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Inventing Conflicts of Interest: A History of Tobacco
Industry Tactics

Confronted by compelling

peer-reviewed scientific evi-

dence of the harms of smok-

ing, the tobacco industry,

beginning in the 1950s, used

sophisticated public relations

approachestoundermineand

distort the emerging science.

The industry campaign

worked to create a scientific

controversy through a pro-

gram that depended on the

creationofindustry–academic

conflicts of interest. This strat-

egy of producing scientific

uncertainty undercut public

health efforts and regulatory

interventions designed to re-

duce the harms of smoking.

A number of industries

have subsequently followed

this approach to disrupting

normativescience.Claimsof

scientific uncertainty and

lack of proof also lead to

the assertion of individual

responsibilityforindustrially

produced health risks. (Am

J Public Health. 2012:63–71.

doi:10.2105/AJPH.2011.

300292)

Allan M. Brandt, PhD

ANY SYSTEMATIC INVESTIGA-

tion of the modern relationship of
medicine and science to industry
must consider what has become
the epiphenomenal case of the
tobacco industry as it confronted
new medical knowledge about the
risk of cigarette smoking in the mid-
20th century. This, of course, is not
to argue that the approach and
strategy undertaken by big tobacco
are necessarily typical of conven-
tional industry---science relation-
ships. But the steps the industry
took as it fashioned a new rela-
tionship with the scientific enter-
prise have become a powerful and
influential model for the exertion
of commercial interests within sci-
ence and medicine since that time.

As a result, industrial influence
on scientific research and outcome
has been a powerful legacy of the
tobacco story. In this sense, the
tobacco industry invented the
modern problem of conflicts of in-
terest at midcentury.1 Before that
time, there had been a widespread

perception, both within science and
among the public, that scientific
endeavors constituted a set of ac-
tivities that were in large measure
insulated from ‘‘interests.’’ Institu-
tions have struggled over recent
decades to discern new policies and
approaches to mitigate the increas-
ingly powerful influence of indus-
tries as they affect scientific inves-
tigation and the public good.2

THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY
IN CRISIS MODE

By late 1953, the tobacco in-
dustry faced a crisis of cataclysmic
proportions. Smoking had been
categorically linked to the dra-
matic rise of lung cancer. Although
health concerns about smoking
had been raised for decades, by
the early 1950s there was a pow-
erful expansion and consolidation
of scientific methods and findings
that demonstrated that smoking
caused lung disease as well as other
serious respiratory and cardiac

diseases, leading to death. These
findings appeared in major, peer-
reviewed medical journals as well
as throughout the general media.

As a result, the tobacco industry
would launch a new strategy,
largely unprecedented in the his-
tory of US industry and business:
it would work to erode, confuse,
and condemn the very science that
now threatened to destroy its
prized, highly popular, and exclu-
sive product. But this would be no
simple matter. After all, in the
immediate postwar years––the
dawn of the nuclear age––science
was in high esteem. The industry
could not denigrate the scientific
enterprise and still maintain its
public credibility, so crucial to its
success.

The tobacco industry already
had a long history of innovative
advertising, marketing, and public
relations that had centered on
making smoking universal. Start-
ing in the late 19th century, the
industry transformed itself to
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become a model of modern in-
dustrial organization and con-
sumer marketing. The industry
took a product that had existed at
the cultural periphery and remade
it into one of the most popular,
successful, and widely used items
of the early 20th century. The
basic tenet of the highly articu-
lated public relations approach the
companies deployed centered on
the notion that if the current cul-
tural context was inhospitable to
the product, one could––through
shrewd and creative public rela-
tions interventions––change the
culture to fit the product.

In the course of this transfor-
mation, the tobacco companies
successfully defined and exploited
critical aspects of a new consumer
culture. Within the industry, mar-
keting experts had developed
a powerful notion of social engi-
neering, what early public rela-
tions theorist Edward Bernays had
called the ‘‘engineering of con-
sent.’’3 According to the logic of
this approach, society and culture
could be manipulated through
public relations to create a mar-
keting environment that favored
a particular product, in this in-
stance the cigarette. Individuals’
purchase of a particular product
constituted their consent to the
underlying meaning-centered
campaigns.

It was this approach to ‘‘engi-
neering’’ that would fundamen-
tally inform the industry’s ap-
proach to the crisis of the 1950s.
After all, if public relations could
engineer consent among con-
sumers, so too could it manage the
science that was now threatening
to undermine the tobacco indus-
try’s product and the entire in-
dustry itself. And yet, as subse-
quent history would show, the
management of culture and social
meaning was considerably different
from the management of science.

ENGINEERING SCIENCE

The tobacco industry’s program
to engineer the science relating to
the harms caused by cigarettes
marked a watershed in the history
of the industry. It moved aggres-
sively into a new domain, the
production of scientific knowl-
edge, not for purposes of research
and development but, rather, to
undo what was now known: that
cigarette smoking caused lethal
disease. If science had historically
been dedicated to the making of
new facts, the industry campaign
now sought to develop specific
strategies to ‘‘unmake’’ a scientific
fact.4,5

Such a campaign required new
tactics and strategies.6,7 The goal
was to disrupt the normative pro-
cesses of knowledge production in
medicine, science, and public
health. In the conduct of this pub-
lic relations campaign, the tobacco
industry would markedly alter the
historical trajectory of industry---
science relationships. Although
medicine and science had never
been sacrosanct from a range of
social and commercial interests,8---11

the tobacco industry campaign
crossed into new terrain to build
a powerful network of interests and
influence.

