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A B S T R A C T   

Objective: Novel nicotine and tobacco products, including heated tobacco products (HTPs) like IQOS, are growing 
in global popularity. IQOS was the first HTP authorized for sale by the US Food and Drug Administration, 
entering the US market in 2019 and being removed in 2021 due to patent-related legal challenges, with the 
possibility of returning in 2024. Direct marketing is one method tobacco companies use to reach consumers of 
these products. The purpose of this study was to investigate the content of US IQOS direct mail and email 
marketing. 
Methods: Direct marketing items were collected between September 2019 and July 2021 by seven team members 
in the first US IQOS test market, Atlanta, Georgia. 
Results: Overall, 101 marketing items were collected, 59 of which were unique. Among the unique items that 
showed images of persons (“models”), 70 % showed models appearing to be from racial/ethnic minoritized 
groups, 86.8 % showed at least one female-presenting model, and 37.5 % showed models appearing to be young 
adults (18–29 years). Items often had an embedded link/URL (91.5 %) and mentioned topics such as online 
services (54.2 %; for example, online ordering and tutorials), user experience (49.2 %), social media (44.1 %), 
and purchasing locations (37.3 %). When examined for their main purpose, items focused on subjects such as 
store experience (37.7 %), product introduction (18.6 %), and product use (15.3 %). 
Conclusions: Our study highlights the importance of better understanding how novel tobacco products are 
marketed, which can inform policymakers’ regulatory efforts and product authorization decisions.   

1. Introduction 

Heated Tobacco Products (HTPs) are novel tobacco products that 
claim to heat rather than burn tobacco to create an inhalable aerosol. 
Philip Morris’s (PM’s) IQOS is the HTP market leader globally, sold in 
over 60 countries (TobaccoFreeKids, 2020). The IQOS device and 
associated HeatSticks entered the US market in 2019 in Atlanta, Georgia, 
expanding to 3 more states (Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina) 
before being removed in November 2021 due to patent-related legal 
challenges, with the possibility that it could return to the market in 2024 
(Philip Morris International, 2024). As the first HTP authorized for sale 
by the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the first tobacco 
product to be authorized to use a ‘reduced exposure’ claim in its ad-
vertisements, (US Food and Drug Administration, 2020) post-market 
(2019–2021) monitoring of IQOS marketing is needed to help inform 
policy and regulation for this and future similar products. 

The tobacco industry uses a multitude of avenues to advertise to 
potential consumers including point-of-sale, print, online, social media, 
and direct-to-consumer marketing. IQOS has been marketed globally as 
“clean” or “chic,” and PM has used both traditional strategies (point-of- 
sale, print) and more innovative strategies such as personal trials and 
sponsored events to gain traction in the global market (Churchill et al., 
2020; Jackler et al., 2020). Only a handful of studies have examined the 
IQOS marketing strategy during its brief time on the US market (Duan 
et al., 2023; Berg et al., 2023; Ganz et al., 2023; Henderson et al., 2023). 
Recently, studies by Berg et al. (2023) and Duan et al. (2023) have 
examined IQOS print, TV, and online display advertisements, finding 
that prominent themes included “real tobacco” and innovation/tech-
nology and that ad-spend focused on media channels and images pre-
dominately geared towards women. The extant US research has mainly 
focused on print and online display strategies. However, another major 
form of marketing used by the tobacco industry, which is much harder to 
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capture using traditional surveillance approaches, is direct marketing. 
Cigarette companies spent $19.1 million in the US in 2021 on direct mail 
alone (US Federal Trade Commission, 2022). This appears to be a suc-
cessful marketing strategy, with studies indicating a positive association 
between receipt of direct mail/email coupons and initiation or sustained 
smoking (Choi et al., 2019). Additionally, as an avenue that is aimed at 
the individual, direct marketing can be used by companies to target 
segments of the population in which they want to grow their consumer 
base. This is of particular concern with the tobacco industry, which has a 
history of targeting specific market segments (women, minoritized 
racial/ethnic groups) (Brown-Johnson et al., 2014; Primack et al., 2007; 
Gardiner, 2004), especially in the context of recent IQOS findings by 
Berg et al. (2021), Duon et al. (2023), and Ganz et al. (2023) which all 
showed a focus on women. 

