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Misinformation About Commercial
Tobacco Products on Social Media—
Implications and Research
Opportunities for Reducing
Tobacco-Related Health Disparities

See also Chou and Gaysynsky, p. S270.

Misinformation about com-
mercial tobacco products is not
new. For decades, major tobacco
companies deliberately deceived
the public through marketing
practices (e.g., brand names or
labels such as “natural” and “or-
ganic”) and public relations
campaigns. The tobacco indus-
try’s deception of the public
provides an important historical
context for examining current
forms of tobacco product mis-
information through social me-
dia. The industry’s campaigns
sought to downplay and deny
health harms and addictiveness of
combustible cigarettes. These
campaigns were aimed at creating
doubt about scientific evidence
showing how cigarette smoking
harmed smokers and those ex-
posed to secondhand smoke.

The tobacco industry’s delib-
erate deception has led to tre-
mendous human suffering and
millions of lives lost in the United
States and globally every year
because of smoking and sec-
ondhand smoke exposure. Al-
though the overall prevalence
of smoking in the United States
has declined over the past 50
years because of comprehensive

tobacco-control policies and
efforts, targeted marketing
campaigns and community
sponsorships among disparity
populations—including African
American communities, sexual
and gender minorities, and
populations experiencing
homelessness—contribute to
persistent disparities in ciga-
rette smoking and related
health consequences in these
populations.

In recent years, the introduc-
tion of alternative forms of
nicotine products into the mar-
ketplace (e.g., e-cigarettes,
heated tobacco products, and
smokeless tobacco) has led to a
more complex information
landscape, as the population
health eftects of using these
products remain inconclusive—
leading to intense scientific and
public debate. For example,
misinformation from the online
marketing of e-cigarettes by
manufacturers, retailers, and so-
cial media influencers has claimed
that e-cigarettes contain only
water vapor and are harmless.
This misinformation serves to
downplay the risks and addic-
tiveness of e-cigarette use and is
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in part responsible for the youth
vaping epidemic of recent years.
Conversely, online misinforma-
tion that e-cigarettes are just as
or more harmful than smoking
potentially deters current ciga-
rette smokers who are unable to
quit smoking from considering
reducing harms by switching to
e-cigarettes. Because cigarette
smoking is increasingly con-
centrated among disparity
populations, the impact of mis-
perceptions about e-cigarettes’
relative harms compared with
smoking could lead to widening
tobacco-related health disparities
in these populations.'

Social media may amplify the
transmission of tobacco product
misinformation in addition to
traditional media. Exposure to
and effects of misinformation
about tobacco products may be
unevenly distributed across

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

population subgroups because of
structural determinants, includ-
ing variations in access to trusted
sources of health information,
health literacy, and online social
networks. Inequalities in misin-
formation exposure and recep-
tivity may perpetuate and widen
tobacco use disparities and related
health disparities.” Tailoring al-
gorithms based on users’ online
behaviors and preferences may
further increase certain users’
exposure to misinformation
about commercial tobacco
products. However, there is
limited research on exposure to
misinformation about tobacco
products on social media and the
effects of such exposure on atti-
tudes and use of tobacco prod-
ucts, particularly among disparity
populations.

We discuss gaps in research to
address misinformation about
tobacco products on social me-
dia, especially among tobacco
disparity populations. In the
current information environ-
ment, most misinformation is
from tobacco companies and
user-generated social media posts
that are not explicitly linked to
tobacco companies. We further
consider both explicit misinfor-
mation (information that is ver-
ifiably false based on current
scientific evidence) and implicit
misinformation (information that
misleads the public about the
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harms and benefits of tobacco
products).3

SOCIAL MEDIA
MISINFORMATION
SURVEILLANCE

Surveillance of misinforma-
tion on tobacco products on
social media is needed to keep
pace with the introduction of
new tobacco products such as
e-cigarettes and smokeless to-
bacco and the spread of false in-
formation about such products.
For example, a content analysis of
1068 tweets from a corpus of
tobacco-related tweets reported
that 10% contained claims about
tobacco-related health conse-
quences, use patterns, policies, or
tobacco industry actions. Of
these claims, the researchers
coded 18% as explicitly false, with
the majority being unverified
health consequences of tobacco
product use and cessation
methods that were not evidence
based.?

It is clearly important to
conduct surveillance on pro-
tobacco misinformation on social
media that misleads the public
into thinking tobacco products
are safe or help smokers to quit
successfully, contrary to current
evidence. Yet, there is also a need
to characterize the prevalence
and content of misinformation
that exaggerates the harms of
e-cigarettes on social media (e.g.,
posts that e-cigarettes are as
harmful as or more harmful than
combustible tobacco products or
cause cancers). Although evi-
dence suggests that e-cigarette
use is not completely harm-
less, switching completely to
e-cigarettes is associated with
reducing the risks of short-term
health effects compared with
continuing cigarette smoking.
Social media posts focusing on
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the harms of e-cigarette use may
be a reason for a growing public
misperception that e-cigarettes
are just as harmful as or even
more harmful than combustible
cigarettes.5

EXPOSURE TO
AND EFFECTS OF
MISINFORMATION

Research is also needed to
assess whether exposure to and
effects of misinformation about
tobacco products on social media
adversely affect tobacco use and
tobacco-related health conse-
quences among disparity pop-
ulations. Efforts are needed to
determine whether disparity
populations are specifically tar-
geted by misinformation cam-
paigns about tobacco products in
terms of the content, sources, and
how these social media posts are
disseminated. There is limited
research on measuring exposure
and effects of tobacco product
misinformation in the general
population, and none has focused
on disparity populations.

A randomized experiment to
examine the effects of misleading
tobacco content in YouTube
videos found that young adult
participants aged 18 to 24 years
who viewed misleading infor-
mation about e-cigarettes and
hookahs reported more positive
attitudes toward these products
than did those who viewed a
control video unrelated to
health.® The majority of partici-
pants were non-Hispanic (88%)
and White (73%).

Research to assess how mis-
information influences tobacco
product perceptions and use
among tobacco disparity pop-
ulations will help to determine
the need for preventive and
corrective interventions and

appropriate approaches to inter-
vene for these populations.

PREVENTIVE AND
CORRECTIVE
INTERVENTIONS

Recent research focused on
misinformation corrective strat-
egies, including court-ordered
corrective statements, reported
that there was an uneven reach of
these correctives across education
level and socioeconomic status.”
However, there are research
gaps in evaluating interventions
aimed at debunking misinfor-
mation about tobacco products
on social media and preventive
approaches such as inoculation
messages or media literacy train-
ing for increasing awareness of’
and resistance to influence by
misinformation. In addition, re-
search has not focused on the
effectiveness of corrective ap-
proaches among disparity pop-
ulations. Research is needed to
design and implement culturally
appropriate and effective pre-
ventive and corrective interven-
tions for disparity populations, if
warranted based on evidence
from research on the exposure
and effects of misinformation
among these populations. Prin-
ciples of community-engaged
and participatory research pro-
vide helpful frameworks to
design culturally appropriate pre-
ventive and corrective interven-
tions for diverse populations.

In sum, misinformation about
tobacco products on social media
is a significant factor that may
influence public misperceptions
and adversely affect the health of
populations who are most af-
fected by tobacco product use
and widen health disparities. It
is critical to apply state-of-the-
science approaches from the
emerging body of research on

health misinformation to con-
duct surveillance, measure ex-
posure and effects, and design
potential interventions to pre-
vent and mitigate the adverse
effects of tobacco product mis-
information among tobacco dis-
parity populations. AJPH
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