Today, as a result of litigation,
journalistic exposure, and histori-
cal investigation, this story is rela-
tively well known.3,12---15 Here I
deploy what we know about the
tobacco industry science program
to suggest why and how it would
become so influential after its de-
velopment. Indeed, the tobacco
industry constructed a program
that had a number of effects within
the broader culture of science,
knowledge, and policy. For this
reason I make the somewhat pro-
vocative claim that the industry
invented the modern conflicts of

interest that now are the subject of
such intensive contention in the
world of science and medicine as
well as media, politics, law, and
policy.

The industry well understood
the power of interests and the
levers of influence. Indeed, the
ability to use interests and influ-
ence had been key aspects of its
past success. Early-20th-century
tobacco advertisements centered
on the endorsement of public fig-
ures of influence and authority
who would help to bring smoking
into the mainstream. In this re-
spect, the tobacco industry played
an important role in constructing
a culture of celebrities who would
help influence social mores and
consumer spending through brand
endorsements.3 Although the
industry brought extensive expe-
rience to the manipulation of
culture, its public efforts to con-
trol tobacco science had been
relatively limited and mostly
promotional.

INDUSTRY RESPONSE TO
EMERGING TOBACCO
SCIENCE

By the early 1950s, the emerg-
ing science on tobacco’s harms
documented in the elite peer-
reviewed literature, especially the
causal linkage to lung cancer,
threatened to undo more than
a half century of unprecedented
corporate success. With consider-
able anxiety and rancor within the
tobacco industry, the industry’s
highly competitive CEOs came
together in December 1953 at the
Plaza Hotel in New York City to
map a strategy. They realized that
the threat they now faced was
unprecedented and would require
new, collaborative approaches and
expertise. Not surprisingly, given
their history, they turned again to
the field of public relations that

had served them so well in the
past. They called upon John W.
Hill, the president of the nation’s
leading public relations firm, Hill
& Knowlton.

The public confidence the in-
dustry required could not be
achieved through advertising,
which was self-interested by defi-
nition. It would be crucial for the
industry to assert its authority
over the scientific domain; science
had the distinct advantage of its
reputation for disinterestedness.16

Hill shared with his public rela-
tions predecessor Bernays a deep
skepticism about the role of ad-
vertising in influencing public
perceptions of tobacco. To those
schooled in public relations, ad-
vertising ran the risk of exposing
corporate self-interest. Good pub-
lic relations relied on scrupulous
behind-the-scenes management of
media. As Bernays had demon-
strated in the 1920s and 1930s,
the best public relations work left
no fingerprints.3

Hill offered the companies
powerful advice and guidance as
they faced their crisis. Hill under-
stood that simply denying emerg-
ing scientific facts would be a los-
ing game. This would not only
smack of self-interest but also ally
the companies with ignorance in
an age of technological and scien-
tific hegemony. So he proposed
seizing and controlling science
rather than avoiding it. If science
posed the principal––even termi-
nal––threat to the industry, Hill
advised that the companies should
now associate themselves as great
supporters of science. The com-
panies, in his view, should em-
brace a sophisticated scientific
discourse; they should demand
more science, not less.

Of critical importance, Hill ar-
gued, they should declare the
positive value of scientific skepti-
cism of science itself. Knowledge,
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Hill understood, was hard won
and uncertain, and there would
always be skeptics. What better
strategy than to identify, solicit,
support, and amplify the views of
skeptics of the causal relationship
between smoking and disease?
Moreover, the liberal disburse-
ment of tobacco industry research
funding to academic scientists
could draw new skeptics into the
fold. The goal, according to Hill,
would be to build and broadcast
a major scientific controversy. The
public must get the message that
the issue of the health effects of
smoking remains an open ques-
tion. Doubt, uncertainty, and the
truism that there is more to know
would become the industry’s col-
lective new mantra.

Hill was above all a cynic,
deeply committed to the instru-
mental ideals of public relations.
He was profoundly confident that
public relations strategies, well
developed and implemented,
could effectively serve the needs
of his clients. He believed––and he
convinced the companies’ leader-
ship––that by calling for more re-
search and offering funding, they
could take high ground in their
public pronouncements. Although
he had quit smoking himself, he
had no interest in examining and
assessing the data or the emerging
science. For Hill, science would be
a means to a public relations end.
The executives of the 5 major
companies endorsed his strategic
plan and hired Hill & Knowlton to
manage their burgeoning corpo-
rate crisis.

THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY
RESEARCH COMMITTEE

Hill and his colleagues set to
work to review the full range of
approaches open to them. Dis-
missing as shortsighted the idea
of mounting personal attacks on

researchers or simply issuing blan-
ket assurances of safety, they con-
cluded instead that seizing control
of the science of tobacco and
health would be essential to seizing
control of the media. Although
public relations practitioners had
considerable experience manipu-
lating the media, what was radical
about Hill’s proposed strategy was
the desire to manipulate scientific
research, debate, and outcomes. It
would be crucial to identify scien-
tists who expressed skepticism
about the link between cigarettes
and cancer, those critical of statis-
tical methods, and especially those
who had offered alternative hy-
potheses for the causes of cancer.