To our knowledge, no studies have examined the content of direct 
mail and email marketing of HTPs, including elements that may indicate 
race- and/or sex-based targeting, especially in the US context. This study 
aims to fill this research gap and build upon the existing literature by 
providing an in-depth examination of IQOS direct marketing content 
from its time on the US market. 

2. Materials and methods 

2.1. Data acquisition 

Seven team members registered for IQOS mail and email from PM by 
creating accounts at IQOS.com, identifying as an adult smoker, and 
going through the identity verification process. Four team members 
registered in August/September of 2019, two in December 2019 and 
January 2020, and one in January 2021 (see supplemental table 1 for 
recipient information). Two team members purchased an IQOS device 
and one team member purchased HeatSticks for non-study-related 
research purposes during the time they were receiving mail. IQOS 
mail and email marketing items were collected and logged into a data-
base between September 2019 and July 2021 as part of IQOS direct 
marketing surveillance. 

2.2. Data analysis 

Authors (KH, NK, and JH) created an initial codebook by examining 
the literature and the database of marketing items. Two coders (KH and 
NK) reviewed the initial codebook and coded five unique marketing 
items (9 % of the unique sample). They then met with author JH to 
resolve any discrepancies and adjust the codebook as needed. A second 
round of five marketing items were coded to verify agreement. Inter-
coder reliability from the second round of five items showed an agree-
ment of 80 % or higher for all items except “prominence of nicotine 
warning” and “in-person services” (both had agreement of 60 %), which 
were further clarified before proceeding. Then the full set of marketing 
items was divided between the coders and coding was completed using 
the finalized codes. See supplemental table 2 for descriptions and defi-
nitions of the coded variables. The coded data are available in Scholar-
Works: A2XS-3648 (Henderson et al., 2023). The number and prevalence 
of marketing items featuring each code were calculated for the unique 
marketing items. 

3. Results 

A total of 101 marketing items were received during the study 
period, including 88 direct email and 13 mailer items. Some of the same 
emails and mailers were sent to multiple team members. Ultimately, 59 
unique items were received by the team, including 51 unique emails and 
8 unique mailers. The number of marketing items received by each 
recipient varied widely, with four receiving less than 5 items in the study 
period, two receiving 19, and one receiving 55 (refer to supplemental 
table 1 for recipient details). Month-to-month receipt of email items and 

mail items can be seen in supplemental Fig. 1, which uses recipient 1 as 
an example. Fig. 1 shows examples of IQOS emails and mailers. Each 
email and mailer received (referred to collectively as “marketing items”) 
was coded for content variables. We focus the results of the content 
analysis on the unique items. 

Table 1 presents a description of the marketing content for the 
unique items only. Regarding image content, 89.8 % of unique items had 
an image showing the IQOS device or HeatSticks and 10.2 % showed 
IQOS accessories, such as cases and chargers. One or more persons 
(referred to as “models”) were shown in 67.8 % (n = 40) of marketing 
items. Among the items showing models (n = 40), 82.5 % showed the 
models’ faces, with 93.9 % of those showing faces (n = 33) depicting a 
positive facial expression. Among the items showing models (n = 40), 
70 % showed one or more models appearing to be racial or ethnic mi-
norities, 86.8 % showed at least one female-presenting model (excluding 
two where sexual presentation could not be visually determined), and 
37.5 % showed one or more models appearing to be young adults 
(18–29 years old). 

Most items (96.6 %) had one or more prominent nicotine warnings 
and most (94.9 %) also had one or more Surgeon General’s warnings, the 
majority of which (96.4 %) were not prominently featured. The FDA- 
authorized MRTP statement appeared in two (3.4 %) of the items; 
both were not prominent and both were received in September 2020 
(post-authorization of the reduced exposure claim). Most items (94.9 %) 
also contained age restriction language. 

The marketing items contained a wide variety of topics, often 
referencing several topics per item (range: 0–8; mean: 4). Most items 
(91.5 %) had an embedded link or printed URL leading to the IQOS 
website or official social media pages. Items also referenced online 
services (54.2 %; for example, online ordering, tutorials, and scheduling 
in-person appointments online), use experience (49.2 %), official IQOS 
social media (44.1 %), purchasing locations (37.3 %), IQOS being 
improved compared to cigarettes/e-cigarettes (35.6 %), in-person 
customer services (23.7 %), introducing the product (22 %), coupons 
or price promotions (22 %), flavor (13.6 %), and corporate social re-
sponsibility (3.2 %); none mentioned promotional events. 

