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ABSTRACT

Objectives Philip Morris has a history of aggressive
marketing tactics in its global pursuit of 1QOS sales,
which extant literature suggests may appeal to non-
smokers and young adults. This study was the first to
examine point-of-sale (POS) marketing and pricing of
1QOS after it entered the US market in October 2019.
Methods Trained field staff assessed 75 retail partner
stores selling 1Q0S/HeatSticks in the Atlanta area in
February—November 2020 using an IQOS-tailored,
standardised assessment tool. The tool assessed store
characteristics, product availability and accessibility,
marketing and promotions and pricing for each store.
Results All stores assessed sold HeatSticks in at least
one of the three flavours (tobacco, smooth menthol,
fresh menthol), but did not sell the IQOS device. IQ0S/
HeatSticks marketing was present inside 98.5% and
outside 17.3% of stores assessed. Marketing for other
tobacco products was present inside 98.5% and outside
32% of stores. The average price per HeatSticks pack
was US$6.40 compared with US$6.08 for Marlboro Red
cigarettes.

Conclusion Our study revealed a considerable amount
of POS marketing and promotion for IQ0S/HeatSticks
at retail partner locations, visible to all retail consumers,
including youth and non-smokers. This study was the
first to examine 1QOS POS marketing and promotion in
the US context and findings add to the extant literature
on IQOS global marketing strategies. As additional
novel tobacco/nicotine products continue to enter the
market, targeted monitoring of the POS marketing and
promotion for these new products is warranted.

INTRODUCTION

IQOS is a heated tobacco product (HTP) that
claims to heat rather than burn tobacco to produce
an inhalable aerosol.! IQOS is available in over 60
countries and is continuing to expand, including
to the USA where Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) authorised Philip Morris (PM) to sell IQOS
and three flavours of Marlboro HeatSticks in April
2019.%% PM subsequently opened its first US store
in Atlanta, Georgia in October 2019.*° Although
PM temporarily ceased US IQOS sales in November
2021 due to patent disputes with R.]. Reynolds and
have not resumed sales at the time of writing,” there
remains a need for independent research examining
US IQOS/HeatSticks early sales, use and marketing,
which can provide information on the IQOS impact
on public health as well as lending insight for the
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WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC

= Tobacco product price and point-of-sale (POS)
marketing influence consumer behaviours.

= 1QO0S has a history of aggressive marketing
techniques internationally.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS

= This was the first study to examine IQ0S POS
marketing and price during its first year for sale
in the US market.

= Results showed high prevalence of 1Q0S
marketing inside retail stores, with HeatSticks
visible to all customers.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH,
PRACTICE OR POLICY

= Postauthorisation POS marketing surveillance
of the authorised tobacco products, as
demonstrated in our study, may help inform
regulatory agencies, such as the Food and Drug
Administration, in determining whether to
remove or amend product authorisation.

monitoring of other new tobacco/nicotine products
authorised by FDA.

Despite PM’s claim that they market IQOS
exclusively to adult smokers, existing international
research raises concerns that IQOS/HeatSticks
marketing and promotional strategies, such as
marketing the device as a clean/chic product, may
appeal to non-smokers and youth/young adults,
which could lead to product initiation.>* Point-
of-sale (POS) marketing is particularly important
to examine, especially in countries with restrictions
on other marketing avenues. Studies in Canada
and Israel have found aggressive IQOS promotion
tactics and prominent displays at POS, including
marketing in the line of vision for youth.'* " To our
knowledge, there has been no research published
examining the IQOS POS marketing and pricing
strategies in the USA. The aim of this study was to
fill this critical gap.

METHODS

Setting and sampling

In Fall 2019, a list of 399 IQOS retailers in Atlanta,
Georgia was retrieved from the PM website.'® Due
to differences noted between the retail partner
stores and IQOS specialty stores, only retail partner
stores were assessed.® See online supplemental
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Table 1 Store characteristics, product availability and accessibility,
interior marketing and exterior marketing and price

Table 1 Continued

Store characteristics (n=75) Total (n%) Cohen’s kappa IRR*

Store type 0.98
Grocery store or supermarket 15 (20.0%)

Store characteristics (n=75) Total (n%) Cohen's kappa IRR*
Pack multipack discount 6 (9.1%) 0.9

Interior e-cigarette marketing
Overall 46 (69.7%)

C(_)nvenience store_with or 35 (46.7%) E-cigarette branded signs 45 (68.2%) 0.9

WIthOUT.a gas ?t:tlon _ E-cigarette branded displays 4 (6.1%) 0.85

Gz sta_tlon (without a 9(12.0%) E-cigarette branded shelving 15 (22.7%) 0.96

convenience store) unite

0,

Pharmacy/Drug store 16 (21.3%) E-cigarette branded 0 _

Othert 0 functional items
Age restriction signage Interior other tobacco marketing