Hill set his staff to identifying
the most vocal and visible skeptics
of the emerging science of smok-
ing and disease. These scientists
(many of whom turned out to be
smokers themselves) would be
central to the development of an
industry scientific program in step
with larger public relations goals.
Hill understood that simply deny-
ing the harms of smoking would
alienate the public. His strategy for
ending what the tobacco CEOs
called the hysteria linking smoking
to cancer was to insist that there
were 2 sides in a highly conten-
tious scientific debate. Just as Ber-
nays had worked to engineer
consent, so Hill would engineer
controversy. This strategy––
invented by Hill in the context of
his work for the tobacco indus-
try––would ultimately become the
cornerstone of a large range of
efforts to distort scientific process
for commercial ends during the
second half of the 20th cen-
tury.3,6,7

Individual tobacco companies
had sought to compile information
that cast doubt on the smoking---
cancer connection even before
Hill & Knowlton became in-
volved. One R.J. Reynolds official

announced to other industry ex-
ecutives in November 1953 that
the company had formed a bureau
of scientific information to ‘‘com-
bat the propaganda which is being
directed at the tobacco industry.’’17

At the same time, American To-
bacco began to collect the public
statements of scientists who had
expressed skepticism about the
research findings indicting to-
bacco. The company’s own public
relations counsel understood that
it would be critical to create ques-
tions about the reliability of the
new findings and to attack the
notion that these studies consti-
tuted proof of the relationship of
smoking to cancer.18

Pooling these efforts, Hill &
Knowlton produced a compen-
dium of statements by physicians
and scientists who questioned the
cigarette---lung cancer link. This
compendium became a fundamen-
tal component of Hill & Knowl-
ton’s initial attempts to shape and
implement its public relations
strategy.

After the December 15 meeting
that formally brought Hill &
Knowlton into the picture, its ex-
ecutives spent the next 2 weeks
meeting with various industry
staff. During this time, Hill &
Knowlton operated in full crisis
mode. Executives and staff can-
celed all holiday plans as they
worked to frame and implement
a full-scale campaign on behalf of
the industry.19,20 They made no
independent attempt to assess the
state of medical knowledge, nor
did they seek informed evalua-
tions from independent scientists.
Their role was exclusively limited
to serving the public relations goal
of their collective clients.

During these meetings, both
Hill & Knowlton staffers and to-
bacco executives continued to
voice the conviction that the
industry’s entire future was

threatened by the medical and
scientific findings linking cigarette
smoking to lung cancer and the
consequent widespread public
anxieties about smoking and
health.

Because of the serious nature of
the attack on cigarettes and the
vast publicity given them in the
daily press and in magazines of
the widest circulation, a hysteria
of fear appears to be developing
throughout the country,

Hill wrote in an internal mem-
orandum. ‘‘There is no evidence
that this adverse publicity is abat-
ing or will soon abate.’’ According
to his media intelligence, at least
4 major periodicals (Look Maga-
zine, Cosmopolitan, Woman’s
Home Companion, and Pageant)
were planning articles on smoking
and health.21a

It was Hill who hit on the idea
of creating an industry-sponsored
research entity. Ultimately, he
concluded, the best public rela-
tions approach was for the indus-
try to become a major sponsor of
medical research.21b This tactic
offered several essential advan-
tages. The call for new research
implied that existing studies were
inadequate or flawed. It made
clear that there was more to know,
and it made the industry seem
a committed participant in the
scientific enterprise rather than
a self-interested critic.

The industry had supported
some individual research in recent
years, but Hill’s proposal offered
the potential of a research pro-
gram that would be controlled by
the industry yet promoted as in-
dependent. This was a public re-
lations masterstroke. Hill under-
stood that simply giving money to
scientists––through the National
Institutes of Health or some other
entity, for example––offered little
opportunity to shape the public
relations environment. However,
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offering funds directly to univer-
sity-based scientists would enlist
their support and dependence.
Moreover, it would have the
added benefit of making academic
institutions ‘‘partners’’ with the to-
bacco industry in its moment of
crisis.

The very nature of controlling
and managing information in
public relations stood in marked
contrast to the scientific notion of
unfettered new knowledge. Hill
and his clients had no interest in
answering a scientific question.
Their goal was to maintain vigor-
ous control over the research
program, to use science in the
service of public relations. Al-
though the tobacco executives had
proposed forming a cigarette in-
formation committee dedicated to
defending smoking against the
medical findings, Hill argued ag-
gressively for adding research to
the committee’s title and agenda.
‘‘It is believed,’’ he wrote, ‘‘that the
word ‘Research’ is needed in the
name to give weight and added
credence to the Committee’s
statements.’’21a Hill understood
that his clients should be viewed
as embracing science rather than
dismissing it.

Hill also advised the industry
that continued competitive asser-
tions about the health benefits of
particular brands would be dev-
astating. Instead, the industry
needed a collective research ini-
tiative to demonstrate its shared
concern for the public. Rather
than using health research to cre-
ate competitive products as they
had been doing, the companies
needed to express––above all
else––their commitment to public
well-being. Hill believed that the
competitive fervor over health
claims had harmed the industry’s
credibility. No one would look for
serious information about health
from an industry that was making

unsubstantiated claims about its
product.

