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ABSTRACT
Background Communication of the relative health 
risks of IQOS can attract potential consumers, aiding 
its commercial success. However, health- related claims 
need to be used cautiously to avoid inaccuracies and 
attracting non- smokers. We used the live webchat service 
on the IQOS website to identify information and claims 
on the relative risks of IQOS made directly to potential 
consumers in different countries.
Methods The study was promoted through authors’ 
networks and conducted between 1 August and 
30 November 2020. Participants collected webchat 
conversation responses to three queries regarding the 
safety of IQOS relative to cigarettes and e- cigarettes 
using step- by- step guidance and a predesigned form. 
Responses were analysed to identify health- related 
claims and information provided.
Results 70 webchat attempts were recorded across 
27 countries, 54 of which (in 22 countries) were 
successful webchat conversations. In 48 of these, one 
or more claims were used to indicate IQOS is safer 
than cigarettes, such as IQOS is smoke free, emits less 
harmful substances or reduces harm. Four conversations 
contained statements indicating IQOS is safer than e- 
cigarettes. Some statements provided were contradictory. 
Participant age was consistently requested on accessing 
the website, but tobacco/nicotine use was not. Other 
information provided included referral to the 2020 US 
Food and Drug Administration Modified Risk Tobacco 
Product decision, IQOS or Philip Morris International 
web pages and claims that IQOS is not risk free nor a 
cessation device.
Conclusions A variety of claims and information 
on the relative safety of IQOS were used in webchat 
communications. Response variation highlights that 
clearer regulation is needed to appropriately control 
corporate communications via live webchat services.

INTRODUCTION
IQOS is Philip Morris International’s (PMI) flag-
ship non- conventional tobacco product brand. It 
is the international heated tobacco product (HTP) 
market leader, officially sold in 64 countries at the 
end of 2020.1 2 PMI uses claims that IQOS reduces 
health risks compared with cigarettes to promote 
IQOS3 and aid its commercial success.4–6 While 
these claims can attract smokers looking to reduce 
the adverse effects of smoking,7 caution is needed 
so as to not overstep the evidence and to avoid 
ex- smoker and non- smoker uptake. Indeed, there is 
evidence that some claims could mislead consumers 
about the risks of IQOS; for example, conflation 
between reduced risk and risk free,8 reduced expo-
sure and reduced harm,9 10 and a 95% reduction in 

harm and a 5% risk of harm.11 Moreover, the scien-
tific evidence behind some of PMI’s claims remains 
contentious: much of the primary research on IQOS 
has been conducted and/or funded by PMI,12 13 and 
although there is evidence of reduced exposure to 
harmful substances relative to cigarettes, there is 
insufficient evidence to show this leads to reduced 
harm or tobacco- related disease.14

Communicating its science and the potential 
benefits of IQOS through one- to- one consumer 
engagement is a key element in PMI’s promotion of 
IQOS.2 15 As interest in buying and selling tobacco 
and nicotine products online has grown,16 PMI is 
increasingly using e- commerce models, such as the 
online IQOS store,17 to market IQOS and engage 
with consumers, particularly through the COVID- 19 
pandemic.2 On the IQOS online store, PMI offers 
a live webchat support service through which they 
can digitally converse with consumers in real time.17 
Use of such live webchats by consumers, which can 
increase satisfaction and purchases,18 is growing in 
many different industries.19 To our knowledge, this 
form of marketing has not previously been explored 
in tobacco product research beyond identifying its 
presence on company websites.20

The regulatory landscape for HTPs is complex 
due to their design and the contentious nature of 
existing evidence,21 and the accelerated expan-
sion of digital marketing presents further chal-
lenges to regulating the promotion of products 
like IQOS.16 22 We observed the impact of regula-
tion variation when we (in the UK) and a public 
health colleague in the USA received different 
responses after asking about the relative risks of 
IQOS through the webchat service on our respec-
tive domestic IQOS websites. In the UK we were 
told IQOS was ‘up to 95% safer than cigarettes’ 
(22 April 2020), whereas our colleague in the USA 
was told that claims relating to health could not be 
made, likely because PMI did not have permission 
to make such claims in the USA at the time.23

