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Products: Another Threat to Tobacco Control

The increase in alternative tobacco product use among youth
is offsetting declines in cigarette use. Although past month
cigarette use declined between 2011 and 2018 among high
school students, past month use of any tobacco product rose over
the same interval [1]. Most of the overall increase was attribut-
able to the surge in the past month electronic cigarette (e-ciga-
rette) use, which rose from 1.5% in 2011 to 20.8% in 2018 [1].
Among high school students who were current tobacco users,
38% frequently (i.e., used on >20 of the past 30 days) used
smokeless tobacco, 28% used e-cigarettes, 23% used cigarettes,
16% used cigars, and 16% used hookah in 2018 [1]. The tobacco
industry is succeeding in promoting alternative tobacco products
to youth, despite decades of tobacco control efforts.

As other forms of marketing, such as television advertising,
became highly regulated, the tobacco industry began investing
heavily in point-of-sale and retail marketing strategies [2]. In
2017, major tobacco companies spent more than 484.8 million
dollars on retail and point-of-sale advertising for smokeless to-
bacco products [3]. This included advertisements posted at the
point-of-sale, retail discounts and promotional allowances,
sampling, coupons, and bonus items with purchase [3]. These
expenditures accounted for 67% of smokeless tobacco advertising
expenses in 2017 [3].

Evidence suggests that retail marketing is particularly effec-
tive among youth [4]. Retail discounts and promotions are an
integral part of point-of-sale tobacco marketing tactics. Discounts
on tobacco products limit the impact of tobacco taxes and make
tobacco more available to price-sensitive customers. Tobacco re-
tailers are often more concentrated and may have lower prices in
neighborhoods with a lot of young, low-income, or minority
residents [5—7]. Tobacco products are sold in many venues (e.g.,
convenience stores, supermarkets, off-premise liquor stores,
some pharmacies, tobacco shops, and newsstands), with
approximately 400,000 retailers in the contiguous U.S. [8]. Almost
87% of high school students report exposure to tobacco adver-
tisements in stores [9]. Past research suggests that youth who
visited convenience, liquor, or small grocery stores at least twice
per month had higher odds of initiating smoking that those who
visited them less frequently [10]. Similarly, stores that were
frequented by youth had almost three times more marketing
materials for the leading cigarette brands [11]. Prior research also

suggests that adolescents who were exposed to point-of-sale
advertising for cigars and smokeless tobacco were more likely
to be curious about these products [12]. Frequency of exposure to
point-of-sale marketing has been associated with tobacco use
[13]. The pervasiveness of tobacco retailers contributes to the
perception that tobacco product use is normal and acceptable.

Requiring a license to sell alternative tobacco products has
the potential to reduce the number of tobacco retailers [14],
which may impact adolescent use of these products. Using the
implementation of Pennsylvania’s 2016 e-cigarette licensure
law as a natural experiment, a study reported that e-cigarette
licensing policy was significantly negatively associated with
e-cigarette use [15]. Other studies have equally shown that
strong local tobacco retail licensing regulations may reduce
rates of adolescent tobacco products use [16,17]. Overall,
jurisdictions with a more stringent tobacco licensing regula-
tions may reduce the quantity and density of retail tobacco
locations [14] and improve the well-being of the population,
including adolescent tobacco use.

In their recent study, Magid et al. [18] draw attention to the
importance of the proximity and density of tobacco product re-
tailers on alternative tobacco product use. Their results illustrate
that those who live in neighborhoods with greater retailer den-
sity are more likely to initiate the use of alternative tobacco
products [18]. These findings are largely consistent with the
extant literature. A prior study reported associations between
tobacco retail location and e-cigarette use in some U.S. counties
[19]. Other findings indicate that e-cigarette retailer density
around schools is positively associated with e-cigarette use [20].
However, a study from Canada found no significant association
between e-cigarette retailer proximity and density and the
likelihood of using e-cigarettes [21]. Although much of the
existing evidence relies on cross-sectional data, Magid et al. [18]
employ a longitudinal study design that allows for the assess-
ment of initiation, in addition to current or ever use. Their work
also extends prior studies by including a more comprehensive
list of tobacco products used by youth (i.e., e-cigarettes, chewing
or dipping tobacco or moist snuff, cigars, cigarillo or little cigars,
and hookah). These findings are timely and notable because they
illuminate an environmental factor that is contributing to the
changing tobacco landscape.
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Current tobacco control efforts cannot neglect alternative to-
bacco products. As cigarette use declines among youth, alterna-
tive tobacco products could become the new standard. The
regulatory environment for these emerging products could
benefit from evidence-based tobacco control strategies (e.g.,
excise taxes, smoke-free policies, and licensure requirements,
addressing the availability of cheaper products through minimum
price and pack size, cessation-related programs, and education
campaigns). Furthermore, the alternative tobacco product in-
dustry presence in the retail environment is of vital importance. If
left unchecked, the tobacco industry will continue to find new
customers among our nation’s youth. Some potential strategies
for reducing point-of-sale tobacco marketing to youth include
stricter advertising restrictions, limiting the location and density
of tobacco retailers through licensure for all products, point-of-
sale display restrictions, and prohibiting coupons and other dis-
counts [22]. There is no one-size-fits-all strategy for tobacco
control, and practical approaches may vary by product. However,
as tobacco companies introduce new products aimed at hooking
up adolescents and young adults, strong regulatory approaches
that are responsive to the changing tobacco landscape are needed.
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