmokers” 51. However, tobacco 

companies must maintain a certain degree of ambi-
guity, as the US Food and Drug Administration does 
not permit them to market these products as thera-
peutic interventions. PMI’s marketing code therefore 
specifies that its “smoke-free” range must not be 
presented as a smoking cessation aid 52.

Tobacco control advocates are portrayed 
as obstacles
The tobacco industry and its allies accuse public 
health stakeholders of hindering progress in harm 
reduction by being overly restrictive towards new 
nicotine products. The World Health Organization, in 
particular, has been criticised for having an approach 
described as “outdated and dogmatic” XII,53 and based 
on “fictions” 54. Industry-backed organisations and 
think tanks have criticised decisions taken “behind 
closed doors” and have gone so far as to claim that 
certain regulatory policies on “new products” could 
amount to “condemning millions to die” XIII,55. At the 
same time, the industry and its allies advocate the 
relaxation of marketing regulations on “new prod-
ucts”, as well as for lower levels of taxation than those 
applied to cigarettes, in order (they say) to make these 
products more accessible and affordable 56.

“International health experts today warned that governments of the world are 
condemning millions to die if they continue to ignore the irrefutable benefits of 
tobacco harm reduction (THR) policies.” 55

« Smokefree Sweden » XV

“Whilst the aim to reduce and eventually eradicate smoking is laudable, the FCTC’s 
outdated and dogmatic approach to tobacco control has become a significant 
obstacle to public health progress. Its stubborn refusal to acknowledge the poten-
tial of harm-reduction strategies […] has not only hindered smoking cessation 
efforts but has likely cost millions of lives.” 53 

« World Vapers Alliance » XIV
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THE FACTS

The industry’s purported commitment  
to public health is nothing new

This position has been consistently used to counter 
criticism, with the industry emphasising its purported 
good intentions in order to preserve its reputation 
and credibility, despite having long been aware of the 
highly harmful nature of its products 58-61. In the twen-
ty-first century, this approach has been repackaged 
through the concept of “harm reduction”, which BAT 
conceived as a “strategy” when it commissioned the 
public relations firm Lewin Group 3,62. This strategy 
guarantees the industry access to political and scien-
tific circles.

The industry has appropriated  
the concept of harm reduction  
The concept of harm reduction, which is embedded in 
the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control 
(FCTC), has been appropriated by the industry. Under 
Article 1, the FCTC calls for action to reduce demand, 
tobacco supply, and the harms associated with tobacco 
use. However, the treaty does not specify which harm 
reduction (or risk reduction) measures should be 
adopted 63. This ambiguity has been exploited by the 
tobacco industry. By presenting itself as a pioneer in 
this field, it seeks to establish itself as a key player in 
the creation of tobacco control policies. By advocating 
multistakeholderism 64,65, the industry aims to influ-
ence policy decisions while simultaneously defending 
its own commercial interests. This strategy amounts 
to an “opportunistic adaptation tactic” 3. By contrast, 
Article 5.3 of the FCTC recommends protecting public 
health policymaking from the influence of the tobacco 
industry 66.

“New products” offset the decline  
in cigarette sales
So-called “reduced-risk” products have been 
introduced primarily in markets where cigarette 
consumption was already declining. Their purpose 
is therefore less to compete with cigarettes than to 
offset their declining sales 67. Some studies 15, as well 
as data from PMI 68, suggest that the global decline 

in cigarette sales has slowed since the introduction 
of these products. In Sweden, reductions in smoking 
are attributable primarily to the implementation of 
structural tobacco control measures, rather than 
simply to the availability of these products 69.

A significant proportion of users  
of “new products” continue to smoke
PMI reports that more than 41% of the users of its 
“smoke-free” products also smoke conventional ciga-
rettes 68. An international systematic review found 
that 68% of users of heated tobacco products also 
smoked cigarettes 70. In Switzerland, data indicate that 
41% of users of “new products” continue to smoke 
cigarettes 71. This dual use of cigarettes and “new 
products” undermines any potential health benefits 
that might otherwise be achieved 72. Indeed, even at 
reduced levels of consumption, cigarettes remain 
highly harmful 73.