As seen in the UK webchat interaction, claims on the 
relative risks of IQOS are often based on its compar-
ison with cigarettes.3 However, there is increasing 
research on the relative risks of IQOS compared with 
e- cigarettes. Some studies have found IQOS increases 
exposure to some toxicants24–27 and is more cytotoxic 
than e- cigarettes.28 Clinical evidence suggests IQOS 
may be equally less harmful to health29 but is more 
satisfying than e- cigarettes.24 29 We therefore sought 
to investigate our earlier observations further by iden-
tifying claims made to potential consumers regarding 
the health risks of IQOS relative to cigarettes and 
e- cigarettes, and whether such claims varied between 
different countries.
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METHODS
PMI’s live IQOS webchat service offered an easily accessible 
route to simultaneously collect relevant data from numerous 
countries, especially during the contemporary COVID- 19 
restrictions. Moreover, it allowed targeted collection of claims 
regarding the relative safety of IQOS compared with e- ciga-
rettes, which do not ordinarily appear in IQOS advertising.

Data collection was conducted from 1 August to 30 November 
2020. The authors promoted the study through academic and 
tobacco control advocate networks via digital communication 
channels and word of mouth. The authors provided potential 
participants with an information sheet explaining the study, a guide 
on data collection and the data collection form. Participants were 
eligible if they were over 18 years old, were situated in one of the 
57 countries where IQOS was officially marketed at the time,30 had 
access to an internet- connected device and could competently read 
and write in English. Participants were not compensated. We aimed 
for at least two responses from each country to avoid making infer-
ences based on potentially rogue conversations while remaining 
realistic given the restrictive recruitment strategy.

Following a step- by- step guide, participants were instructed 
to initiate a conversation through the webchat on the domestic 
IQOS website and ask three questions: (1) is IQOS safer than 
cigarettes; (2) is IQOS safer than e- cigarettes; and (3) how much 
safer is IQOS than (cigarettes and e- cigarettes)? As questions 
were to be asked multiple times and in various languages, partic-
ipants were permitted to adapt their conversation approach 
including asking the questions in any order and using colloquial 
terminology, such as ‘vaping’.

Using a predesigned electronic form, participants recorded 
contextual details for example, date and time, country, language, 
URL and information requested in order to access the website, 
as well as a transcript of their conversation copied from the 
webchat. Although not mandatory, all participants translated 
their own conversation transcripts that were in other languages 
into English. Both participants and IQOS webchat operators 
were anonymised. All participants provided consent; however, 
consent was not obtained from webchat operators because it was 
not known whether the webchat operators were human beings 
or chatbots, and it would have been impossible to obtain consent 
without informing IQOS staff of the study, which could have 
changed their responses.

Given the small sample size and brevity of the conversations, 
responses were analysed and coded by SB using Microsoft Excel. 
Codes were developed inductively. First, any statements made on 
the relative risks of IQOS versus cigarettes or e- cigarettes were iden-
tified. As observed in the UK webchat interaction, harm reduction 
claims used in IQOS marketing sometimes include a quantitative 
figure.3 Therefore, statements categorised as ‘IQOS reduces harm or 
risk compared to cigarettes’ or ‘IQOS emits less harmful substances 
compared to cigarettes’ were further coded based on whether they 
included a quantification of the relative safety of IQOS. Once the 
codes were developed, each conversation was coded for the pres-
ence or absence of each code. In addition, conversations were 
coded for mentions of the US Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) Modified Risk Tobacco Product (MRTP) decision, reference 
to another PMI or IQOS website, instances where IQOS was called 
a reduced risk product and statements that research on IQOS was 
ongoing and that definitive conclusions on its reduced risk status 
could not be made. All codes and their descriptions are provided in 
online supplemental table 1. Descriptive statistics were calculated 
in IBM SPSS V.27. Standard ISO alpha- 2 abbreviation codes for 
countries31 are used throughout the text.

