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Abstract

Objectives: A federal court ruled tobacco companies violated racketeering laws and ordered 

them to publish corrective statements. This study assesses effects of exposure to the statements 

and related court findings on attitudes toward tobacco-related policies and tobacco company 

influences on policymaking.
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Methods: We conducted a cross-sectional survey of US adults (N = 2010) prior to publication of 

the statements. Participants were randomly assigned to the “unexposed” group (N = 1004), which 

answered attitude questions before reading the statements and court findings, or the “exposed” 

group (N = 1006), which answered attitude questions after reading the statements and court 

findings.

Results: The exposed group was less likely to think lawmakers should trust tobacco companies 

as much as other companies (β = −.24, p < .001) or that lawmakers should trust tobacco company 

lobbyists to provide accurate information (β = −.17, p = .019), compared to the unexposed group. 

The exposed group also was more likely to support requiring graphic warning labels (β = .15, p 

= .014) and point-of-sale quitline signs (β = .13, p = .028).

Conclusions: Exposure to the statements and court findings may aid tobacco industry 

denormalization and tobacco-related policy initiatives.
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Smoking continues to be the leading cause of preventable death, disease, and disability.1–4 

Tobacco industry interference has been recognized as the “greatest obstacle” to 

implementing effective tobacco control measures.5 Despite considerable progress in 

overcoming this interference, all states’ tobacco control policies still fall short of best 

practices.6 The rate of progress in adopting some of the most effective policies has stalled.7

The scope of tobacco industry influences on public policy has been extensive. Tobacco 

companies have sought to defeat – separately and in all 50 states – legislation to restrict 

smoking inside workplaces, raise tobacco taxes, limit tobacco marketing, advance prevention 

programs or research, and reduce youth access to tobacco.8–29 When outright defeat cannot 

be achieved, the companies work to delay or weaken such measures.5,30,31 Their tactics 

include contributing to politicians’ election campaigns, disseminating public relations 

campaigns, creating controversy over established facts, using front groups, hiring lobbyists, 

and “preempting” strong legislation.31 The companies have been successful at promoting 

preemption of effective local-level tobacco policies in many states.32–34 Most of these 

preemptive clauses remain in effect.34,35

Actively monitoring and exposing tobacco industry misconduct enables effective tobacco 

control.36 For example, because tobacco company lobbyists prefer to work behind the 

scenes, calling attention to their political influence and policy goals may hamper their 

efforts.30 Such attention aids tobacco industry denormalization (TID), “a disease prevention 

strategy that strips the tobacco industry of the illegitimately obtained normalcy that often 

blocks government implementation of effective tobacco control policies.”37 TID is an 

effective tobacco control intervention likely to affect the policy climate.38 Increased 

exposure to TID appears to increase its effects.38

Consistent with the TID strategy, World Health Organization (WHO) Guidelines emphasize 

a “fundamental and irreconcilable conflict between the tobacco industry’s interests and 
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public health policy interests.”39 Article 5.3 of the WHO Framework Convention on 

Tobacco Control seeks to protect tobacco control policies from tobacco industry interests.40

In 2006, a United States (US) federal court found Altria, Philip Morris USA, R.J. Reynolds, 

and other tobacco companies in violation of the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt 

Organizations Act (RICO), citing 145 distinct acts of racketeering. The 1682-page ruling 

concluded the companies’ “fraudulent conduct has permeated all aspects of their operations” 

and that they would likely continue committing fraud “indefinitely into the future.” The 

companies’ conspiracy sought not only to misinform the public, but also lawmakers.41

The court ordered the tobacco companies to disseminate “corrective statements” through 

newspapers, television, package onserts, point-of-sale placements, and corporate websites 

regarding: (1) health effects of smoking, (2) addictiveness of nicotine, (3) low-tar cigarettes, 

(4) nicotine enhancement, and (5) health effects of secondhand smoke.41,42 Legal appeals 

delayed publication for over a decade.43,44 Publication in newspapers and on television 

began in November 2017.45 Publication on corporate websites began in June 2018 and 

package onserts in November 2018.46 The start date for point-of-sale placements has yet to 

be determined.

There is limited evidence of how Americans might react to the corrective statements.47–53 

Participants in one study noted the “shocking” nature of some of the information.50 The 

same study found that a direct admission to misleading the public regarding the 

addictiveness of nicotine generated particularly negative feelings toward cigarette 

manufacturers. Another study suggested one proposed version of the statements might fail to 

correct tobacco industry misinformation unless supplemented with narratives such as those 

high-lighting the motives, duplicity, and misbehavior of the companies.52

This is the first study to assess potential effects of the final versions of the corrective 

statements as published, examining how exposure to the statements and related court 

findings may help to denormalize tobacco company influences on policymaking or affect 

attitudes toward specific tobacco control policies.