The industry opposes effective measures
PMI has sued or threatened several countries, including 
Uruguay, Togo, and Australia, for adopting measures 
proven to reduce cigarette consumption, such as 
plain packaging or enhanced health warnings, citing, 
in particular, trade agreements with Switzerland 74-77. 
Rather than supporting public health policies recog-
nised as effective in reducing cigarette consumption, 
the tobacco industry actively opposes them, acting as 
though the marketing of its “new products” constitutes 
the only legitimate and effective response to the harms 
caused by tobacco use 78.

The industry uses pro-harm reduction 
organisations to discredit public health
Many think tanks and organisations that promote 
“reduced-risk” products or criticise public health poli-
cies receive direct or indirect funding from the tobacco 
industry. The links between these interest groups and 
the industry are often concealed. Moreover, portraying 
tobacco control advocates as “extremists” forms part 
of a strategy aimed at undermining the legitimacy of 
measures that might threaten the industry’s commer-
cial interests and at creating divisions within the public 
health community 79.

For decades, the industry has claimed to act in 
the interests of public health. As early as 1954, 
it stated: “We always have and always will 
cooperate closely with those whose task it is to 
safeguard the public health.” XVI,57. 
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A SCIENCE-BASED 
APPROACH? 
THE INDUSTRY’S NARRATIVE

“Transparent” science 
The tobacco industry highlights its investments in the 
research and development of its “reduced-risk” prod-
ucts, claiming complete transparency. As PMI states:  

Tobacco companies maintain dedicated platforms 
showcasing their scientific work 80-84 and promote their 
research facilities, such as PMI’s research centre in 
Neuchâtel where hundreds of scientists work and 
numerous patents have been filed 85-87. 

This strategy is accompanied by the publication of 
in-house research outputs, including PMI’s “white 
papers” 88, and the funding of organisations presented 
as independent, such as the Foundation for a Smoke-
Free World (now known as Global Action to End 
Smoking 89, 90). The organisation describes its mission 
as funding research, supporting smoking cessation, 
and promoting agricultural diversification.  

At the same time, researchers with links to the tobacco 
industry have used the term “junk science” to discredit 
public health policies that are, in fact, based on sound 
scientific evidence 91. 

The industry claims scientific legitimacy
The industry maintains that its “reduced-risk” prod-
ucts are based on robust scientific evidence and are 
supported by independent institutions and experts 25,92. 
It argues that the absence of combustion makes these 
products significantly less harmful than conventional 
cigarettes. For heated tobacco products, for example, it 
cites a “95%” reduction in exposure to toxic substances 93, 
while for e-cigarettes, it claims that they are 95% less 
harmful 94. To support these claims, it cites authorities 
such as the Food and Drug Administration, Public Health 
England, and prominent public health figures 93.

“We publish our science transparently 
on our website” 25

PMI
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THE FACTS

Industry funding shapes research
The tobacco industry has invested in research for 
decades, not to reduce harm, but to influence the 
production, publication, and interpretation of scientific 
knowledge 95. Between 1953 and 1998, more than 
USD 300 million was devoted to such activities 96, with 
the aim of influencing public policy and enhancing 
the industry’s scientific credibility 97. Established in 
2017 with Philip Morris as its unique funder, the 
Foundation for a Smoke-Free World, for example, 
provided substantial support for initiatives aligned with 
the industry’s harm reduction narrative, often at the 
expense of rigorous independent research 98,99. Three-
quarters of studies on heated tobacco products are 
industry-funded and carry a high risk of bias 100.

In Switzerland, PMI funded and influenced a 2013 
study conducted at the University of Zurich on the 
effectiveness of plain packaging, with the aim of using 
the results to oppose the public health measure 101. 
Similarly, Swiss Cigarette XVII commissioned a study 
from the University of Lucerne whose findings were 
reported in the media ahead of the vote on the 
“Children Without Tobacco” initiative in 2022. The 
study, which was never published, concluded that the 
economy benefited overall “thanks” to the premature 
deaths of people who smoke 102.

The industry opposes transparency
Contrary to its claims of transparency, the tobacco 
industry continues to influence research in ways that 
are not fully disclosed 106. A recent study examining 
links between the industry and Swiss universities 
found that research conducted with or on behalf of 
the industry often lacks transparency 107. The industry 
has repeatedly opposed the publication of research 
contracts, despite legal obligations to do so. Several 
agreements include confidentiality clauses that 
prohibit researchers from revealing even the exist-
ence of projects without the prior consent of the 

multinational company involved. Such provisions run 
counter to the principles of scientific transparency and 
to the legal transparency requirements that apply to 
academic institutions.

