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Learning from the tobacco industry
• More than 7 million internal industry 

documents released under the 1998 Master 
Settlement Agreement

• Include memos, budgets, business and 
marketing plans, diaries

• Allow researchers to learn about industry 
behavior

• Allow advocates to counter industry PR 
strategies 
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Selling cigarettes to 
marginalized populations

• Past research reveals industry marketing to 
marginalized groups
– African Americans, Asian Americans, Latinos
– Women, gays and lesbians

• Our study: industry efforts to target the 
homeless, mentally ill and injection drug users

• Project grew out of interest in drug treatment 
programs, which do not typically address 
smoking
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The role tobacco plays in 
disadvantaged populations

• Tobacco is a “cheap treat” for people who 
cannot afford middle-class luxuries

• Populations may believe they are self-
medicating

• Resolving tobacco addiction by smoking is a 
way to relieve stress in the short term

• Providing cigarettes for clients may be a way 
to establish rapport
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Why the industry was interested

• Homeless, mentally ill, and injection drug 
users have high smoking rates (70-99%)
– Mentally ill estimated to buy nearly half of 

cigarettes sold in the US
• Smoking rates in these populations are not 

declining, unlike in the general population
• Populations overlap substantially 
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Marketing to the homeless

• By the 1990s, homeless were specifically 
targeted by tobacco companies

• Companies sponsored product placement:  
Homeless activists shown smoking value 
brands in at least one movie

• Donation of logo merchandise
(distribution of 7,000 “Merit” label blankets)

• Certain brands recognized as “homeless”
products by marketers (e.g. GPC)
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Project SCUM

Bates: 518021121 (1995)
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Distribution of sample cigarettes

Bates: 87810958 (1991)
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Cultivating service organizations

• Industry also sought relationships with service 
providers for PR purposes

• Charitable contributions to homeless shelters 
(often as part of brand promotion)

• Cigarette donations at Christmas to shelters
• Sales promotions at psychiatric hospitals
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Smoking is viewed as a resource

Cancer Nursing 1993; 16:123-30
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Providers solicit cigarettes for clients

“…I am specifically asking if you might 
consider giving us cigarettes, factory rejects 
or irregulars would be fine for our clients. 
When clients come to our door they are 
usually depleted of all funds and resources. 
We do not believe this is necessarily the 
most appropriate time to give up smoking, 
it simply add [sic] to their stress.”

“A cigarette on the day of arrival for a 
homeless person who has been without 
for a while can be a great comfort.”

Bates: 5008460550 (1992)
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Providing cigarettes is “caring”

Bates: 517224635 (1995)
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The tobacco industry and veterans: a 
case study

• Industry has long-term relationships with veterans 
groups

• Makes financial contributions to organizations that 
advocate for the population 

• National Coalition for Homeless Veterans (NCHV) 
appeared repeatedly on industry behalf

• Other organizations (AMVETS, American Legion, 
VFW) advocated against clean indoor air laws
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Homeless veterans groups

• Relationship built on marketing campaign to 
military (cigarettes were part of military 
rations until 1972)

• Veterans in the US constitute a substantial 
market

• Veterans have high rates of homelessness, 
substance abuse, and mental illness
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Veterans groups advocated against 
clean indoor air laws

Bates: 512682289 (1994)
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Small contributions, big impacts

• Extensive media coverage solicited for 
contributions

• Contributions often depended on prior sales, 
e.g. $1000 in exchange for Doral cigarette 
pack seals

• In several cases, RJR press release quoted 
verbatim in media reports 

• Events specifically arranged to target veterans,  
who constitute 42% of Doral smokers
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Effects of industry targeting

• Industry successfully marketed to 
disadvantaged populations to increase sales

• Used charitable contributions (money and 
product) to recruit service providers into 
providing political support

• Little studied populations were vulnerable
• Activities probably contribute to high smoking 

rates
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Ethical implications

• Tobacco is an addictive and deadly product
• Targeted populations may suffer from 

impaired judgment
• Individuals will purchase cigarettes in lieu of 

food and shelter
• Population is disorganized and has no cultural 

identity 
• Unlike other marginalized groups, groups may 

not be able to advocate for their own interests
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Implications for public health

• Tobacco control advocates need to challenge 
assumption that tobacco is a resource for 
marginalized clients

• Should also consider ways to educate service 
providers, who may also smoke

• Funding organizations should devote resources 
toward these groups to reduce the importance 
of tobacco industry funding
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