
UNMASKING THE  
TOBACCO INDUSTRY’S  

FAKE HARM REDUCTION

The Issue

Harm reduction is a people-centered  public 
health  approach that connects individuals at risk 
of addiction or harmful behaviors with services 
such as  counseling, treatment, and support.1  
While harm reduction is meant to protect public 
health, the tobacco industry has misused the 
concept to promote its products, in ways that  
go against true public health goals.

Is the tobacco industry’s “harm reduction” narrative legitimate?

Tobacco Harm Reduction or Tobacco Harm Repackaged? 

Real Harm Reduction Tobacco Industry Harm Reduction

Main incentive Reducing harm Increasing tobacco industry profit

Effect of intervention Eliminates specific types of harm 
to buy time for cessation services 
and psychosocial support

Creates an appearance of reduced 
harm while sustaining addiction

Approach to regulation and 
scientific transparency

Engage and embrace Avoid and resist

Approach to detractors Engage and educate Attack and discredit

Organizations like CAPHRA, which participated 
in networks funded by the tobacco industry,2 
have criticized governments that have 
attempted to tax electronic smoking devices 
same as cigarettes, even if they have already 
legislated weaker regulations for these
harmful products.3

The tobacco industry is 
the only “harm reduction” 
actor  that attacks critics and 
government agencies pushing 
for regulation.

!
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Throwback: A Long History of Doublespeak on Harm Reduction

Cigarette filters
•	 Cigarette filters, a toxic single-use plastic,4 have been used for over 

half a century to create an illusion of safety; studies have shown  
that, contrary to this perception, lung cancer continued to rise 
among smokers of filtered cigarettes, which were thought  
to expose the smoker to significantly less tar.5

•	 As early as the 1960s, the  tobacco industry knew that cigarette filters 
did not reduce harm; smokers simply changed how they inhaled, 
often taking in  more tar and nicotine.4

•	 Yet even today, the tobacco industry perpetuates this misleading 
claim  to deceive smokers and policymakers that filters offer some 
protection  from cigarette smoke.4 

Heated Tobacco Products
•	 Heated tobacco products (HTPs) are electronic smoking devices that 

heat tobacco to produce aerosol containing nicotine and many of the 
same harmful chemicals found in  tobacco smoke.6,7,8  

•	 This aerosol contains products of combustion, flavoring compounds, 
and other chemicals harmful to airways and lungs, including cancer-
causing chemicals, that damage the lungs and airways. Analysis 
of industry studies on emissions of heated tobacco products have 
shown presence of some harmful chemicals at levels higher than in 
conventional tobacco products. 5,6,7,9   

•	 In Japan, HTPs gained regulatory approval  in 2019 after the local 
subsidiary of Philip Morris funded research, partnered with public 
figures, and promoted the products to young people to build public 
and scientific support.10 

 

Electronic Cigarettes: Promoting New Addiction Instead  
of Reducing Harm

•	 The tobacco industry has long used harm reduction as a talking 
point, but it became especially aggressive after Public Health 
England claimed that electronic cigarettes were 95% less harmful 
than cigarettes.

•	 Electronic cigarettes are electronic smoking devices designed to heat 
a solid, semi-solid, or liquid substrate to emit aerosols that contain 
byproducts from the chemical degradation from vegetable glycerin, 
propylene glycol, and flavors, and – in an overwhelming majority of 
cases – also nicotine. 11 These products have been widely marketed 
to the youth  through advertising, flavors, and weak regulations.12 

•	 In countries like the Philippines, e-cigarette company Juul pushed 
for regulatory acceptance by directly engaging lawmakers and 
supporting vape retailers during policy discussions.13 
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SEATCA is a multi-sectoral non-governmental alliance promoting health and saving lives by assisting  
ASEAN countries to accelerate and effectively implement the tobacco control measures contained in the WHO FCTC.  

www.seatca.org @SEATCA @SEATCA @SEATCAdotorg

•	 By hijacking the language and principles 
of public health, the industry inserts itself 
in the policy development process  while 
undermining regulations. 

•	 Recognizing the tobacco industry as a 
legitimate partner  undermines public 
health, contrary to the goals of harm 
reduction. 

Recommendations

•	 Countries must reject industry involvement in public health and policy making in line 
with WHO FCTC Article 5.3.

•	 Countries must ban or, if not possible, strictly regulate electronic smoking devices and 
oral nicotine products.14
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Countries must expose and counter the industry’s misinformation  campaigns 
by raising public awareness of its long-standing tactics to mislead, distract, and 

protect its profits at the expense of health.
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•	 The industry’s push for so-called “reduced 
risk” products is driven by profit and is not 
backed by public demand or public health 
consensus. It is meant to appear socially 
responsible without truly protecting 
health.

Key Learnings from Looking at the Tobacco Industry’s “Harm Reduction”