Furthermore, in 2017 PMI exerted pressure on the 
University of Lausanne to withdraw a study that 
analysed the compounds emitted by the IQOS heated 
tobacco product and concluded that its emissions 
were, in effect, a form of smoke 108,109.

Scientific evidence is selectively used 
or instrumentalised
The authorities and experts cited by the tobacco 
industry either lack independence or are presented in 
a selective manner 110.

Some “scientific authorities” cited in support of 
“reduced-risk” products also have links to the tobacco 
industry. Examples include the French oncologist 
David Khayat (a consultant for PMI 112,113) and the 
former WHO executive Derek Yach (the first presi-
dent of the Foundation for a Smoke-Free World 114). In 
2014, the Institute of Global Health at the University 
of Geneva produced a position paper advocating 
for lower taxation and allowing advertising for these 
products 115. Notably among its signatories were 
specialists with ties to the industry, including Dr 
Konstantinos Farsalinos, who received thousands 
of euros from Juul, an e-cigarette company later 
acquired by PMI 116, and Ricardo Polosa, a consultant 
for BAT who was proposed as a collaborator to Juul 
by the company Health Diplomats 117,118. The case 
of Dr Delon Human, an industry partner and owner 

More broadly, almost all industry-funded 
studies addressing issues with potential impli-
cations for the tobacco industry’s commercial 
interests reach conclusions favourable to the 
industry(103, 104). A systematic review found 
that these studies were 59 times more likely 
to present “new products” as “reduced-risk” 
than independent studies, which failed to 
reach a consensus 105.

For example, while it is true that the US Food 
and Drug Administration permits PMI to 
state that IQOS, its flagship heated tobacco 
product, “reduces exposure” to certain toxic 
substances, the agency also makes clear 
that “there is no direct clinical or epidemio-
logical evidence of risk reduction” and that 
“There is no direct clinical or epidemiological 
evidence of risk reduction, and the available 
evidence is insufficient to demonstrate that 
the product, as actually used by consumers, 
will significantly reduce harm and risk to 
individual users and benefit the health of the 
population as a whole” 111 These caveats are 
systematically omitted by PMI.  
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of Health Diplomats, is also illustrative 119. Through 
Health Diplomats, as well as the company Euroswiss 
Health, both based in Switzerland 120, Human led initi-
atives promoting “harm reduction” on an international 
scale, notably centred on the “Swedish model” 121,122. 

Euroswiss Health was also responsible for the study 
that claimed e-cigarettes were 95% less harmful than 
cigarettes, a figure that has since been widely chal-
lenged for its lack of scientific rigor 77,94.

 “New products” carry risks 

  �Nicotine is a highly addictive substance with 
effects on the cardiovascular system and on 
the developing brains of young people 123-126. 

  �Heated tobacco products contain and emit 
numerous toxic substances and expose users 
to significant levels of harmful compounds. 
Although they may reduce exposure to certain 
substances compared with cigarettes, they 
are proven to be harmful and their long-term 
effects remain uncertain 127, 128. In France, the 
Interministerial Mission for the Fight Against 
Drugs and Addictive Behaviours concluded 
that heated tobacco products do not consti-
tute a harm reduction measure 129.

  �E-cigarettes can help with smoking cessa-
tion 130,131, but they are far from harmless. 
They expose users to toxic substances, 

including some carcinogens, and are 
associated with potential adverse effects 
on the respiratory and cardiovascular 
systems 132,133. 

  �Nicotine pouches also present risks, including 
nicotine overconsumption, oral lesions, and 
the risk of poisoning, particularly among 
young people 123,134.