Interior 57 (76.0%) 0.93 Overall 65 (98.5%)

Exterior 70 (93.3%) 0.90 Other tobacco branded signs 65 (98.5%) 0.39
Product availability and Total (n%) Cohen’s kappa IRR* Other tobacco branded 7(10.6%) 0.7
accessibility (n=75) displays
Sales of 1QOS products+ Other tobacco branded 16 (24.2%) 0.82

Marlboro HeatSticks 75 (100.0%) 1.00* shelving units

1QOS device 0 Other tobacco branded 1(1.5%) 0.98
Sales of HeatSticks flavourst§ functional items

TR TEvaID 74 (98.7%) 1.00* Exterior marketing (n=75) Total (n%) Cohen’s kappa IRR*

ey menitie] Seang 74 (98.7%) 0.66 Exterior 1QOS marketing overall 13 (17.3%)

Fresh menthol flavour 75 (100.0%) 1.00* Average # of exterior IQOS 25(1,4)

marketing overall{| (mean
Sales of other tobacco productst (range))

E-cigarette products 51 (68.0%) 0.95 Exterior 1QOS marketing

Cigarettes 75(100.0%) 1.00 1Q0S-branded signs 10 (13.3%) 1.00*

Smokeless tobacco products 75 (100.0%) 1.00 Average # 1Q0S-branded 26(1,4) 0.94

Little cigars/cigarillos 74 (98.7%) 1.00* signsy (mean (range))

Interior marketing (n=66) Total (n%) Cohen’s kappa IRR* 1Q0S-branded displays 4(5.3%) 0.65
Interior IQOS marketing overall 65 (98.5%) Average # 1Q0S-branded 1.5(1,2) 0.66
Average # of interior 1Q0S 34(1,8) displays{ (mean (range))

marketing items overall (mean 1Q0S-branded shelving units 0 -
(range)) 1QOS-branded functional 0 =
1QOS interior marketing items

1Q0S-branded signs present 64 (97.0%) 1.00* Overall exterior visual impact of 0.75

Average # 1Q0S-branded 2.5(1,4) 1.00* IQOS marketing

signs9| (mean (range)) Free from any 1Q0S 63 (84%)

1Q0S-branded displays 40 (60.6%) 0.87 marketing

Average # 1Q0S-branded 1.1(1,3) 0.89 Some 1QOS marketing in 7(9.3%)

displays9l (mean (range)) one area

1QOS-branded shelving units 1 (1.5%) 1.00* A'lot of 1Q0S marketing 5 (6.7%)

Average # 1Q0S-branded 3(3,3) 1.00* Everywhere/In your face 0

shelving units (mean Exterior IQOS marketing components**

(range)) Suggest 1QOS is healthier 0 1.00*

1Q0S-branded functional 14 (21.2%) 1.00* or improved compared with

items conventional cigarettes

Average # |QOS-branded 1.1(1,2) 1.00* HeatSticks pack exterior price promotionstt

R’:nd'eo)')‘al items{] (mean Pack special price 1(1.3%) 1.00*

g. o . Exterior e-cigarette marketing
Overall interior visual impact of 1.00* =
1QOS marketing Overall 30 (40%)

Free from any 1QOS 1(1.5%) E-cigarette branded signs 29 (38.7%) 0.97

marketing E-cigarette branded displays 3 (4%) 0.74

Some 1QOS marketing in 65 (98.5%) E-cigarette branded shelving 0 -

one area units

A lot of IQOS marketing 0 - E-cigarette branded 0 -

Everywhere/In your face 0 - functional items
Interior 1QOS marketing components** Exterior other tobacco marketing

Suggest 1QOS is healthier 19 (28.8%) 0.88 Overall 24 (32%)

or improved compared with Other tobacco branded signs 13 (17.3%) 0.82

conventional cigarettes Other tobacco branded 10 (13.3%) 0.88
HeatSticks pack interior price promotions displays

Continued Continued
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Table 1 Continued

Store characteristics (n=75) Total (n%) Cohen’s kappa IRR*
Other tobacco branded 0 -
shelving units
Other tobacco branded 13 (17.3%) 0.82

functional items

Product prices and discounts Total (n%) Cohen'’s kappa IRR*

(n=75)

HeatSticks pack$#
# Stores sold 75 (100%) 1.00*
# Stores with price data 74 (98.7%) 1.00*
Average price (mean (SD)) $6.40 (0.94) 0.96
Discount included 25 (33.8%) 0.84

Price methodology 0.61

Cashier provided price 58 (77.3%)

Advertised price 16 (21.3%)

Marlboro Red packt#

# Stores sold 75 (100%) 1.00*

# Stores with price data 75 (100%) 1.00*

Average price (mean (SD)) US$6.08 (0.83) 0.97

Discount included§§ 41 (54.7%) 0.78
Price methodology 0.57

Cashier provided price 48 (64.0%)