METHODS

A cross-sectional survey (instrument available as supplementary data) was administered 

online to US adults (N = 2010) in May 2017 through GfK’s Web-enabled 

KnowledgePanel®, a probability-based panel designed to be representative of the US adult 

population.

To measure potential effects of exposure to the statements and court findings on attitudes, 

we randomly assigned participants to the “unexposed” group (N = 1004) or the “exposed” 

group (N = 1006). Those in the unexposed group reported their attitudes before reading the 

statements and court findings. Those in the exposed group reported their attitudes after 
reading the statements and court findings. All participants reported their prior awareness of 

each of the 18 bullet-point facts within the statements and 10 related court findings (Table 

1). All participants also answered questions regarding smoking status and demographic 

variables. The median time taken to complete the survey was 10 minutes.
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To measure attitudes, respondents rated how much they agree or disagree with 7 statements 

regarding lawmakers’ interactions with tobacco companies or tobacco company lobbyists 

(potential tobacco company influences) using a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 

(strongly disagree) and how much they favor or oppose 12 examples of existing or proposed 

tobacco-related laws or policies (tobacco control policies) using a 5-point scale from 1 

(strongly favor) to 5 (strongly oppose). We also asked respondents: (1) what lawmakers 

should do about laws influenced by tobacco companies; (2) at which level of government are 

lawmakers least likely to be influenced by tobacco company lobbyists; (3) if they would 

approve of having their retirement savings invested in tobacco company stocks; and (4) if 

tobacco companies are now taking responsibility for the harm caused by smoking.

Data Analysis

We used multiple linear regression to compare responses from the exposed group to those of 

the unexposed group. Participants’ group assignment, smoking status, educational 

attainment, sex, race/ethnicity, political affiliation, and household income were entered 

simultaneously as predictors. Attitudes toward tobacco control policies and potential tobacco 

company influences on policymaking served as the outcome variables. All analyses 

incorporated survey weights produced by GfK, which compensated for the unequal 

probability of selection based on sex, age, race/ethnicity, education, census region, 

household income, home ownership status, and metropolitan/non-metropolitan area.

RESULTS

Participants

Participants (N = 2010) were half women (50.3%) and 71.2% white, 11.7% Hispanic, 9.4% 

black, and 7.7% other races/ethnicities. Participants were represented in all income brackets 

with the largest representation in the $100,000 to $124,999 range (12.1%) and the $60,000 

to $74,999 range (9.5%). Nearly one-fifth of participants (19.5%) had a bachelor’s degree. 

About the same proportion had some college but no degree (18.8%). Participants ages 

ranged from 18 to 92 years (M = 51.72, SD = 17.22). Overall, 13.9% were cigarette smokers 

(had smoked at least 100 cigarettes and currently smoke) and 86.1% were non-smokers.

Attitudes toward Potential Tobacco Company Influences on Policymaking

Within both the unexposed group and the exposed group, most respondents’ attitudes were 

unfavorable (strongly or somewhat) toward all potential tobacco company influences 

surveyed (Table 2). We examined attitudes toward these potential influences using a 

composite score of all 7 items (3 reverse-coded). Results showed no significant association 

between exposure groups (β = −.07, p = .07).

We also examined each item on its own. The exposed group was less likely than the 

unexposed group to think “lawmakers should trust tobacco companies as much as they trust 

other companies” (β = −.24, p < .001) or that “lawmakers should trust tobacco company 

lobbyists to provide accurate information on tobacco issues” (β = −.17, p = .019). Though 

our findings did not reach statistical significance, a consistent trend was observed in the 

mean scores for the exposed group versus the unexposed group toward each of the 5 
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remaining items, suggesting slightly stronger negative attitudes toward potential tobacco 

company influences after exposure.

Attitudes toward Specific Tobacco Control Policies

Within both the unexposed group and the exposed group, most respondents’ attitudes were 

favorable (strongly or somewhat) toward all policies surveyed (Table 3). We examined 

attitudes toward the policies using a composite score of all 12 items. Results showed no 

statistically significant associations between exposure groups (β = .06, p = .22).

We also examined each item on its own. The exposed group was more likely than the 

unexposed group to favor the policy to “require large graphic warning labels on cigarette 

packs to better convey health risks of smoking” (β = .15, p = .014) and to “require stores that 

sell tobacco products to post a tobacco quitline sign” (β = .13, p = .028). Although findings 

did not reach statistical significance, we observed a lower mean (greater support) for the 

exposed group for 8 other policies. The mean score was unchanged for 2 policies.

Other Attitudes

There were no statistically significant differences between the exposed and unexposed 

groups for the remaining attitude questions. Among all respondents, when asked: “If a 

tobacco-related law was written or influenced by a tobacco company or tobacco company 

lobbyist, what do you think lawmakers should do?” most thought lawmakers should either 

“revise the law” (30.8%) or “remove the law and start over” (35.8%). Few thought 

lawmakers should “leave the law as it is” (4.2%). Others were “not sure” (28.2%).