Since most items featured several topics, they were also coded for 
their main purpose. Items were mainly oriented towards discussing the 
IQOS store experience (37.7 %), introducing the product (18.6 %), 
describing the product use experience to potential consumers (15.3 %), 
providing coupons/price promotions (8.5 %), or describing online pur-
chasing and services (8.5 %). 

4. Discussion 

As the first HTP authorized to be sold in the US, it is important to 
monitor IQOS marketing in order to inform future policy and regulatory 
decisions for similar novel products entering the market. This study is 
the first to examine IQOS direct mail/email marketing in the US context, 
including detailed examination of the marketing content. Our findings 
regarding the main purpose of the IQOS mail and email marketing items 
(store experience, product introduction, product use) align with findings 
from recent research on other marketing formats such as print and TV 
(real tobacco, less odor/ash, innovation or technology, Get IQOS) (Duan 
et al., 2023; Berg et al., 2023). These types of themes point to a strategy 
that aims to differentiate IQOS from other tobacco products and en-
courages people to try the product, a strategy which has been docu-
mented among other novel products such as oral nicotine pouches 
(Czaplicki et al., 2021). However, our results also highlight a particular 
focus on other topics such as links, online services, and in-person ser-
vices which drive consumers to secondary online and in-person locations 
where they can be further persuaded of the product’s merits. In partic-
ular, recipients were linked to the IQOS website/social media, where 
they would see additional online marketing, and were encouraged to 
visit IQOS flagship stores, where promotional activities such as personal 
IQOS trials were employed and where they would be exposed to point- 
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Fig. 1. Example marketing items (a-d).  
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of-sale marketing (Churchill et al., 2020; Henderson et al., 2023). Since 
research shows that exposure to marketing is associated with initiation 
and sustained smoking among cigarette smokers, (Choi et al., 2019) it 
will likely be important to keep monitoring how direct, point-of-sale, 
digital, in-person, and other forms of marketing may interact to influ-
ence use behavior for novel products as well. 

Notably, IQOS direct marketing images focused on racial/ethnic 
minoritized and female-presenting models. This is of particular concern 
due to the tobacco industry’s history of targeting certain sociodemo-
graphic groups. For example, they have targeted women by using dis-
counts, promoting images of luxury, and developing brands specifically 
for women, (Brown-Johnson et al., 2014) and targeted racial/ethnic 
minoritized groups through tactics such as increased density of tobacco 
marketing in Black/African American neighborhoods and tailoring 
marketing of menthol cigarettes towards Black/African Americans as 
“fresh and modern.” (Primack et al., 2007; Gardiner, 2004) Concern-
ingly, research has shown that alcohol and tobacco use behaviors and 
behavioral intentions are associated with increased identification with 
media content (like models), indicating that depicting specific de-
mographic groups in ads may serve to increase usership among these 
groups (Austin et al., 2006; Scull et al., 2014). Although it is possible 
that racial/ethnic minoritized models were used in IQOS marketing 
because the initial launch was in Atlanta, which has a population that is 
49.8 % Black/African American, (United States Census Bureau, 2021) it 
is also possible that the initial IQOS direct marketing campaign was 
designed to increase interest among racial/ethnic minoritized groups. 
Furthermore, while women comprise about 51 % of the Atlanta popu-
lation, (United States Census Bureau, 2021) our findings showed that 
when IQOS marketing images showed people, 86.8 % included de-
pictions of women. In examining IQOS online/print/mobile ad content, 
Berg et al. (2023) found that 29.2 % of these types of ads featured images 
of women, indicating that the targeting strategies may be intensified in 
direct marketing compared with other marketing avenues. Using images 
depicting racial/ethnic minoritized models and women may be part of a 
larger marketing tactic designed to increase the perceived desirability of 
IQOS among these populations and increase the product’s consumer 
base (Berg et al., 2023; Ganz et al., 2023) – a tactic that appears to be 
partly effective since the rates of interest and use of IQOS are higher 
among racial/ethnic minoritized groups (Nyman et al., 2018). 

Study limitations include collection of marketing items only by res-
idents of Georgia; thus, results may not be generalizable to direct mar-
keting in other US states. Only 7 team members were registered and only 
59 unique marketing items were received. While this allowed us to 
capture a wide range of IQOS email/mailers, we cannot be certain that 
the items in our database show the full range of marketing activities 
during the study period. The diversity of our recipients was limited (see 
supplemental table 1), and we don’t know if recipients with different 
characteristics would have received different marketing items. 