The future of the industry
would reflect its acceptance of this
essential principle. From Decem-
ber 1953 forward, the tobacco
companies would present a uni-
fied front on smoking and health;
more than 5 decades of strategic
and explicit collusion would fol-
low.22 The Tobacco Industry Re-
search Committee (TIRC), a group
that would be carefully shaped by
Hill & Knowlton to serve the
industry’s collective interests,
would be central to the explicit
goal of controlling the scientific
discourse about smoking and
health. The public announcement
of the formation of the committee
came in a full-page advertisement
run in more than 400 newspapers
across the country, soon known as
the ‘‘frank statement.’’ The ad
promised that the companies
would aggressively pursue the
science of tobacco and ensure the
well-being of their consumers:

We accept an interest in people’s
health as a basic responsibility,
paramount to every other con-
sideration in our business. We
believe the products we make are
not injurious to health. We al-
ways have and always will co-
operate closely with those whose
task it is to safeguard the public
health.23

The frank statement remains
a powerful illustration of how Hill
was prepared to use science in the
interest of his clients. It is a model
of the ‘‘new’’ public relations that
he established at midcentury.

Hill carefully outlined the plans
for a research program before
a single scientist was consulted.
The utility of such a strategy was
its apparent commitment to ob-
jective science and its search for
the truth. As one colleague argued,

A flamboyant campaign against the
anti-smoking propagandists would
unquestionably alienate much of

the support of the moderates in
both scientific and lay publics.24

Instead, tobacco companies had to
respect the moral valence of sci-
ence in American culture at mid-
century. If science now threatened
the industry, the industry must
‘‘secure’’ science.

The TIRC, from its inception,
was dominated by its public rela-
tions goals. Alton Ochsner, the well-
known thoracic surgeon who had
conducted research on the rela-
tionship of smoking to heart dis-
ease, saw his own hopes for fund-
ing support from the industry fade
as the TIRC’s research agenda
quickly became clear. He noted,

Of course, the critical areas of
investigation, as every research
scientist knows, have to do with
the problem of how to make
smoking a less lethal agent in
lung cancer incidence and a less
deadly killer in heart disease. . . .
Yet it is precisely these areas that
apparently have been declared
out of bounds for the industry’s
research committee.25(p72)

Internal industry assessments
confirmed Ochsner’s view. As one
internal industry evaluation would
conclude a decade later, ‘‘most of
the TIRC research has been of
a broad, basic nature not designed
to specifically test the anti-ciga-
rette theory.’’26 From the outset,
Hill & Knowlton exerted full con-
trol over the industry’s collabora-
tive research program. The TIRC
administrative offices were even
located at Hill & Knowlton’s New
York office. W.T. Hoyt, executive
director of the TIRC, came to the
position with no scientific experi-
ence whatsoever. Before joining
Hill & Knowlton, he sold adver-
tising for the Saturday Evening
Post. At Hill & Knowlton, where
he began work in 1951, he had
run the iron and steel industry’s
Scrap Mobilization Committee.
In early 1954, he assumed a
dominant role in the day-to-day

operations of the tobacco indus-
try research program. Ultimately,
Hoyt would become a full-time
employee, remaining integral to
the TIRC until he retired in
1984.27

Tobacco company leaders also
played important roles in the or-
ganization. In the early months of
operation, Paul Hahn of American
Tobacco and Parker McComas of
Philip Morris served as its acting
chairs. The first full-time chairman
of TIRC was Timothy Hartnett,
the retired CEO of Brown &
Williamson. The press release
announcing his appointment
read, in part, as follows:

It is an obligation of the Tobacco
Industry Research Committee at
this time to remind the public of
these essential points:
1. There is no conclusive scientific

proof of a link between smok-
ing and cancer.

2. Medical research points to
many possible causes of can-
cer. . . .

5. The millions of people who
derive pleasure and satisfac-
tion from smoking can be
reassured that every scientific
means will be used to get all
the facts as soon as possible.28

Hartnett and his successors
would reiterate this message for
the next 40 years.

The first scientific director of
the TIRC was noted biologist, ge-
neticist, and eugenicist Clarence
Cook Little. Little came to the
position as an aggressive and un-
compromising skeptic of the epi-
demiological work that had dem-
onstrated the relationship of
smoking to lung cancer. He had
strong a priori views that cancer
must be essentially genetic and
that ultimately this would be
demonstrated. Given his scientific
pedigree, national standing, and
propensity for public conflict, he
was extremely well chosen from
a public relations perspective. Al-
though Little favored basic science
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investigations into the mechanism
of cancer, often using animal
models, he never confronted the
critical issue of the relationship of
translating such research from the
laboratory to humans.3

Cancer researchers reacted to
Little’s appointment as scientific
director of the TIRC with surprise
and distaste. ‘‘You may be sur-
prised to know that Dr. C. C. Little
was willing to become the chair-
man of that Committee,’’ noted
Evarts Graham, a leading Ameri-
can thoracic surgeon in a 1956
letter to A. Bradford Hill, whose
research had been crucial to link-
ing smoking to lung cancer.

It seems astonishing to me that
a man of his eminence in the field of
cancer and genetics would conde-
scend to take a position like that.29

Graham went on to express his
frustration with Little’s persistent
skepticism in the face of mounting
scientific evidence. ‘‘Isn’t the evi-
dence at hand sufficient to con-
vince anybody with an open
mind?’’ asked Graham.

When the TIRC had announced
its first set of grants almost 2 years
earlier in November 1954, Ochs-
ner called the TIRC program
‘‘tapeworm research into the phys-
ical and chemical composition of
tobacco.’’ According to Ochsner,
the industry ‘‘sought to postpone
a day of reckoning for the irre-
sponsible advertising and sale of its
products.’’30(p23) The industry had
demonstrated the power of its in-
fluence over science in its ability to
secure Little to lead its program.
Blurring the boundaries between
industrial public relations and aca-
demic science was critical to the
industry’s interests.