In summary, for people who smoke, replacing 
conventional cigarettes with e-cigarettes or 
nicotine pouches may reduce the burden of 
smoking-related diseases and, consequently, 
lower health risks. For everyone else, however, 
these products carry significant risks of addic-
tion and may also be harmful to health 135.
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MARKETING RESTRICTED 
TO ADULT SMOKERS?   
THE INDUSTRY’S NARRATIVE

The industry claims that marketing for 
“new products” targets only adults who 
already smoke
Multinational tobacco companies have adopted 
self-regulatory codes of “responsible” marketing, 
claiming that their “new products” are intended 
exclusively for adults who already smoke 52,136,137. In 
Switzerland, Swiss Tobacco and Swiss Cigarette 

adopted a Code of Conduct in 2018 committing them 
to marketing their products “responsibly” 138. In this 
context, the industry promotes its products as alter-
natives for people who smoke and emphasises the 
need to “inform” them, through advertising, about the 
“best alternatives”. In doing so, it positions itself as a 
spokesperson for people who smoke, who, it argues, 
should not be “excluded” from the debate 10.

“We are striving to: Prevent underage access, appeal and accidental use,  
by adopting age-gating technologies and accidental use restriction features,  
and ensuring device features, e-liquid flavours, packaging and marketing  
are designed for adults.” 140

BAT

“Whilst we are excited about the harm reduction potential of NGP, we also recognise 
that it is crucial they do not appeal to non-smokers – including young people. 
This would potentially undermine any progress made through switching adult 
smokers.” 139 

Imperial 

“These products are for adults only. We have very strict controls in terms of limiting 
young people’s access to these products. We develop our communication, which  
is clearly aimed solely at adults.” 16 

PMI
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THE FACTS

Marketing targets more than just adults 
who smoke, particularly young people
The marketing of so-called “reduced-risk” products is 
aimed at a broad audience, including young people, 
with campaigns designed to appeal to them 141-146. To 
sustain the growth of these products, the industry 
must continually replenish its consumer base. Yet 
a significant proportion of users were not previously 
smokers, particularly among younger age groups 147. 
In Switzerland, 15-24-year-olds are overrepresented 
among users of “new products”, especially nicotine 
pouches and e-cigarettes. E-cigarettes are now the 
primary entry point into nicotine use among minors 71 
and may also act as a “gateway” to conventional 
cigarette smoking 148. 

Young people’s attraction to nicotine products is no 
coincidence. One might speak of “candyfication”, 
given the extent to which these products incorporate 
flavourings and sweeteners 149. In Switzerland, this is 
reflected in the availability of fruit-flavoured nicotine 
pouches, e-cigarettes, and heated tobacco products, 
as well as the addition of flavour capsules (e.g. mint 
and fruit) in certain cigarettes.

Finally, age-verification measures remain largely 
inadequate. In Switzerland, the websites of manu-
facturers of “reduced-risk” products are accessible to 
minors, who can gain entry simply by declaring that 
they are over 18 years of age with a few clicks, without 
any meaningful verification of their identity 150-154.

Regulations governing the marketing  
of “new products” are repeatedly breached 
by tobacco companies
The tobacco industry has been found in breach 
of marketing regulations in France 155 and the 
Netherlands 156. In Switzerland, violations of cantonal 
legislation occurred in Lausanne in 2025 157 and 
possibly in Geneva in 2026 158, where advertisements 
for heated tobacco products were visible from public 
spaces. PMI also breached federal law in 2026 by 
distributing free nicotine pouches in Swiss bars 159. 
These incidents appear to form part of a broader 
strategy employed by the tobacco industry. Indeed, 
the delay between the launch of these campaigns 
and subsequent court rulings can extend over 
several years, allowing companies to take advantage 
of this timeframe to continue engaging in unlawful 
marketing practices and, in the meantime, recruit 
new consumers 160 , and the risk for offending compa-
nies, when found guilty, is low, as the penalties are 
generally far from dissuasive. 

 Figure 3  – Digital advertisement for Velo nicotine pouches, 
Switzerland, 2026.
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INNOVATIVE PRODUCTS ? 
THE INDUSTRY’S NARRATIVE

Technological “innovation” is presented 
as a public health advance
The tobacco industry presents its “new products” in 
an overwhelmingly positive light, portraying them 
as part of a continuous process of innovation and 
improvement 161. It has argued that it was “forced” to 
continue marketing conventional cigarettes until it 
had acquired the technical knowledge necessary to 
develop supposedly lower-risk alternatives 86 .

The industry now claims that these innovations 
are set to gradually replace conventional tobacco 
products such as cigarettes 162,163. It presents 
them as “new technologies” 32, comparing their 
development to that of smartphones.

