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25 July 2021 will mark the second anniversary1 of 
the e-cigarette, or vaping, product use associated 
lung injury (EVALI) outbreak.2 The concerns raised 
and news media attention focused on EVALI created 
a fertile environment for the tobacco industry to 
promote their e-cigarette alternatives,1 3 but this has 
not been studied.

One such product is Philip Morris Internation-
al’s (PMI) heated tobacco product: ‘IQOS’.4 5 To 
assess how PMI promoted IQOS in the news during 
EVALI, we used ‘Tobacco Watcher’ (​www.​tobac-
cowatcher.​org), a fully automated and publicly 
available tobacco media analysis engine that ware-
houses news from more than 500 000+ sources. We 
plotted trends in news stories mentioning ‘IQOS’ 
finding the largest number of stories mentioning 
IQOS occurred on 25 September 2019, with 261 
articles, more than double the next highest day 
previously recorded.

While investigating this anomaly we discovered 
an official PMI press release entitled ‘Lung illnesses 
associated with use of vaping products in the US’ 
was published the same day.6 In the release (see 
online supplemental material), PMI recounted the 
EVALI outbreak beginning: ‘Skepticism and fear 
around vaping has emerged following the cases of 
respiratory illness and deaths in the US associated 
with the use of e-cigarettes.’ PMI then contrasted 
this against their IQOS heated tobacco product, 
writing ‘on April 30 2019, the FDA authorized 
IQOS for sale in the US, finding that marketing of 
the product would be ‘appropriate for the protec-
tion of public health’’ (quotes used in the original 
release).

According to Tobacco Watcher, the original PMI 
press release was republished (including editing 
or revisions to make the republication consistent 
with the publisher’s format) in 14 additional news 
outlets. Further, evidence suggests PMI’s promo-
tion of IQOS was widely adopted by newsmakers. 
In the 60-day period following PMI’s release, the 
number of articles archived on Tobacco Watcher 
mentioning both the outbreak (eg, included the 
terms ‘vaping’ and ‘illness’) and ‘IQOS’ averaged 
11.3 articles per day compared with 1.1 average 
for the 30 days prior to PMI’s press release. This 
additional news coverage included several widely 
circulated outlets, such as the Associated Press, 
with these articles echoing if uncertainty about the 
safety of e-cigarettes will drive vapers to switch to 
IQOS.

PMI capitalised on EVALI by using an earned 
news media strategy to market their IQOS brand 
of heated tobacco for free across scores of news 
outlets that reached millions of readers. This marks 
the first known case where a tobacco company used 
the EVALI outbreak to promote tobacco products. 
It raises questions about the propriety of PMI’s 
claims, how regulators should address earned media 
campaigns, concerns about how earned media can 
serve covert tobacco industry promotion and the 
need for tobacco control to invest in surveillance to 
detect earned media marketing campaigns.

Did PMI’s press release violate Food and Drug 
Administration’s (FDA) regulations? Although 
interpretations among experts will vary, some 
readers could infer PMI’s campaign was designed 
to market IQOS as a safer alternative to vaping. 
For instance, PMI’s claim that the FDA endorsed 
IQOS as ‘appropriate for the protection of public 
health’ can be both technically correct to experts 
and potentially misleading to the lay public. PMI 
could not make explicit or implicit reduced-risk 
or reduced-exposure claims about IQOS in the 
USA without first applying for and receiving a 
favourable modified risk tobacco product (MRTP) 
marketing order from the FDA. PMI was aware 
of this as they had an application for an MRTP 
order at the time of the press release, but it was not 
until July 2020 that they received MRTP reduced-
exposure authorisation.7 However, even with this 
order there may be violations as tobacco companies 
are also prohibited by the US Tobacco Control Act 
from stating that the FDA has in any way approved 
or endorsed IQOS—for example, because of FDA’s 
Premarket Tobacco Product Application order for 
IQOS. See 21 USC 331(tt). PMI’s behaviour herein 
is consistent with other potential violations of the 
US Tobacco Control Act, including developing web 
pages on IQOS’s potential use as a harm reduction 
product which they advertised on Google.8

Current regulations are interpreted to be exclu-
sively focused on claims made by tobacco companies, 
but should tobacco companies be held responsible 
for claims made in news reports that were poten-
tially misinformed via an earned media campaign? 
Such precedent exists. For example, Purdue Phar-
maceuticals was held liable for fostering an informa-
tion landscape where the addictiveness and dangers 
of opioids were downplayed including in news 
media.9 In the case of PMI and IQOS, one news 
article published in the days following the release 
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said ‘Philip Morris claims these [IQOS] products are safer than 
cigarettes’.10 Another said ‘IQOS seems to be a safer alternative 
than vapes’.11 Should PMI face penalties for such claims arising 
from an earned media campaign they initiated? Should PMI be 
as diligent to snuff out potential misimpressions as they were to 
promote them? What does an appropriate correction look like? 
While the release published on the PMI website has been edited 
subsequent to its initial discovery by Tobacco Watcher, claims 
that may imply IQOS is safer have not been revised (as of 10 
March 2021).12

These issues are further complicated because earned media 
campaigns have the potential to hide tobacco industry promo-
tion. News reports do not disclose all the parties who contrib-
uted expertise. A recent investigation by University of Bath’s 
Tobacco Tactics discovered that the Franklin News Foundation 
was partially funded by the tobacco industry, thereby potentially 
influencing reporting on over 40 news sites controlled by the 
agency.13 In our case, the PMI release was rarely referenced 
in news reports, despite news coverage of EVALI and IQOS 
increasing 10-fold after its publication. Had PMI never publicly 
posted their press release to the company website it would have 
been impossible to know how news reports were informed by 
PMI. Could these concerns be addressed by requiring tobacco 
companies to disclose when their members engage in earned 
media campaigns? Should tobacco companies be allowed to 
use earned media to market their products all together? These 
critical questions have been overlooked to date, but become 
apparent in the context of how PMI promoted IQOS during the 
EVALI outbreak.

The potential for the tobacco industry to surreptitiously 
promote their products via earned media is exacerbated because 
monitoring news media has been neglected. For example, 
during the past 5 years only five articles archived on PubMed 
and published in Tobacco Control content analysed news 
to survey the tobacco landscape. Consequently, a greater 
emphasis on news media monitoring14 must become a priority. 
The value-add of such monitoring is demonstrated by our use 
of Tobacco Watcher, suggesting much more can be learnt by 
tobacco control regulators and scientists from mining this 
public resource.
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