SECURING ACADEMIC
SUPPORT

In 1954, the committee’s first
year of operation, the TIRC

budget approached $1 million, al-
most all of which went to Hill &
Knowlton, media ads, and admin-
istrative costs. Funding for the
grant program increased substan-
tially in later years, reaching
$800 000 by 1963. Under Little’s
leadership and with the meticu-
lous interventions of the Hill &
Knowlton team, the Scientific Ad-
visory Board (SAB), made up
mostly of academic researchers,
conducted peer reviews of grant
proposals after they had been
carefully screened by the staff.
The SAB had been hand-picked
by Hill & Knowlton, which was
always on the lookout for skeptics
(and, even better, skeptics who
smoked).

The TIRC settled into a pro-
gram of funding research princi-
pally on the basic science of can-
cer, with little or no relevance to
the critical questions associated
with the medical risks of smoking.
Most of the TIRC’s program cen-
tered on basic questions in immu-
nology, genetics, cell biology,
pharmacology, and virology. This
focus apparently suited all con-
cerned. It was certainly ideal from
a public relations standpoint be-
cause research unrelated to
smoking would not condemn cig-
arettes. SAB members could assert
that they were offering valuable
resources to important scientific
questions yet distance themselves
from the specific question of the
harms of tobacco and thus avoid
accusations of bias.

SAB members frequently told
the TIRC staff that they did not
wish to be associated with the
TIRC’s frequent public statements
about smoking and health. They
were generally skeptical or agnos-
tic concerning the harms of
smoking but believed that their
direct association with the fre-
quent TIRC statements asserting
‘‘no proof ’’ would make them

appear ignorant, prejudiced, and
partisan.3

In February 1958, a number of
SAB members communicated that
they were ‘‘disturbed by a misun-
derstanding of the relationship
between the TIRC and the SAB.’’
Several board members expressed
concern about the public state-
ments of the TIRC. Physiologist
Julius Comroe apparently threat-
ened to resign because he and
other SAB members had been
placed in the ‘‘awkward position of
unwittingly endorsing everything
that the TIRC said.’’ Leon Jacobson
of the University of Chicago, an-
other SAB member, echoed this
worry and, according to the min-
utes of the meeting, explained
that ‘‘he did not wish to be linked
with any of the statements made
by the TIRC.’’31

Although the founding mem-
bers of the SAB would steadfastly
defend their independence from
the industry, the reality is that
under the Hill & Knowlton plan,
they had been manipulated for
effective public relations, a fact
they periodically acknowledged
with some bitterness.32 Indeed,
the very structures of scientific
advisory boards––now ubiquitous
in industry---science activities––
were largely the invention of the
tobacco industry under Hill’s
careful guidance. The SAB
cemented the relationship be-
tween academic researchers and
industrial interests.

By steering funds away from
the effects of tobacco toward basic
science in cancer, the TIRC
avoided the implication that it
served industry interests. SAB
members were frequently in a po-
sition to secure funding from the
industry to support the work of
colleagues and associates, as well
as other research at their home
institutions. Such arrangements
gave them considerable influence

and clearly sustained their loyalty
to the TIRC. As Hill anticipated,
researchers associated with the
TIRC typically avoided taking any
position on the tobacco contro-
versy. The companies had effec-
tively ‘‘chilled’’ a major scientific
and public health finding through
the distribution of research fund-
ing. At the same time, the funds
provided by the TIRC had pur-
chased both entrée and legitimacy
for the industry within the aca-
demic science community.

Little and his Hill & Knowlton
colleagues constructed a basic sci-
ence research program into as-
pects of carcinogenesis that had no
potential to resolve the question
that the tobacco industry had
promised the American public
would be at the center of atten-
tion: do cigarettes cause serious
disease? Little became the indus-
try’s primary spokesman in ob-
scuring this question. The sharp
disjuncture between the research
agenda of the TIRC and the com-
mitment to resolving the contro-
versy about smoking and health is
a major indicator of the commit-
tee’s essential public relations
goals. In the end, the TIRC was
designed to direct attention away
from the issue of immediate con-
cern to the American public and
American medicine: the health
effects of smoking.

In this way, the tobacco indus-
try managed to sustain the wide-
spread perception of an active and
highly contested scientific contro-
versy into the 1960s despite over-
whelming evidence and scientific
consensus that smoking caused se-
rious disease. According to the
TIRC, many independent and re-
sponsible scientists continued to
voice opposition to these findings.
In reality, over the course of the
decade, such views were increas-
ingly marginal and limited to those
with financial ties to the TIRC.
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But skepticism does not indicate
that there is not consensus. With
each passing year, skepticism con-
cerning the relationship between
smoking and cancer was increas-
ingly dominated by industry re-
sources and public media. Doubt
was no longer a matter of culture
or training but the carefully
crafted centerpiece of an industry
effort to sow confusion and
heighten debate through explicit
attempts to disrupt the process of
normative science. The TIRC
marks one of the most intensive
efforts by an industry to derail
independent science in modern
history. And, as shown subse-
quently, others would follow the
tobacco industry’s road map,
drawn in the 1950s.33

In 1974, Alexander Spears,
then director of research and de-
velopment at Lorillard (he became
CEO and chairman in 1995), of-
fered this assessment:

Historically, the joint industry
funded smoking and health re-
search programs have not been
selected against specific scien-
tific goals, but rather for various
purposes such as public rela-
tions, political relations, position
for litigation, etc. Thus, it seems
obvious that reviews of such
programs for scientific relevance
and merit in the smoking and
health field are not likely to
produce high ratings. In general,
these programs have provided
some buffer to the public and
political attack of the industry, as
well as background for litigious
strategy.34

The industry---science connec-
tion was the foundation of Hill’s
public relations architecture; it
was crucial to the ability of the
industry to influence the media,
public opinion, policy, regulation,
and the law.