RESULTS
Seventy completed forms detailing attempted webchat conver-
sations were collected from participants in 27 of the 57 target 
countries (table 1). Most participant submissions contained one 
form, suggesting webchat attempts were typically conducted 
by different individuals, rather than one individual completing 
multiple attempts, although this cannot be confirmed since forms 
were anonymous and multiple forms in one submission may 
have been from a group of colleagues submitting through one 
individual. Despite advertising across all regions, no completed 
forms were received from 30 countries. There was no webchat 
on the IQOS websites in Armenia, Israel, Serbia and Ukraine. 
One participant in the Republic of Korea (South Korea) ceased 
engagement after being asked to provide extensive personal 
details at the start of the conversation. In two of the three 
webchat attempts in France, participants received no response 
from webchat operators. This was also the case in two of three 
webchat attempts in Canada. While one successful webchat was 
collected in the USA in mid- September, in late- September, the 
webchat was not available due to website maintenance (which 
the author team found to be the case until the end of the study 
period). Therefore, there were 54 successful webchat conversa-
tions across 22 countries.

In Denmark, Italy, Lebanon, Lithuania, Poland and The Neth-
erlands, at least one webchat conversation was conducted in a 
non- native language, namely English (table 1). In the USA, the 
IQOS website is a Philip Morris USA Inc website,  getiqos. com, 
rather than a regional variant of  iqos. com as was the case in 
all other countries. This is because PM USA commercialises 
IQOS under a distribution agreement with PMI.32 In all coun-
tries, participants were asked to confirm they were over 18 years 
old (or 21 in the USA) to access the domestic IQOS website. 
Thirty- six participants across 17 countries (Austria, Colombia, 
Germany, Israel, Lebanon, Lithuania, Mexico, New Zealand, 
Poland, Republic of Korea, Spain, South Africa, Switzerland, 
Saudi Arabia, The Netherlands, Ukraine and the UK) were also 
asked to confirm they were current users of nicotine or tobacco 
(online supplemental table 2).

As shown in table 2, a wide variety of health- related claims were 
provided across the 54 successful webchat conversations. Forty- 
eight conversations (covering 20 countries) contained at least 
one claim that indicated IQOS is safer than cigarettes, of which 
26 provided a quantitative value for the reduction in emission of 
harmful substances and 4 for the reduction of harm (tables 2 and 
3). These included statements that harmful substances are reduced 
by ‘an average of 95%’ (DE, PL, ZA, ES and CH), ‘up to 95%’ 
(AT, DK, MX and PL), ‘about 97%’ (CH), ‘on average over 95%’ 
(NZ), ‘90%–95%’ (DK and GB), ‘80%’ (IT) and ‘95%’ (AT, BG, 
LB, MX, CH, SA and GB), or that IQOS reduces harm and risk 
to health by “95%” (AT, CO and MX). In two conversations in 
Germany and one each in Austria and Poland, operators explained 
the percentage reduction in harmful substances was based on the 
‘the average reduction of the concentration of individual harmful 
substances according to the WHO standard’.

Of the six conversations that did not contain claims suggesting 
IQOS is safer than cigarettes, one was in Lebanon in which the 
participant was referred to the PMI Science website for more 
information. One in The Netherlands and one in the USA 
explained that IQOS is not risk free. In all three Lithuanian 
conversations, participants were told ‘Unfortunately, for legal 
reasons, we are unable to answer your question on this platform’.

There were three conversations (two in Lithuania and one in 
Lebanon) in which participants did not ask about the relative 
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safety of IQOS and e- cigarettes, likely due to the aforemen-
tioned responses when inquiring about IQOS and cigarettes. 
Two conversations in Mexico, one in Germany and one in New 
Zealand stated IQOS is safer than e- cigarettes (table 2), but 
no operators quantified their relative safety. In the remaining 
conversations, operators did not indicate whether IQOS is safer 
than e- cigarettes. Instead, they typically explained that IQOS 
is not an e- cigarette, stated information on their relative safety 
was not available and/or repeated claims on the relative safety of 
IQOS and cigarettes. In one webchat in Italy, an operator ended 
the conversation immediately after being asked about IQOS and 
e- cigarettes. In one webchat in Lithuania, the participant was 
again told ‘Unfortunately, for legal reasons, we are unable to 
answer your question on this platform’.