Regulation is portrayed as a barrier 
to progress  
At the same time, the tobacco industry criticises 
regulatory authorities, which it considers to be overly 
cautious, or even “conservative”, in their approach to 
“new products”. It contrasts two competing visions: 
on the one hand, its own innovations, presented as 
drivers of progress with the potential to “improve 
public health globally” XVIII; and on the other, public 
policies portrayed as being based on “ideology and 
flawed assumptions” 164.

“Regulating smoke-free alternatives is a conservative approach.”  93 

PMI

“Innovation moves faster than regulation.”  93

PMI
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THE FACTS

It is profitability that drives the marke-
ting of “new products”
Contrary to the industry’s narrative, many of these 
products have existed for decades 165. If they were 
not developed and marketed earlier, it was not due 
to technical limitations, but because their potential 
profitability was considered insufficient 166. 

Introducing “less harmful” alternatives into the market 
would have risked implicitly acknowledging the 
dangers of tobacco while also creating competition 
for its core product: the cigarette. Today, the situa-
tion has changed. So-called “reduced-risk” products 
offer exceptionally high returns to investors. At PMI, 
the profit margin on these products is claimed to be 
about around 2.6 times higher than that of cigarettes 
in 2026 25. Consequently, rather than replacing the 
existing market, these products are contributing to its 
expansion. Between 2012 and 2023, the total value 
of the European nicotine market increased by 3%, 
reaching €159 billion 169  Figure 4 .

Filters and “light” cigarettes were already 
presented as innovations
The argument that innovation serves public health 
is not new. From the 1930s to the 1970s, cigarette 
filters and “light” cigarettes were also promoted 
as innovations in the service of public health, 
even though they proved to be ineffective, or even 
harmful 60,170-172. These earlier examples highlight a 
recurring pattern: “innovation” serves primarily to 
maintain the attractiveness of tobacco products and 
sustain their consumption. The tobacco industry 
possesses the technical expertise required to chem-
ically modify cigarettes, for example by altering their 
acidity (pH) in order to reduce nicotine absorption 
and thereby lower the risk of addiction 58. In fact, 
certain measures, such as reducing nicotine content, 
could effectively reduce the addictive potential of 
cigarettes, yet such measures are actively opposed 
by the tobacco companies 173.

“Innovation” attracts new consumers
Innovation plays a central role in the tobacco indus-
try’s growth strategy. It is not limited to offering 
alternatives; it also serves to attract new consumers. 
For BAT, innovation constitutes “a major driver of 
growth” 174. In marketing, the launch of “new products” 
relies on targeting “early adopters”, that is, the first 
groups of consumers to embrace a new product, who 
are regarded as critical to its commercial success 175. 
This logic is evident in the promotion of products such 
as IQOS 176, which are presented as “tobacco inno-
vations” and aimed at “curious” consumers seeking 
something new 177. Such a strategy is particularly 
effective among young people 178.

Internal industry documents show that tobacco 
companies deliberately avoided promoting 
alternatives to cigarettes as long as cigarettes 
remained profitable and their harmful effects 
could still be disputed 167,168.
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Match volumes. Total may not foot due to rounding. Source: PMI Financials or estimates. CAGNY 2026, presented February 18, 2026 
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3

Source: PMI Financials or estimates. CAGNY 2026, presented February 18, 2026  Figure 4  – Slide from a PMI presentation to its shareholders in 
March 2026. The company highlights the substantially higher profit 
margin of its “smoke-free” product portfolio 25.
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 Figure 5   Diagram reproduced from an internal PMI presentation showing the relationship between product diversification and market expansion.

In this diagram, the horizontal axis represents product 
diversification. The code V1 refers to “reduced-harm 
cigarettes”. V2t denotes “minimal-risk” products 
containing tobacco (the future IQOS), and V2n refers to 
tobacco-free products containing nicotine. The vertical 
axis represents market diversification. According to 
the diagram, product diversification leads to market 
expansion. “New products” are initially distributed 
through existing distribution channels to reach new 
consumers. This expansion is then amplified through 

the development of new distribution channels for the 
“new products”, which also benefit existing products. 

Expanding the market and increasing the number 
of consumers was PMI’s plan in 2004. Today, that 
strategy has become a reality.

.

