IQOS debut in the USA: Philip Morris International’s
heated tobacco device introduced in Atlanta, Georgia
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Introduction

Following the Food and Drug Administration’s
(FDA) April 2019 authorisation on their premarket
tobacco product application,1 Philip Morris (PM)
has officially launched its heated tobacco product,
IQOS, in the USA in October 2019 in Atlanta,
Georgia. IQOS consists of a charger and a holder,
into which tobacco sticks, called ‘HeatSticks’ in
the USA, are inserted (figure 1). The blade in the
holder heats tobacco in a HeatStick, producing an
aerosol. Prior to the US launch, IQOS was available in 43 countries. PM has also submitted to the
FDA a modified risk tobacco product application
for IQOS (decision pending).

IQOS store experience
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As of December 2019, two shopping mall-
based
IQOS flagship stores, seven mobile stores that were
generally located in convenience store parking lots
up stores (‘IQOS Corners’) located
and six pop-
inside convenience stores were open in and around
the city of Atlanta (figure 2). Each of these locations
features employees who can provide personal guided
trials and have both the devices and, except for IQOS
Corners, HeatSticks available for purchase. In addition, HeatSticks are being sold at 385 retail points,
such as convenience stores (eg, RaceTrac), grocery
stores (eg, Kroger) and pharmacies (eg, Walgreens).
To get into the IQOS flagship stores or mobile locations, shoppers need to have their driver’s licence
scanned by an employee at the door. If the shopper
has already completed a profile with PM USA, it is
retrieved immediately. Then, the shoppers are asked
if they are cigarette smokers. Shoppers who state
they are not cigarette smokers are permitted into the
store but are not allowed to sample HeatSticks or to
purchase IQOS devices or HeatSticks.
tech design of the store features
The high-
modern, minimalistic decor with natural-coloured
wooden tables (figure 3). Consistent with IQOS
stores in other countries,2 3 it does not look like a
‘tobacco’ shop, but more like a place to buy high-
tech devices. Advertisements on the walls show
the product and feature happy, young adults. The
advertisements, products and website include a
current Surgeon General warning and, in a larger
size, the warning about nicotine mandated for electronic nicotine devices (figure 3).

in a separate room, visible from inside through
large glass doors. The room is adorned with
couches, display shelves with brightly coloured
IQOS cases and tobacco-
scented diffusers. Trial
devices are stored in what the employees referred
to as ‘bento boxes’ on tables. Employees provide
customers step-by-step instructions on how to load
the HeatStick into the IQOS, power up the device
and smoke. Employees smoke IQOS alongside the
customer, engaging in conversation and discussing
the taste and feel of IQOS aerosol compared
with cigarette smoke. Conversations between the
employee and the customer focus on the experience
of using IQOS; during our observations, employees
avoided making claims about any health benefits
of IQOS compared with cigarettes, though one did
comment on the potential ‘social benefits’ of the
device, such as not smelling like cigarette smoke.
When the product has been consumed, employees
show how to dispose of the used HeatStick in the
IQOS disposal tray (not called an ‘ashtray’ because
the IQOS ‘produces no ash’). Employees demonstrate how to use specially designed brushes to clean
the IQOS after each use.

Price and promotions

At the stores visited in Atlanta, the device sells for
$100, and 10 packs of HeatSticks (each individual
pack contains 20 HeatSticks, which makes 10 packs
equivalent to a carton of cigarettes) sell for $55.
This pricing is almost identical to costs reported in
South Korea.2 However, with a bundle discount for
purchasing them both and for having a profile with
PM USA, the total cost is reduced to $87.12 ($80
for the device and HeatSticks and $7.12 in tax).
Currently, IQOS offers a refer-a-friend programme
for $20 off purchases for both the customer and
the friend. Employees at the mall locations also
mentioned the possibility to earn rewards that can

Device and personal trial

For $1.00, shoppers who indicate that they smoke
cigarettes can participate in a ‘personal IQOS trial’

Figure 1 IQOS charger, device and cleaning brush (A)
and HeatSticks (B).
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and accessories for home delivery. Delivery is free on orders over
$25, and a signature is not required. HeatSticks are not available
for online purchase, and the IQOS bundle (device plus HeatSticks) can be only reserved for in store pickup. The website
also offers instructions for obtaining ‘expert care’ described as
a ‘personal experience’ ‘customised to you […] dedicated to
supporting you in switching from traditional cigarettes to the
IQOS device and Marlboro HeatSticks’.5

Implications and conclusion

Figure 2 Exterior of first (A) and second (B) IQOS retail locations
in Georgia malls; mobile location in Atlanta, Georgia (C); IQOS corner
inside a gas station in an Atlanta suburb (D).
be redeemed for purchasing IQOS products, including colourful
cases and tips used to customise devices.
Once customers purchase a device, they are asked to complete
a profile questionnaire (indicating interests such as art, fashion,
television, cooking and sports) to better match them with an
IQOS expert who can meet with the customer and help troubleshoot or replace the device, as well as treat customers to ‘drinks
or appetisers’.

getiqos.com website

A 
getiqos.
com website was launched by PM USA in August
2019.2–4 In order to gain access to most parts of this website, a
shopper must register for an account, self-certify that they are
a current cigarette smoker 21 years old or older (by providing
their name, address and driver’s license number), and answer
some questions about tobacco use. Then, they must correctly
answer questions about themselves (eg, prior addresses and past
lenders) to confirm their identity. Once granted access to the
password-protected website, the shopper is able to read information about IQOS and watch instructional videos about IQOS,
access an IQOS store and retail partner map locator, participate
in the refer-a-friend programme, schedule an appointment for
a personal IQOS trial or service and support for device issues,
learn about and access IQOS care, register an IQOS device and
order IQOS products. Through the ‘Shop IQOS’ portal, shoppers (at present, only those with a Georgia street address) can
order the IQOS device kit, the individual components of the kit

IQOS marketing and branding in the USA is mirroring techniques that have been used successfully in other countries. For
example, IQOS store and website designs and communications
from the employees emphasise the ‘clean’ and ‘high-tech’ aspects
of IQOS, compared with cigarettes.2 3 6–8 Additionally, IQOS
locations in Georgia have promoted personalised trials, technical
assistance and opportunities to socialise with IQOS representatives.2 3
In light of the recent outbreak of vaping-related lung injury
and the FDA’s recommendations against using electronic cigarettes,9 10 IQOS is being promoted in the media as a potential
alternative not only for smoking but also for electronic cigarettes
as well.11 12 For example, in October 2019, CNBC stated that,
while the FDA confirms that no tobacco product is safe, IQOS
is ‘in theory, less harmful’.13 If this news report is an indication
of what is to come, especially as IQOS makes its planned launch
across the country, it is imperative that incorrect claims made in
the media about IQOS safety be addressed. Research has shown
that cigarette marketing techniques, such as heavy price promotions and using attractive models in advertisements, increase
the risk of smoking initiation, especially among adolescents and
young adults.14–16 IQOS has used both techniques in the short
time since their launch in the USA. Continued close monitoring
of IQOS marketing is needed to understand the implications of
IQOS’s marketing strategies on tobacco use going forward.
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Figure 3 Display and advertisements from inside the IQOS mobile
unit (A). Advertisement for IQOS featured inside mobile unit and retail
stores (B).
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