The July 2020 US FDA MRTP decision regarding IQOS6 was 
referenced in one conversation in Greece and two in South Africa. 
Participants in 19 conversations were referred to other IQOS 
web pages or PMI websites ( pmi. com or  pmiscience. com) for 
further information on the health effects of IQOS and accompa-
nying science (AT, BG, CO, DK, GR, LB, LT, MX, NZ, ZA, ES, 
CH and UK)(online supplemental table 3). In eight conversations, 

participants were told research on whether IQOS is a reduced risk 
product is ongoing (CO, DK, SI, NZ and PL) and that definitive 
conclusions on its reduced risk status cannot currently be made (SI 
and PL). Yet, IQOS was called a ‘reduced risk [product/device]’ in 
five other conversations (CA, IT, MX, NZ and PL).

DISCUSSION
Seventy data collection attempts were recorded in 27 of the 57 
target countries. Of these, 54 successful webchat conversations 
were recorded across 22 countries. The majority included claims 
indicating IQOS is safer than cigarettes but did not comment on 
the relative safety of IQOS and e- cigarettes. The one conversation 
in Lebanon and one in The Netherlands in which operators did 
not comment on the relative safety of IQOS and cigarettes are 
outliers both across all countries covered and across all conversa-
tions collected within those countries. The reason for these outlying 
responses is unclear; there does not appear to be any local regula-
tion prohibiting tobacco harm reduction claims in either country. At 
the time, claims regarding the lack of burning and reduced harmful 
substances were permitted in IQOS marketing in the USA,6 yet in 

Table 1 Total completed participant forms from each country

Country (ISO α-2 code) Total participant forms There was no webchat Failed webchat* Successful webchat Language used in successful webchat

Armenia (AM) 1 1 – – N/A

Austria (AT) 2 – – 2 German, n=2

Bulgaria (BG) 2 – – 2 Bulgarian, n=2

Canada (CA) 3 – 2 1 English, n=1

Colombia (CO) 2 – – 2 Spanish, n=2

Denmark (DK) 3 – – 3 Danish, n=1
English, n=2

France (FR) 3 – 2 1 French, n=1

Germany (DE) 2 – – 2 German, n=2

Greece (GR) 3 – – 3 Greek, n=3

Israel (IL) 3 3 – – N/A

Italy (IT) 3 – – 3 English, n=1
Italian, n=2

Lebanon (LB) 3 – – 3 Arabic, n=1
English, n=2

Lithuania (LT) 3 – – 3 English, n=1
Lithuanian, n=2

Mexico (MX) 3 – – 3 Spanish, n=3

New Zealand (NZ) 3 – – 3 English, n=3

Poland (PL) 3 – – 3 English, n=1
Polish, n=2

Republic of Korea (KR) 1 – 1 – N/A

Saudi Arabia (SA) 2 – – 2 Arabic, n=2

Serbia (RS) 3 3 – – N/A

Slovenia (SI) 3 – – 3 Slovenian, n=3

South Africa (ZA) 3 – – 3 English, n=3

Spain (ES) 2 – – 2 Spanish, n=2

Switzerland (CH) 3 – – 3 German, n=1
French, n=2

The Netherlands (NL) 3 – – 3 English, n=1
Dutch, n=2

Ukraine (UA) 3 3 – – N/A

United Kingdom (UK) 3 – – 3 English, n=3

United States of America 
(US)

2 1 – 1 English, n=1

Total 70 11 5 54   

*Failed webchat refers to collected forms in which a webchat conversation was attempted but ceased before any relevant information could be collected.
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the single USA conversation collected, no such claims were made. 
It is possible marketing materials and operator training were in the 
process of being updated to comply with the new MRTP authori-
sation. In Lithuania, all direct and indirect advertising of tobacco 
is banned,33 34 which may explain why all responses in Lithuania 
were ‘Unfortunately, for legal reasons, we are unable to answer your 
question here’.

There is no conclusive evidence to suggest IQOS is safer than 
e- cigarettes,24–29 which may explain the lack of comment on 
their relative safety in most conversations. Stating ‘we’re not 
allowed to give a real recommendation’ and use of the singular 
form of the first person (‘I have also heard’) suggests the response 
in Germany indicating IQOS is safer than e- cigarettes may be 
the operator’s personal opinion. Contrastingly, the two other 
statements on this issue, one each in Mexico and New Zealand, 
were more assertive, presented more like a fact than an indi-
vidual opinion. In Mexico, PMI may be using this claim as part 
of its extensive campaigning in the region35 where, until recently, 
manufacturers used a legal loophole to market HTPs.36

Some statements, both within and between countries, were contra-
dictory. For example, IQOS being called a ‘reduced risk [device/
product]’ somewhat contradicting statements that research on its 

reduced risk status is ongoing, and claims that IQOS presents ‘95% 
less risk to your health’ or ‘is 95% less harmful’ contradicting state-
ments that a 95% reduction in harmful substances does not equal 
a 95% reduction in risk. The adjustable order and wording of the 
pre- set questions could have influenced responses, especially in cases 
where questions were repeated, providing opportunity for further 
statements to be made. Differing regulation also likely contributes to 
between- country response variation.