THE MEDIA

At the same time that Hill and
his colleagues were establishing

the TIRC, they worked aggres-
sively to reshape the media envi-
ronment. Hill & Knowlton’s public
relations strategy relied on inten-
sive contact with authors, editors,
scientists, and opinion makers. Hill
understood that the success of any
public relations strategy was
highly dependent on face-to-face
interpersonal relations with im-
portant media outlets. Each time
the TIRC issued a press release,
the Hill & Knowlton organization
would initiate a ‘‘personal con-
tact.’’ The firm systematically
documented the courtship of
newspapers and magazines
wherein it could urge balance and
fairness to the industry.

In these entreaties on behalf of
the industry, the firm’s staffers re-
peated several key themes. First,
they would note that the industry
completely understood its impor-
tant public responsibilities. Sec-
ond, they would affirm that the
industry was deeply committed to
investigating all of the scientific
questions relevant to resolving the
controversy. Third, they urged
skepticism regarding statistical
studies. Finally, they offered
members of the media a long list of
‘‘independent’’ skeptics to consult
to ensure balance in their presen-
tations.3

The primary independent
skeptic, of course, was the TIRC’s
Little. Given the penchant of the
press for controversy and its often
naive notion of balance, these
appeals were remarkably success-
ful. Hill & Knowlton expertly
broadcast the arguments (typically
not based on substantive research
of any kind) of a small group of
skeptics as if their positions rep-
resented a dominant perspective
on the medical science of the
cigarette. In this sense, the public
relations campaign advantaged
2 critical aspects of midcentury
media practice. First, journalists

favored reporting on controversy.
Second, by providing opposing
positions (as if they were equal)
they affirmed their commitment
to balance.

The problem in this formulation
was that science was treated as
the analog of common political
debate and social controversy. At
that time, few journalists had any
sophisticated scientific education
or training. By fashioning a con-
troversy, Hill & Knowlton suc-
cessfully secured media coverage
that maintained, by its very nature,
that tobacco science was ‘‘unre-
solved.’’35

Another strategy deployed
throughout the 1950s by the firm
was to learn about new scientific
findings and consensus reports
and to be ready to attack when
they were released. The agency
took pride in its extensive network
of scientific informants. At its
headquarters in New York, the
TIRC developed a large, system-
atically cross-referenced library on
all issues tobacco related. As one
Hill & Knowlton executive
explained:

One policy that we have long
followed is to let no major un-
warranted attack go unanswered.
And that we would make every
effort to have an answer in the
same day––not the next day or the
next edition. This calls for know-
ing what is going to come out
both in publications and in
meetings.36

In many instances, the TIRC
offered a rebuttal of new findings
even before they had become
available. They could be so nimble
because they aggressively solicited
a small group of doubters and
broadcast their misgivings as if
they were based on rigorous and
systematic research. So long as
skepticism survived (and of course
it would), the industry possessed
the basis for its aggressive defense.
By 1962, after nearly a decade of

work, Hill & Knowlton was eager
to be able to explicitly demon-
strate the impact of its interven-
tions on its client’s behalf.

Now––can we, from this experi-
ence, answer this fundamental
public relations question: Is such
preparation and effort for simul-
taneous comment on attacks on
your client worth the effort it
requires?
We say the answer is unequivo-
cally yes!
Proof? Well, how do you prove
it?
From time to time, man-on-the-
street interviews ask about the
smoking question. In almost ev-
ery one of these, there will be
a quotation that is almost an
exact paraphrase of some state-
ment issued for the tobacco ac-
counts.36

INDUSTRIAL BENEFITS OF
SCIENTIFIC UNCERTAINTY

Hill & Knowlton had success-
fully produced uncertainty in the
face of a powerful scientific con-
sensus. So long as this uncertainty
could be maintained, so long as
the industry could claim ‘‘not
proven,’’ it would be positioned to
fight any attempts to assert regu-
latory authority over the industry.
Without their claims of no proof
and doubt, the companies would
be highly vulnerable in 2 crucial
venues: regulatory politics and
litigation.37

John Hill thus advised the es-
tablishment of another unit, sepa-
rate from the TIRC, that would
explicitly act as a trade association
and lobby for the industry’s
growing political and public rela-
tions needs. After all, the TIRC
had been explicitly developed to
sustain claims of independence,
commitment to science, and pur-
suit of the ‘‘truth’’ about tobacco.
Its credibility and influence rested
on perceptions of restraint and
a narrow scientific mission. As
noted, the scientists Hill & Knowl-
ton had recruited to serve on the
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SAB had expressed repeated con-
cerns about the board’s indepen-
dence and their personal credibil-
ity among scientific peers. In the
words of an industry attorney,

the creation of a separate orga-
nization for public information
was hit upon as a way of keeping
Little inviolate and untainted in
his ivory tower while giving
a new group a little more free-
dom of action in the public re-
lations field.26