Advertised price 27 (36.0%)

*When the two coders were in perfect/complete agreement, the value of Cohen’s
kappa IRR was assigned as 1.

tOther store types assessed included liquor stores, vape/tobacco shop/head shop,
warehouse club/supercenter (including Walmart) and any other store types. None of
these were found in our sample

t$Accessibility was also assessed for these items. It was determined that, when
available, all items were visible but not accessible by customers without the aid

of a cashier. In addition, no 1QOS products or HeatSticks were accessible by youth
(placed within 12 inches of toys, candy, gum, slushy/soda machines or ice cream).
§No other flavours of HeatSticks were sold besides those authorised for sale by the
FDA (smooth menthol, fresh menthol and tobacco flavours)

9IThe average number of IQ0S-branded items per store was calculated using

only stores that had 1Q0S-branded items. For example, the average number of
interior IQOS-branded signs per store was calculated out of the stores that had
1QOSbranded signs inside. The average number of IQ0S-branded displays, shelving
units and functional items per store were calculated similarly.

**We also assessed marketing for components suggesting: 1QOS as a way to quit
smoking; 1QOS contains healthy ingredients; 1QOS as a cheaper alternative to
cigarettes; 1QOS can be used in places where smoking is not allowed. In addition,
we assessed the presence of marketing that included a QR code; was placed within
3 ft of floor; featured images or symbols (ie, photos, drawings, cartoons, etc) of
young adults, racial minorities and/ or sexual minorities; promoted customer loyalty
programmes or advertised promotional events. None of these was found in our
sample.

t1We assessed stores for a variety of price promotions for the 1QOS Device Kit,
1QOS Device Bundle, HeatSticks carton and HeatSticks packs. Price promotions (of
any kind) were not found for the 1QOS Device Kit, IQOS Device Bundle or HeatSticks
carton. In addition to multipack discounts and pack special price, we also assessed
stores for US$ off coupons, gift with purchase and mail in coupons/points and none
was found.

+¥We assessed stores for sales and prices of the 1QOS Device Kit, IQOS Device
Bundle, HeatSticks cartons, HeatSticks packs and Marlboro Red cigarettes packs. No
stores directly sold the 1QOS Device Kit, IQOS Device Bundle or HeatSticks cartons.
§§The percent of stores that included a discount was calculated only out of the
stores that included price data.

FDA, Food and Drug Administration; IRR, inter-rater reliability.

table 1 for a description of these specialty stores. Thus, 3 flag-
ship stores and 12 Corners/Mobile Retail Units were removed,
resulting in a final list of 384 retail partner stores. From this list,
75 stores were randomly selected (stratified by income quintile),
and 15 were selected as replacement stores, to be used in the
event that a store did not sell IQOS/HeatSticks.

1QOS retail assessment tool, training and data collection

The IQOS retail assessment tool was based on the Standardised
Tobacco Assessment for Retail Settings (STARS) tool.” The
assessment tool (online supplemental table 2) was adapted to be
specific to IQOS in the US market. It assessed store characteris-
tics, product availability/accessibility, marketing/promotion and
price (online supplemental table 1).

Assessments were conducted by researchers from John Snow
Inc, who received a 2-day in-person training including field prac-
tice. Two researchers visited each retail site at the same time and
covertly collected data independently using paper assessments,
explaining their presence only as needed.

The first 26 locations were assessed in February—March 2020,
before a pause due to COVID-19. A 2-hour virtual re-training
followed by practice field assessments occurred in June 2020 and
data collection resumed July-November 2020, with one replace-
ment store needed. Geographic locations of the final sample of
stores are shown in online supplemental figure 1. Researchers
returned to five of the stores assessed before COVID-19 to re-as-
sess during COVID-19.

Data analysis

Analysis was performed using Stata V.15 (StataCorp, College
Station, Texas, USA) to obtain descriptive and Cohen’s kappa
statistics. See online supplemental table 1 for a description of
how disagreements were reconciled.

RESULTS

Before COVID-19 and during COVID-19 comparison and
reliability

Because no notable differences were found for the five re-assessed
stores from before versus during COVID-19, we combined the
data. There was a high degree of reliability/agreement between
the two independent coders (table 1) for all but two measures.*

Store characteristics, product availability/accessibility,
marketing and price

Table 1 presents store characteristics, product availability/acces-
sibility, interior and exterior marketing and price across the 75
IQOS retail partner stores. While all 75 stores (mostly conve-
nience stores with age restriction signage) sold at least one
flavour of HeatSticks, none of the retail partners directly sold
the IQOS device at the time of assessment. All stores sold regular
cigarettes and smokeless tobacco products, and most sold little
cigars/cigarillos (98.7%) and e-cigarettes (68.0%). When avail-
able, all items were visible but not accessible by customers
without help from a cashier.