This innovation strategy was planned more than 
20 years ago. In 2004, at a meeting to “create 
new products that might reduce the harm caused 

by cigarette smoking”, the following diagram   
 Figure 5  appeared in an internal PMI presenta-

tion entitled Health Science Research 179: 
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CONCLUSION
The narrative of “harm reduction” has enabled the 
tobacco industry to appropriate this public health 
concept and redefine its meaning. The industry 
promotes an interpretation centred on its own inter-
ests: harm reduction is framed primarily as the 
development of “new products”, new and more prof-
itable, and, consequently, as means of increasing 
profits. 

Under the guise of contributing to public health, the 
industry engages in a form of “regulatory capture” XIX 
that enables it to increase its profits. It advocates 
for, and often secures, a differentiated and more 
permissive regulatory framework for the taxation and 
marketing of its “reduced-risk” products compared 
with other tobacco products. In the area of marketing, 
the industry relies on a narrative of individual respon-
sibility that obscures the fact that its strategies also 
target and reach non-smokers and minors.

At the same time, the industry discredits genuinely 
effective public health approaches, such as struc-
tural prevention measures and support schemes for 
smoking cessation, including through vaping where 
appropriate. Medical support for quitting is portrayed 
as complex, ineffective, or even doomed to fail, 
despite the fact that the industry itself has designed 

its products to be highly addictive. This narrative 
contributes to the marginalisation of other essential 
components of tobacco control, particularly measures 
aimed at reducing demand and restricting supply. It 
also serves to divide the public health community by 
creating confusion about policy priorities and the rela-
tive importance of different interventions.

The objective of multinational tobacco companies is 
to maintain and increase the number of consumers of 
their products, regardless of product type, in order to 
create a mass market for tobacco and nicotine addic-
tion. The “sustainability” of the company, underpinned 
by this new market, is presented to investors as a 
major asset, going hand in hand with “growth” XX. There 
is therefore a fundamental and irreconcilable conflict 
between the objective of the tobacco industry—to 
maximise its profits—and the objective of public health 
in relation to smoking: to reduce the number of people 
who smoke or initiate nicotine use and, for those who 
are unable to quit, to limit the harms associated with 
continued use.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Taxation 
  �The industry exploits the low taxation of its ‘new products’ to maximise profits, without encouraging 

smokers to switch: these products are often sold at prices equivalent to, or even higher than, cigarettes. 

  �In line with the recommendations of international health organisations 180 and national bodies 181,182, it is 
necessary to:  
– Increase taxation on cigarettes. 
– Align the taxation of heated tobacco products with that of cigarettes. 
– Increase taxation on all other nicotine-containing products.

Marketing and sponsorship 
 �Promotional strategies for ‘new products’ reach non-smokers, particularly young people, contributing  
to initiation rather than substitution. It is therefore essential to implement and effectively enforce  
the ‘Children without tobacco’ initiative, in order to protect minors from any exposure to the marketing  
of nicotine-containing products. 

 �The most effective approach would be to ban all forms of advertising and sponsorship for tobacco and 
nicotine products, as recommended by the WHO 184 and as is the case in around 60 countries 185, and to 
introduce plain packaging for these products. 

Research 
 �Given the tobacco industry’s history of manipulation and misinformation, the studies it funds cannot be 
considered independent and reliable.

 �It is crucial to prevent the exploitation of academic research, particularly in the context of the narra-
tive surrounding ‘new products’, as the industry’s self-proclaimed ‘transformation’ serves as a means of 
gaining access to academic institutions 186. 

 �Furthermore, the marketing of new products should be conditional upon the availability of independent, 
robust and transparent data on their composition and potential harm 187. 

Harm reduction   
 �The concept of harm reduction in the tobacco sector must not be left to the industry. Public health stake-
holders must reclaim it by promoting evidence-based approaches. 

 �Any product marketed with the aim of risk reduction should be subject to strict regulation. More broadly, 
risk reduction in the field of nicotine addiction must be part of a structured framework involving special-
ised support for those affected and must recognise that there is a fundamental and irreconcilable conflict 
between the interests of the tobacco and nicotine industries and public health objectives.
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NOTES
I	 �The e-cigarette market is not dominated by multinational tobacco 

companies, whose products face competition from numerous 
brands, including a large number of Chinese firms. However, 
the multinationals are working to catch up and are seeing rapid 
growth in their e-cigarette brands (PMI’s Veev e-cigarette brand 
grew by 95% in the first quarter of 2026 compared with the first 
quarter of 2025). See Philip Morris (2026) First Quarter results.