This approach would protect
the public relations capital
invested in the TIRC while creat-
ing an unencumbered unit that
could engage in both political
lobbying and a more aggressive
brand of public relations. Freed of
the constraint of the TIRC’s scien-
tific mission, Hill & Knowlton
worked to create a state-of-the-art
political and public relations op-
eration to address the regulatory
initiatives on the horizon in the
wake of early congressional hear-
ings. After its founding in 1958,
the Tobacco Institute quickly
emerged as one of Washington’s
most powerful, well-heeled, and
effective political lobbies. Just as
the industry had made critical in-
novations in advertising and pub-
lic relations, it now pioneered new
and aggressive approaches to
managing its regulatory and polit-
ical environment.

In 1964, using a combination of
skills, resources, and Washington
insiders, the Tobacco Institute as-
siduously prepared for the politi-
cal fights that would follow in the
wake of the first surgeon general’s
report on smoking and health. The
institute anticipated that the
ground on which the tobacco wars
were fought would shift, at least in
part, from the scientific realm to
the political. Certainly, these bat-
tles would engage scientific ques-
tions, but Congress would be the
new primary site of conflict. It was

terrain that greatly favored the
tobacco industry, with its lobbying
largesse and the strong geopoliti-
cal interests of tobacco-growing
states.

Indeed, looking back at the half-
century that followed the path-
breaking science clearly linking
cigarettes to disease and prema-
ture death, it is striking to note the
utter lack of serious and effective
regulatory action on the part of the
federal government. It is also crit-
ical to note that the lobbying and
public relations efforts of the To-
bacco Institute rested fundamen-
tally on the claims of the scientific
doubt and uncertainty generated
by the TIRC.

LAW

Without regulatory interven-
tion, some smokers turned to the
courts for redress. By 1964, more
than 30 lawsuits accusing the in-
dustry of negligence and other
malfeasance had been filed in
American courts. Although most
had been dismissed or dropped,
the risks associated with liability
litigation were considered poten-
tially disastrous. Again, the efforts
of the Hill campaign were used on
behalf of the legal program of the
companies. The SAB and other
physicians and scientists identified
by the TIRC, including C.C. Little
himself, were frequently deployed
as expert witnesses in the indus-
try’s uniformly effective legal de-
fenses in civil litigation. Defending
such litigation required that the
companies continue to rely on the
no-proof strategy. According to 2
British tobacco executives:

In consequence of the impor-
tance of the lawsuits, the main
power in the smoking and health
situation undoubtedly rests with
the lawyers. . . .The leadership in
the U.S. smoking and health situ-
ation therefore lies with the
powerful Policy Committee of

senior lawyers advising the in-
dustry, and their policy, very un-
derstandably, in effect is ‘‘don’t
take any chances.’’ It is a situation
that does not encourage con-
structive or bold approaches to
smoking and health problems,
and it also means that the Policy
Committee of lawyers exercises
close control over all aspects of
the problems.38

After the 1964 surgeon gen-
eral’s report, even as some indus-
try executives (including lawyers)
offered proposals for modifying
the decade-old ‘‘not proven’’ claim,
the Policy Committee strongly
resisted any deviation from this
traditional position, which it
deemed crucial to an effective de-
fense against liability actions. The
committee feared that any discus-
sion of modifying the product or
openly researching its biologically
active properties could be viewed
in the courts as an ‘‘implied ad-
mission’’ that the manufacturer
knew the product was harmful.38

Any move away from an ag-
nostic public posture could, it was
argued, lead to high-risk litigation.
Even as the industry’s insistence
on a continuing controversy be-
came increasingly untenable from
a scientific and public relations
perspective, the companies
remained wedded to it for legal
reasons.39,40 This dilemma would
shape tobacco politics into the 21st
century.

THE CHILLING EFFECTS OF
INDUSTRY FUNDING

In their work to control the
science, the companies had also
found that they had secured con-
siderable advantages in the realms
of media, law, and public opinion.
All of this was dependent on
maintaining the notions of con-
troversy, uncertainty, and doubt.
In 1961, Hill & Knowlton cele-
brated its successes on behalf of its
tobacco client. The total number

of cigarettes sold annually had
risen from 369 billion in 1954,
the company’s first full year of
service to the industry, to 488
billion. Per capita consumption
had risen from 3344 a year in
1954 to 4025 in 1961, the highest
ever. ‘‘From a business stand-
point,’’ Hill & Knowlton crowed,
‘‘the tobacco industry has weath-
ered this latest spate of health
attacks on its products.’’36

In less than a decade, the in-
dustry had been stabilized and
was thriving. As noted journalist
Joseph Lelyveld concluded in the
New York Times,

Surprisingly, the furor over
smoking and health failed to send
the industry into a slump. Instead,
it sent it into an upheaval that has
resulted in unforeseen growth
and profits.

He went on to quote an un-
named American Cancer Society
official who claimed,

When the tobacco companies say
they’re eager to find out the truth,
they want you to think the truth
isn’t known. . . . They want to be
able to call it a controversy.41(p59)

The TIRC, under Hill &
Knowlton’s guidance, had turned
tobacco science into yet one more
political controversy on which
people could differ. So long as it
could maintain this ‘‘liberal’’ no-
tion of scientific knowledge, the
industry remained free to pro-
mote tobacco use aggressively
without regulation or liability.
This explains, in part, why the
industry would so tenaciously
cling to the notion of scientific
controversy.