Within- country variation is less simply explained. The contradic-
tory quantitative statements on exposure and risk may be due to 
webchat operators confusing the reduction in harmful substances 
with risk reduction. This raises concern that reduced exposure and 
reduced harm claims can easily be conflated by IQOS webchat oper-
ators, in line with similar observations of conflation among poten-
tial consumers.9 10 The variation in the quantitative figures, like 
‘95%’ versus ‘97%’ (Switzerland), and accompanying language, like 
‘about’ versus ‘on average over’ (Switzerland), provided within the 
same country might be the result of human error on the part of the 
webchat operators. Alternatively, insufficient training on appropriate 
and consistent responses, as well as domestic regulation that less strin-
gently controls health risk communications of tobacco products could 
also contribute to variation in responses within the same country.

Table 2 Health- related claims collected from IQOS webchat conversations

Conversations, n (%)* Examples

Claims indicating IQOS is safer than cigarettes

  IQOS reduces harm or risk 
compared with cigarettes

28 (52) ‘IQOS is a reduced risk product’. (CA1, IT2, NZ1, PL2)
‘Switching completely from cigarettes to IQOS presents less risk to your health than continuing to smoke’. (CO1)
‘IQOS is less harmful and a better alternative from cigarettes’. (LB1)

  IQOS emits less harmful 
substances compared with 
cigarettes

36 (67) ‘The aerosol contains significantly lower levels of harmful chemicals than cigarette smoke’. (UK3)
‘It contains 95% less chemicals than regular cigarettes’. (LB3)

  IQOS heats not burns tobacco 
or is smoke- free

45 (83) ‘IQOS heats tobacco rather than burning it’. (DK3, NZ2)
‘As there is no combustion, there is no tar, no smoke, no ash and less smell!’. (UK1, UK3)

  IQOS has no negative impact on 
indoor air quality

2 (4) ‘IQOS has no negative impact on indoor air quality’. (ZA3)
‘IQOS has no impact on air quality’. (CO1)

  IQOS does not stain teeth or 
skin

2 (4) ‘The yellow teeth and the ashes are not produced’. (AT1)
‘Avoiding stains on tongue teeth lips fingers nails’. (MX2)

  IQOS does not cause passive 
smoking

2 (4) ‘There is no passive smoking with IQOS’. (FR3)
‘Moreover will not cause passive smoking’. (CH3)

Claims including a quantitative value for the relative safety of IQOS and cigarettes

  IQOS emits X% less harmful 
substances

26 (48)† ‘Up to 95% less harmful substances’. (BG2, PL1)
‘On average over 95% lower levels of harmful chemicals’. (NZ2)
‘About 97% less harmful products’. (CH1)

  IQOS is X% less harmful 4 (7)† ‘IQOS is 95% less harmful compared to normal cigarettes’. (AT2)
‘It avoids 95% the risk to your health’. (MX2)

Claims indicating IQOS is safer than e- cigarettes

  IQOS is safer than e- cigarettes 4 (7) ‘So we’re not allowed to give a real recommendation, but rather IQOS than e- cigarettes, the liquid is first of all 
liquid and I have also heard that it sticks in your lungs’. (DE1)
‘It is safer compare to other e- cigarettes’. (NZ2)
‘It is much safer than a cigarette and a vape’. (MX3)
‘Participant: So you can say that IQOS is safer than vaping, right? IQOS Support: Yes’. (MX1)

Other claims

  IQOS produces less/no odour 21 (39) ‘It does not leave that smell on your hands or clothes’. (CO2)
‘Less odor is emitted’. (BG2)