5. Conclusions 

As IQOS and other novel tobacco products enter new markets glob-
ally, ongoing surveillance of marketing and consumer impact, especially 
among the less visible distribution channels, will be needed to inform 
regulatory efforts. This study provides an updated description of the 
tactics used to directly market HTPs to US consumers, including ele-
ments that may indicate race- and sex-based targeting. Researchers 
should continue to monitor tobacco marketing for the tactics identified 
in this study, especially among novel products, and examine how these 
tactics influence consumer interest and use patterns. 

Table 1 
Content of Unique IQOS Marketing Items.  

Overall (N) 59 

Image Content n (%) 
Device/Product shown (n = 59) 53 (89.8) 
Accessories shown (n = 59) 6 (10.2) 
One or more people (models) shown (n = 59) 40 (67.8) 
Number of models (n = 40)  

1 22 (55.0) 
2 10 (25.0) 
3+ 8 (20.0) 

One or more faces shownb (n = 40) 33 (82.5) 
Positive facial expressions shownc (n = 33) 31 (93.9) 
Model Sexd (n = 38)  

All Male-Presenting 5 (13.2) 
All Female-Presenting 20 (52.6) 
Multiple Sexes 13 (34.2) 

Presence of young adult modelse (n = 40) 15 (37.5) 
Presence of models from racial/ethnic minoritized groupsf (n = 40) 28 (70.0) 
Presence of symbols or models from sexual minoritized groups (n = 59) 0 
Warnings and MRTP Statement  
Number of Nicotine Warningsg (n = 59)  

0 2 (3.4) 
1 49 (83.1) 
2 3 (5.1) 
3+ 5 (8.5) 

Prominent Nicotine Warningg (n = 57) 57 (100.0) 
Number of Surgeon General’s Warningsh (n = 59)  

0 3 (5.1) 
1 50 (84.7) 
2 3 (5.1) 
3+ 3 (5.1) 

Prominent Surgeon General’s Warningsh (n = 56) 2 (3.6) 
Presence of MRTP Statement (n = 59) 2 (3.4) 
Prominent MRTP Statementi (n = 2) 0 
Age Restriction Language (n = 59) 56 (94.9) 
Marketing Content Topics (n ¼ 59)  
Embedded link or URL 54 (91.5) 
Online services 32 (54.2) 
Use experience 29 (49.2) 
Social media 26 (44.1) 
Purchasing locations 22 (37.3) 
Improvement claim 21 (35.6) 
In-person services 14 (23.7) 
Product introduction 13 (22.0) 
Coupons or price promotions 13 (22.0) 
Flavor 8 (13.6) 
Corporate social responsibility 2 (3.4) 
Event promotion 0 
Main Purposej (n ¼ 59)  
Store Experience 22 (37.7) 
Product Introduction 11 (18.6) 
Product Use 9 (15.3) 
Coupons/Promotions 5 (8.5) 
Online Experience 5 (8.5) 
Sign-Up 3 (5.1) 
Modified Risk 2 (3.4) 
Other 2 (3.4) 

N: Total number. 
%: Frequency. 
aNumber of models, N (%), among items with one or more models shown. 

b Number of items showing models’ faces, N (%), among items showing one or 
more models. 

c Presence of positive facial expressions, N (%), among items showing one or 
more faces. 

d Model sex, N (%), among items with one or more models, where sexual 
presentation was discernable. Among unique items received, there were 2 items 
with models where sexual presentation was not discernable. 

e Presence of young adult models, (i.e. appearing to be 18–29 years of age), N 
(%), among items showing one or more models. 

f Presence of any models appearing to be from racial/ethnic minoritized 
groups, N (%), among items showing one or more models. 

g Prominence of nicotine warnings, N (%), among items with one or more 
nicotine warnings, coded as prominent or not prominent. 

h Prominence of Surgeon General’s warnings, N (%), among items with one or 
more Surgeon General’s warnings, coded as prominent or not prominent. 

i Prominence of the MRTP Statement, N (%), among items showing the MRTP 
statement, coded as prominent or not prominent. 

j Only one main purpose could be selected for each item. Purpose was deter-
mined by examining the email’s subject and body or mailer’s front page and 
body to determine the most prominent theme. 
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