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Carpe covid: using COVID- 19 to 
communicate about harms of 
tobacco products
Lucy Popova   

Many of us in the field of tobacco control 
have asked how the COVID- 19 pandemic 
can be used as an opportunity to motivate 
people to quit using tobacco products. A 
paper by Grummon et al1 (this issue) is, to 
my knowledge, the first published attempt 
to empirically answer this question. 
Emerging research consistently demon-
strates that smoking makes COVID- 19 
outcomes worse,2 although the relation-
ship between smoking and COVID- 19 
infection is unclear. A recent study showed 
cross- sectional association between youth 
and young adult e- cigarette use and 
COVID- 19.3 Thus, more research is 
needed on how to best inform tobacco 
users about the increased risk of COVID- 
19. Grummon et al1 answer this call by 
evaluating messages that inform smokers 
and e- cigarette users (vapers) how smoking 
or vaping may increase the severity of 
COVID- 19.

Grummon et al1 (this issue) conducted 
two online experiments (one on smoking 
and one on vaping) in May 2020 with a 
national convenience sample of 810 US 
adults who were current smokers and/or 
current vapers. Stimuli were messages in 
the form of tweets from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 
The messages combined information about 
harms of smoking or vaping and detri-
mental effects of smoking or vaping on 
susceptibility and severity of COVID- 19 
(becoming infected with COVID- 19, 
being hospitalised from COVID- 19, and 
dying from it).

Results of the smoking experi-
ment showed that messages on harms 
of smoking both with and without 
COVID- 19 information were perceived as 
more effective at discouraging participants 
from smoking than a control message. In 
the vaping experiment, only messages 
with traditional harms were perceived as 
more effective, and the messages about 
COVID- 19 harms did not increase the 
perceived message effectiveness. In both 

experiments, messages with different 
types of harms (single or multiple harms; 
harm to immune function, lung function 
or heart disease) were perceived at roughly 
the same level of effectiveness. A similar 
pattern of results held for secondary 
outcomes, such as attention to the 
message, cognitive elaboration, negative 
affect, and perceived harm, among others. 
For smoking and COVID- 19 messages 
tested in this study, their content was 
congruent with the information smokers 
have heard again and again—that smoking 
is not healthy. For vaping messages, the 
information might have been novel and 
not part of the broader discussion, which 
could explain the lack of higher perceived 
effectiveness for COVID- 19 messages for 
vaping without mention of other, more 
traditional harms.

Several things about this study deserve 
commendation: registering the study and 
planned analyses ahead of time (which 
is rarely done in message research) and 
providing exhaustive supplemental tables 
with all the information needed (a joy to 
a reviewer and a discerning reader!). The 
consistent pattern of findings for perceived 
message effectiveness and emotional reac-
tions, attention, and beliefs about harm, 
which are precursors to behaviour, give 
confidence that the messages would have 
similar influence on behaviour.

The lack of measurement of actual 
behaviour or behavioural intentions is 
not an issue. It is unlikely that exposure 
to a single message will change behaviour 
or even behavioural intentions—and that 
is not how messaging campaigns work. 
The messages exert their influence in the 
context of the larger communication envi-
ronment and other messages that circulate 
there.

Agencies around the world and in the 
USA, such as the World Health Organiza-
tion, the CDC, and the National Cancer 
Institute, have already started using the 
messages about smoking and COVID- 19. 
The next step is to evaluate whether these 
messages might motivate tobacco users 
to try quitting. Evidence on the effects 
of the COVID- 19 pandemic on smoking 
cessation has been mixed: worldwide 
Google searches for ‘quit smoking’ did 

not change from January to April 2020,4 
and among smokers, some report smoking 
less, others report more.5 In the UK, the 
early COVID- 19 lockdown did not reduce 
smoking rates, but was associated with 
increased quit attempts and successful 
cessation.6 Research on how vaping 
behaviour might have changed during the 
COVID- 19 pandemic is even scanter but 
urgently needed.

This study is the first to examine this rich 
area, with many questions ready for future 
investigations. Grummon et al1 examined 
short, Twitter- like messages, but what effects 
might other messages have, such as those 
reported in the news or in the form of tradi-
tional public service announcements? Even 
though messages with COVID- 19 were 
not viewed as more effective in a setting of 
a controlled study where participants had 
to read the messages, would they be more 
effective in the real world where they might 
be more likely to attract attention in an 
overcrowded media environment and more 
likely to be talked about and retweeted? The 
study was conducted in May, still in the early 
stages of COVID- 19. Would the findings be 
similar at the later stage of the pandemic? Is 
it possible that smokers might get fatigued 
not only about smoking messages but also 
about COVID- 19 messages?

The COVID- 19 pandemic shows little 
signs of abating any time soon. We should 
turn this adversity into an opportunity and 
seize it to fight the ongoing pandemic of 
tobacco use.
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