Overall, 65 (98.5%) of the 66 stores with an interior had
IQOS/HeatSticks marketing materials (referred to collectively as
‘IQOS marketing’) inside, with an average of 3.4 (range: 1-8)
items per store. Similarly, 98.5% of stores had other tobacco
(cigarettes, smokeless tobacco and/or little cigars/cigarillos)
marketing inside. In addition, e-cigarettes were only sold in 51
stores, but 46 stores were found to have e-cigarette marketing
inside. Interior IQOS marketing strategies focused on IQOS-
branded signs (97.0%) and displays (60.6%). Among the stores
with an interior, 28.8% had marketing saying IQOS is healthier
or improved and 9.1% had promotions that advertised for Heat-
Sticks multipack discounts.

On the exterior, 13 (17.3%) stores had some type of IQOS
marketing materials, with an average of 2.5 (range: 1-4) items
per store. Exterior marketing strategies focused on IQOS-
branded signs (13.3%) and displays (5.3%). One store had
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HeatSticks pack special price promotions advertised outside.
The proportion of stores with exterior IQOS marketing (17.3%)
was lower than those with exterior e-cigarette (40.0%) and other
tobacco (32.0%) marketing.

The average price for a pack of Marlboro HeatSticks was
US$6.40 (SD=0.94), with 25 (33.8%) stores including a multi-
pack discount in the price provided. In contrast, the average
price for a pack of Marlboro Red cigarettes was US$6.08
(SD=0.83), with 41 (54.7%) stores including a discount in the
price provided.

DISCUSSION

This study provides important initial findings on IQOS POS
marketing and pricing practices in the first year of its launch in
the USA. Our results show that the overall prevalence of IQOS
marketing on the interior of the stores (98.5%) was comparable
to other tobacco products (98.5%) and e-cigarettes (46 stores
had marketing, only 51 sold the products), with HeatSticks
visible to customers in 100% of stores. In addition, we found
that the average price per pack of HeatSticks (US$6.40) was
slightly higher than the average price per pack of Marlboro Reds
(US$6.08). Overall, the assessment tool demonstrated high reli-
ability across items.

Importantly, our results revealed a high prevalence of IQOS
marketing inside retail stores in addition to having HeatSticks
within full view (but not reach) of all customers, including youth
and young adults. International studies have had similar find-
ings.'® 7 PM’s history of marketing IQOS internationally as a
clean, chic, aspirational product,® '* using packaging colours
to represent flavours,'” hosting social events staffed by young
adults,” '° emphasising harm reduction'* ?' and using young
social media ‘influencers’* suggests that IQOS marketing may
appeal to youth, among whom interest, awareness and use of
HTPs is on the rise.®? ' ¥ Marketing exposure, including POS
marketing which is visible to all, may increase the risk of US
youth and non-smokers initiating IQOS use, similar to what
contributed to the existing vaping epidemic.” Tt is therefore
important for marketing and use of new products entering the
market, like IQOS, to be monitored closely. This study adds to
the literature on IQOS POS marketing and promotion strategies
globally, and in the USA specifically and can inform the focus
of future studies, not just for IQOS, but other novel tobacco
products.

Our study has limitations. Our results may not be generalisable
to other IQOS/HeatSticks sales locations as the investigation was
only conducted in retail partner stores in Georgia selling Heat-
Sticks and may not capture the full range of marketing aimed
towards enticing new IQOS users. Overall, our results may not
generalise over time since IQOS marketing may evolve and, for
now, has been halted altogether. If IQOS is allowed to return to
the market, further investigation would be required to capture
new marketing strategies. Additionally, the first test market for
IQOS was Atlanta but sales expanded to Virginia, North Caro-
lina and South Carolina thereafter, which were not assessed.?®
The future sales of IQOS in the USA are still uncertain, though,
due to pending legal challenges.”

As IQOS and other novel tobacco/nicotine products enter
new markets, studies monitoring their marketing and sales
strategies should expand accordingly so that a picture of global
marketing strategies can emerge. Independent research may
benefit FDA in its decision to determine if there are grounds
for withdrawing authorisation for these new products.’ If IQOS
sales are allowed to resume in the USA, future research could

build on our findings by increasing sample size and expanding
geographically.

Conclusion

Using a retail assessment tool based on STARS and modified to
be specific to IQOS, our assessment of 75 IQOS retail stores
revealed a considerable amount of POS marketing and promo-
tion, visible to all retail consumers, including youth and young
adults, as well as non-smokers. As novel products such as
IQOS continue to enter the US market, expanded monitoring
of marketing and promotion strategies of these products is
warranted.

Twitter Jidong Huang @JidongHuang
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