  IQOS is not risk free 37 (69) ‘IQOS is by no means harmless or without risk’. (AT1, DE1)
‘IQOS is not risk free’. (DK3, NZ1, NZ3)

  IQOS is not a cessation device 7 (13) ‘IQOS is not for quitting’. (AT1)
‘IQOS is not an alternative to quitting’. (DK3)
‘IQOS is not a cessation device’. (US1)

  Reduced exposure does not 
equal reduced risk

6 (11) ‘IQOS sticks releases 95% less harmful substances in compared to cigarettes, but this does not necessarily amount 
to a 95% reduction in risk’. (BG2)

*Percentage of the 54 successful webchat conversations.
†1 conversation in Colombia contained both % less harmful substances and % less harmful.
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Most participants were told IQOS is not risk free, which could 
help prevent misinterpretation of reduced risk claims as meaning 
IQOS is risk free. Nevertheless, the use of claims based on conten-
tious science and conflation between reduced harmful substances 
and reduced risk to health documented in the webchat conversa-
tions may be considered somewhat misleading based on previous 
evidence.9–11 The WHO previously condemned British American 
Tobacco (BAT) for misleadingly associating WHO with BAT’s HTP, 
Glo, by making similar statements to those identified in webchats in 
Germany, Austria and Poland regarding reduced emission of harmful 
substances.37 Misleading promotion of tobacco products appears to 
be prohibited in 17 of the 27 countries covered in this study.38–55

In the USA, the FDA stipulates that PMI (and PM USA) are not 
allowed to imply IQOS is FDA endorsed following its authorisation 
as a modified risk tobacco product in July 2020.6 In line with this, 
the FDA’s ruling was not referenced in conversations in the USA, but 
it was referenced in Greece and South Africa consistent with obser-
vations of PMI’s use of the decision in other countries.56 In Greece, 
citing the FDA decision is consistent with local regulation that allows 
the use of science- based reduced risk claims in HTP advertising.57 
However, such allowances do not yet exist in South Africa, and at 
the time of writing this, there is currently regulatory turmoil in the 
region over a proposed bill that would more strictly regulate prod-
ucts like IQOS.58

Assessing the regulatory framework of tobacco- related online 
chats is challenging, not least because marketing restrictions on HTPs 
are variable across countries. Implementing and enforcing existing 
tobacco control regulations related to HTPs is difficult because the 

electronic devices (ie, IQOS) required to heat the tobacco sticks (ie, 
HEETS) are generally not covered under such regulations. HTPs may 
also fall outside the definition of ‘tobacco products’ within specific 
country regulations.21 Online consumer commercial communica-
tions, such as the IQOS webchats detailed here, likely fall within a 
comprehensive advertising ban as called for in the WHO Frame-
work Convention on Tobacco Control Article 1359 and its guide-
lines60 but could also be covered under other areas of the law, such as 
consumer protection laws, non- tobacco advertising laws and privacy 
laws. Even if legislation perfectly addressed this form of commer-
cial communication, regulators may lack capacity and resources to 
readily enforce restrictions, especially in regions where multiple 
private digital communication methods are employed, like text and 
social media messaging. Despite these challenges, regulators could 
conduct tests using similar methods to those in this study to deter-
mine whether the corporate communication conforms to regulation. 
Method of age verification and need for smoker status confirmation 
could also be investigated to ensure IQOS is only marketed to the 
appropriate audience.

Strengths and limitations
The small sample size (22 out of 57 target countries and 1–3 webchat 
attempts per country) limits the generalisability of our findings. The 
sample size was restricted due to using author networks to recruit 
participants. However, in using this participant base, we could simul-
taneously cover numerous countries without PMI becoming aware 
of the study, which could have influenced responses. Moreover, 

Table 3 Number of webchat conversations by country with statements regarding relative safety of IQOS versus other products

Country (number of 
successful webchats)