When asked: “In general, which of the following types of lawmakers do you think are least 

likely to be influenced by a tobacco company lobbyist,” a large proportion of respondents 

chose “local-level lawmakers” (41.1%). Few chose “state-level lawmakers” (6.0%) or 

“national-level lawmakers” (10.0%). Many others were “not sure” (41.7%).

When asked: “Would you approve of having any of your current or future retirement savings 

invested in tobacco company stocks,” most respondents answered “no” (70.4%). Few 

answered “yes” (8.6%). Others were “not sure” (20.0%).

When asked: “Do you think tobacco companies are now taking responsibility for the harms 

caused by smoking,” few respondents answered “yes” (9.2%). Most answered “no” (66.4%). 

Others were “not sure” (23.5%).

DISCUSSION

This paper focuses on how exposure to the court-ordered corrective statements and related 

court findings could affect attitudes toward tobacco-related policies and potential tobacco 

company influences on policymaking. A single, comprehensive exposure to the statements 

and court findings appears to reduce public support for lawmakers to trust tobacco 

companies or tobacco company lobbyists while directly increasing support for certain 

policies.
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Implications for Tobacco Regulation

The changes observed within the exposed group for the 2 measures directly related to 

lawmakers’ “trust” in tobacco companies or tobacco company lobbyists suggest that higher 

public awareness of the statements and court findings may aid TID by further denormalizing 

practices that may allow the companies any substantive input during the policymaking 

process, regardless of the specific policy under consideration. Public health advocates could 

capitalize on this unique opportunity to help advance virtually any contested tobacco control 

policy initiative. To the extent that tobacco companies’ credibility is further undermined, 

even their ability to influence policy debates regarding e-cigarettes and other emerging 

products may be affected.

To provide context to survey respondents, this study provided related court findings in 

addition to the court-ordered corrective statements. Therefore, these results might not 

generalize to the actual attitudinal impact of the corrective statements alone. This is a study 

limitation. There is reason to believe that simply hearing information such as that conveyed 

in the court findings can affect attitudes toward TID.30,37,38,52 Indeed, the court-ordered 

publication of the statements presents public health practitioners with an opportunity to 

enhance and amplify the statements’ impact through earned media, social media, and paid 

media campaigns that also address the federal court findings, including the racketeering 

verdict itself. Several such efforts have been initiated.54–58

Another limitation of this study is that it does not measure changes in attitudes that might 

happen when individuals are repeatedly exposed to the statements and court findings. 

Respondents were exposed to each statement and court finding only once. Future research 

should explore potential effects of multiple exposures over time.

Despite tobacco industry efforts to fight effective policies and influence lawmakers, baseline 

public support (support within the unexposed group) appears high for all tobacco control 

policies surveyed. Support for policies mandating informational interventions (graphic 

warning labels and point-of-sale quitline signs) appear most likely to be enhanced by 

exposure to the statements and court findings. This may be because the statements 

themselves are informational in nature, directly increasing public support for similar 

interventions.

Significant increases in support for other policies will likely require additional efforts to 

communicate their relevance to the statements or court findings. For example, advocates for 

smoke-free policies could emphasize the statement that specifically addresses tobacco 

company misinformation about the health effects of secondhand smoke.

The public’s perception that local-level lawmakers are least likely to be influenced by 

tobacco company lobbyists is consistent with observations from the lobbyists themselves.
59,60

Strong public support for lawmakers to revise or remove laws “written or influenced” by 

tobacco companies could be used to foster renewed dialogue about preemption and other 

counter-productive statutory language promoted by tobacco companies.
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Unchanged skepticism (within both the exposed group and unexposed group) that tobacco 

companies are taking responsibility for the harm caused by smoking suggests that the court-

ordered corrective statements are unlikely to improve their negative public image.

Attitudes against investing retirement savings in tobacco company stocks may have 

implications for public and private pension funds.

Although beyond the scope of this paper, future research should examine how demographic 

variables as well as smoking status interact with exposure conditions to predict attitudes.

Tobacco companies will likely continue to commit fraud.41 In all 50 states, at least one 

lobbyist is representing a tobacco company named in the racketeering verdict.61–110 

Reflecting public opinion, lawmakers could refuse potential tobacco company influences 

and seek to remedy past harms. Quotes from internal tobacco industry documents could be 

used to illustrate historical influences in each state. Non-binding legislative resolutions could 

be introduced to raise awareness of tobacco company behaviors and the need for specific 

policy changes.

If put to full use, the corrective statements and related court findings may serve as catalysts 

for denormalization of tobacco industry influences and for accelerating the adoption of 

effective policies. At the population level, even modest impacts could benefit public health.

Supplementary Material
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