II	 �In public health, harm reduction is a concept derived from hard 
drug prevention that aims to limit the negative health, social and 
economic consequences of drug use by offering products and 
ways of consuming them that are less harmful.

III	 �The “novelty” of which is questionable; see Chapter 2.5.

IV	 �Full quote: “We also hire and develop talent who will lead the 
Group as senior management and each business as a leader, 

who expand and optimise our businesses and who explore new 
areas where we can offer value to society.” 

V	 �Full quote: “Committed to maintaining: ⎼ Leadership of the 
cigarette category outside China and the U.S.” 

VI	 �Full quote: “Leveraging Leadership in Combustibles to Continue 
Supporting Smoke-Free Expansion and Sustainability Efforts”

VII	 �Full quote: “The decline in cigarette consumption could have 
a material adverse effect on our revenues, cash flows and 
profitability, which in turn may have a material adverse effect on 
our ability to fund our smoke-free transformation.”

VIII	 �Full quote: “In addition, increases in cigarette taxes are expected 
to continue to have an adverse impact on our sales of cigarettes, 
due to resulting lower consumption levels”.
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IX	 �Full quote fom the Global State of Harm Reduction: “Everyone 
working in tobacco control and in tobacco harm reduction 
wants the same outcome: an end to smoking-related death and 
disease.” 

X	 �Due to the sharp decline in smoking observed in Sweden in re-
cent years, the country is frequently cited by the tobacco industry 
and its allies as proof that ‘reduced-risk’ products, particularly 
snus, have effectively replaced cigarettes. In reality, the decline 
in smoking is largely due to effective public health policies and 
not to the availability of the industry’s products. 

XI	 � Full quote: “So, to help make a meaningful contribution to the 
public health concept of tobacco harm reduction (THR), we’re 
committed to offering them a range of satisfying, non-combus-
tible NGP brands that fulfil their diverse range of needs and 
maximise their switching opportunities.

XII	 �Full quote from the World Vapers Alliance: “While the aim to re-
duce and eventually eradicate smoking is laudable, the FCTC’s 
outdated and dogmatic approach to tobacco control has become 
a significant obstacle to public health progress. Its stubborn 
refusal to acknowledge the potential of harm-reduction strategies 
[…] has not only hindered smoking cessation efforts but has 
likely cost millions of lives.”

XIII	 �Full quote from Smokefree sweden: “International health experts 
today warned that governments of the world are condemning 
millions to die if they continue to ignore the irrefutable benefits of 
tobacco harm reduction (THR) policies.”

XIV	 �The “World Vapers’ Alliance” is an interest group highly critical of 
the WHO and indirectly funded by the tobacco industry via the 
Consumer Choice Center. See Tobacco Tactics (2025), World 
Vapers’ Alliance. 

XV	 �Smokefree Sweden is a website created by the Swiss service 
provider Health Diplomats, managed by Delon Human, whose 
clients include tobacco companies such as BAT and Juul. See 
Tobacco Tactics (2026) Health Diplomats. 

XVI	 �The “Frank Statement to Cigarette Smokers” is a short public 
relations text written by the tobacco industry and published in 
hundreds of newspapers across the United States. Its aim was 
to reassure the public about the harmfulness of cigarettes and 
to announce a major research programme on this issue, which 
had in fact already been settled at the time. Quote in original 
language: “We always have and always will cooperate closely 
with those whose task it is to safeguard public health.”

XVII	 �The Swiss Cigarette Manufacturers’ Association, comprising 
PMI, JTI and BAT.

XVIII	 �Full quote: “Innovation has fundamentally transformed the 
businesses of Philip Morris International (PMI) and has the 
potential to improve public health globally”.

XIX	 �Regulatory capture refers to a situation in which the authorities 
responsible for regulating a sector are influenced by the interests 
of the industries they are supposed to oversee, to the detriment 
of the public interest.

XX	 �“Strong and Sustainable Net Revenue Drivers” and “Fifth Conse-
cutive Year of Total Volume Growth” were announced by PMI in 
a presentation entitled “Investor Information” in March 2026. See 
Philip Morris (2026), Investor Information. 
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