IQOS and cigarettes
IQOS and e- 
cigarettes

IQOS 
reduces 
harm or 
risk

IQOS emits 
less harmful 
substances

IQOS heats not 
burns tobacco 
or is smoke 
free

IQOS has no 
negative impact 
on indoor air 
quality

IQOS does 
not stain 
teeth or skin

IQOS does 
not cause 
passive 
smoking

% less 
harmful 
substances

% less 
harmful

IQOS is safer 
than e- 
cigarettes

Austria (n=2) 2 1 2 – 1 – 1 1 –

Bulgaria (n=2) 2 2 2 – – – 1 – –

Canada (n=1) 1 – 1 – – – – – –

Colombia (n=2) 2 2 2 1 – – 1* 1* –

Denmark (n=3) – 3 2 – – – 3 – –

France (n=1) – – 1 – – 1 – – –

Germany (n=2) 2 2 2 – – – 2 – 1

Greece (n=3) – – 3 – – – – – –

Italy (n=3) 1 1 3 – – – 1 – –

Lebanon (n=3) 2 2 1 – – – 2 – –

Lithuania (n=3) – – – – – – – – –

Mexico (n=3) 3 2 3 – 1 – 1 2 2

New Zealand (n=3) 1 2 3 – – – 1 – 1

Poland (n=3) 1 3 3 – – – 3 – –

Saudi Arabia (n=2) 2 2 2 – – – 1 – –

Slovenia (n=3) – 1 3 – – – – – –

South Africa (n=3) 1 3 3 1 – – 3 – –

Spain (n=2) 2 2 2 – – – 1 – –

Switzerland (n=3) 2 3 2 – – 1 3 – –

The Netherlands (n=3) 2 2 2 – – – – – –

UK (n=3) 2 3 3 – – – 2 – –

USA (n=1) – – – – – – – – –

Total, n (%)† 28 (52) 36 (67) 45 (83) 2 (4) 2 (4) 2 (4) 26 (48) 4 (7) 4 (7)

*1 conversation in Colombia contained both % less harmful substances and % less harmful.
†Percentage of the 54 successful webchats conversations.

 on A
pril 10, 2024 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://tobaccocontrol.bm

j.com
/

T
ob C

ontrol: first published as 10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2021-056999 on 3 M
arch 2022. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/


e210 Braznell S, et al. Tob Control 2023;32:e205–e211. doi:10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2021-056999

Original research

participants were more likely to have some prerequisite knowledge 
relevant to the study and able to read and write in English. While 
not mandatory, all participants provided their own translations. 
Proficiency in English was not verified, which increases the chance 
of translational errors. Nonetheless, the similarity in responses given 
within and across countries, and their similarity to claims frequently 
used in IQOS promotional materials, suggests translations were 
reasonably done. Finally, one author analysed webchat conversations 
due to their brevity and simplicity. Use of a second coder would have 
increased reliability of the analysis.

CONCLUSION
Notwithstanding its limitations, the design of this study and its 
findings offer some much- needed insight into the health risk 
communications used by PMI to promote IQOS in a previously 
unexplored webchat feature. These insights are especially pertinent 
as IQOS marketing increasingly uses online media and health- related 
claims,3 61 62 particularly during the COVID- 19 pandemic.63 64 State-
ments made in the IQOS webchat generally indicated IQOS is safer 
than cigarettes but did not comment on its safety relative to e- ciga-
rettes. The diverse range of claims used, instances of contradictory 
statements, within- country variation and inconsistent smoker status 
confirmation when accessing the IQOS online store highlight blind 
spots in existing regulation. Stronger and clearer regulation is needed 
to ensure corporate communication of the health risks of products 
like IQOS via live webchat services are accurate and only reach the 
appropriate audience.

What this paper adds

 ⇒ Communication of the health risks of IQOS has contributed to 
its commercial success, but caution is needed to ensure it is 
accurate and only attracts smokers, not non- smokers.

 ⇒ The growing use of digital marketing methods, such as live 
webchat services, presents new challenges to tobacco control 
regulation.

 ⇒ Across most countries covered in this study webchat 
responses indicated IQOS is safer than cigarettes but did not 
comment on the relative safety of IQOS and e- cigarettes.

 ⇒ Instances of varying or contradicting statements between 
countries were likely due to differing domestic regulation, but 
within- country response variation is less easily explained.

 ⇒ Tobacco or nicotine use status of potential consumers was 
not required consistently across all countries or within some 
countries.

 ⇒ Regulators should explore appropriate regulations to control 
tobacco product marketing using webchat services and the 
communication of health risks of products like IQOS.

Twitter J Robert Branston @JRBranston
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