CONCLUSIONS

By the early 1960s––despite
categorical research findings indi-
cating the harms of smoking––
a significant ‘‘controversy’’ had
arisen (at the behest of the tobacco
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industry) over the validity and
meaning of these findings. Indeed,
given the widespread acceptance
of the conclusion, especially
among those who had analyzed
and evaluated the research most
closely, the persistence of debate
about the harms of smoking is
a striking demonstration of the
powerful impact of the tobacco
industry’s public relations cam-
paign. The industry insistence, at
the direction of Hill & Knowlton,
on the notion of no proof and the
need for more research was an
inspired if cynical manipulation of
the natural tendencies within sci-
ence to encourage skepticism and
seek more complete answers to
important questions.

Hill & Knowlton had served its
tobacco clients with commitment
and fidelity and with great success.
But the firm had also taken its
clients across a critical moral bar-
rier that would have 2 important
effects on American science and
society. Trust in science, confi-
dence in the media, and the social
responsibility of the corporate en-
terprise were all substantially
harmed by Hill & Knowlton’s ef-
forts on behalf of the tobacco
industry. By making science fair
game in the battle of public re-
lations, the tobacco industry set
a destructive precedent that would
affect future debates on subjects
ranging from global warming to
food and pharmaceuticals.33 In
addition, by insinuating itself so
significantly into the practice of
journalism, Hill & Knowlton com-
promised the legitimacy and au-
thority of the very instruments
upon which public relations
depended.

The tobacco industry’s public
relations campaign permanently
changed industry---science rela-
tionships and public culture. Their
disinformation campaign, built
on a foundation of conflicts of

interest, demonstrates a series of
problems that continue to evolve
regarding the relationship be-
tween medical science and indus-
trial influence. Indeed, the expo-
sure of this strategy is among the
factors that have drawn such sus-
picion and mistrust to industry-
sponsored science since the
1990s. Certainly every industry
does not have the attributes and
character of big tobacco, deeply
committed to continuing to market
a deadly product throughout the
world. In this sense, tobacco is
unique. At the same time, how-
ever, the significance of industrial
interests in shaping scientific dis-
course and outcomes remains un-
deniable.

Conflicts of interest––such as
those invented by the tobacco in-
dustry––have the potential to un-
dermine and corrupt the scientific
enterprise in ways that do signifi-
cant damage to what we know and
how we deploy the knowledge we
possess. The impact of the rela-
tionships that the industry built
and developed during the 1950s
(and afterward) were of truly great
significance for public health. The
industry had bought not only crit-
ical time but a new generation of
smokers who would succumb to
the multiple harms of its prod-
uct.42 The industry program dis-
rupted normative scientific pro-
cesses at the same time that it
generated new legitimacy and
credibility for the companies by
associating them with ‘‘university-
based’’ science, an irony not lost
on John Hill and his corporate
clients.

While undermining public
health and regulatory interven-
tion, the convention of scientific
uncertainty also possessed one
other critical advantage for the
industry: it served to reify the
notion that smoking is an ‘‘indi-
vidual’’ risk taken on at the

discretion of the smoker. If, in fact,
it could not be known whether
smoking was a serious risk to
health, the companies argued that
it would be up to consumers to
decide whether to smoke in this
context. As a result, the companies
insisted that any risks associated
with their product were now the
responsibility of the individual
smoker.43

In other words, creating scien-
tific uncertainty permitted the
companies to attribute the very
risks imposed by their product to
individuals rather than to the
companies themselves. In this
framework, all liabilities would
rest with the individual smoker,
who now ‘‘agreed’’ to assume all
risks that ‘‘might’’ be associated
with the product. The companies
would repeatedly use this argu-
ment to avoid liability in litigation
as well as regulation. The pre-
sumption of personal responsibil-
ity for the harms of smoking has
underscored all tobacco promo-
tion and sales since the 1950s.
This cultural assumption, which
the tobacco industry has aggres-
sively promoted, rests heavily on
the Hill & Knowlton scientific
campaign of the 1950s. Without
a robust notion of scientific un-
certainty, such claims would have
been impossible.3

The story of the tobacco
‘‘controversy’’ and the industry’s
deliberative attempts to disrupt
science is now, fortunately, fairly
well known. In large measure,
this story emerged only as a re-
sult of whistle blowers and liti-
gation that led to the revelation
of millions of pages of internal
tobacco documents that both
laid out this strategy and docu-
mented its implementation.39

But what has often gone over-
looked in the assessment of the
tobacco episode was the highly
articulated, strategic character of

seizing the scientific initiative,
the engineering of science. This,
however, was a factor well un-
derstood by John Hill and the
public relations teams that ad-
vised the companies. They care-
fully documented what the sci-
entific investment would buy
and how best for the companies
to protect and defend that in-
vestment.

A wide range of other industries
have carefully studied the tobacco
industry strategy. As a result, they
have come to better understand
the fundamentals of influence
within the sciences and the value
of uncertainty and skepticism in
deflecting regulation, defending
against litigation, and maintaining
credibility despite the marketing
of products that are known to be
harmful to public health. Also,
they have come to understand that
the invention of scientific contro-
versy undermines notions of the
common good by emphasizing in-
dividual assessment, responsibil-
ity, and judgment. j
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