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Big Tobacco's Influence: How Lobbying Shapes FDA Policy on 
Nicotine Vaping 

	 As the regulatory landscape surrounding nicotine products continues to evolve, the 
influence of major tobacco companies on the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has 
come under increasing scrutiny. The rise of vaping and e-cigarettes has disrupted the 
traditional tobacco market, prompting industry giants to leverage their substantial resources 
and lobbying power to shape the regulatory environment. This article delves into the role of 
big tobacco's lobbying efforts and their impact on the FDA's policies regarding nicotine 
vaping. 


The Tobacco Industry's Longstanding Influence 

	 The tobacco industry has a well-documented history of wielding significant influence 
over policymakers and regulatory bodies. For decades, major tobacco companies have 
invested heavily in lobbying activities, seeking to protect their market share and shape 
legislation in their favor. This deep-rooted influence has often enabled the industry to resist 
or delay regulations that could potentially threaten their profitability (Brennan et al., 2021).


	 The advent of vaping and e-cigarettes, which offer an alternative to traditional 
combustible tobacco products, has presented a new challenge for established tobacco 
giants. As these companies grapple with the disruption caused by the vaping industry, they 
have turned to their formidable lobbying resources to shape the regulatory landscape in a 
way that preserves their market dominance (Fischer et al., 2020).


The FDA's Regulatory Approach to Vaping 

	 The FDA's authority to regulate tobacco products, including vaping and e-cigarettes, 
was expanded in 2016 through the Deeming Rule. This regulation granted the agency the 
power to oversee the manufacturing, marketing, and distribution of these products, with the 
goal of protecting public health.


	 At the core of the FDA's regulatory framework is the Pre-Market Tobacco Product 
Application (PMTA) process, which requires manufacturers to provide extensive data on the 
safety and efficacy of their products before they can be marketed (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). While this process is intended to ensure 
consumer safety, it has created significant barriers for smaller vaping companies, often 
favoring the resources and influence of larger tobacco corporations (Higgins et al., 2019).
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Tobacco Industry Lobbying and Its Impact 

	 The tobacco industry's extensive lobbying efforts have played a significant role in 
shaping the FDA's regulatory approach to vaping. Major tobacco companies have invested 
millions of dollars in lobbying activities, seeking to sway policymakers and regulatory 
decisions in their favor (Benowitz, 2020).


	 One notable example is the industry's influence on the FDA's stance on flavored 
vaping products. Flavors have been a key selling point for vaping, particularly among 
younger consumers. In response to concerns over youth vaping, the FDA has implemented 
restrictions on certain flavored products. However, these regulations have 
disproportionately affected smaller vaping companies, many of which rely on a diverse 
range of flavors to compete with traditional tobacco products (Holliday et al., 2021).


	 Conversely, the continued prevalence of menthol cigarettes, a flavor that has long 
been linked to increased youth initiation, highlights the selective enforcement of regulations 
that seemingly prioritize maintaining revenue streams for big tobacco over protecting public 
health (Klein et al., 2021).


The Revolving Door Between Industry and Regulators 

	 The relationship between the FDA and the tobacco industry is further complicated by 
the phenomenon of the "revolving door," where individuals move between positions in the 
regulatory agency and the companies they are tasked with overseeing. This exchange of 
personnel can create potential conflicts of interest and raise concerns about the objectivity 
of regulatory decision-making (Meyer, 2021).


	 The presence of former tobacco industry executives or lobbyists within the FDA's 
ranks can lead to a deeper understanding of the industry's priorities and a more 
sympathetic approach to their concerns. This dynamic can undermine the independence 
and impartiality that should be the hallmark of effective regulation.


The Need for Transparency and Accountability 

	 To address the concerns surrounding the tobacco industry's influence on the FDA's 
regulatory decisions, there is a pressing need for greater transparency and accountability. 
Policymakers and the public should have access to detailed information about the lobbying 
activities, political contributions, and revolving door relationships that may shape the 
regulatory landscape (Sinha et al., 2021).


	 Enhanced disclosure requirements, stricter conflict-of-interest policies, and 
independent oversight mechanisms could help mitigate the undue influence of industry 
interests on public health priorities. By fostering a more transparent and accountable 
regulatory environment, the FDA can better align its policies with the goal of protecting 
public health, rather than preserving the market dominance of established tobacco 
companies.
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Balancing Regulation and Innovation 

	 As the FDA navigates the complexities of nicotine regulation, it must strive to strike a 
balance between protecting public health and fostering innovation. While the agency's 
mandate includes safeguarding consumers, its policies should not disproportionately 
benefit the tobacco industry at the expense of emerging, potentially less harmful 
alternatives like vaping.


	 By reducing the impact of industry lobbying and ensuring that regulatory decisions are 
driven by objective, evidence-based assessments, the FDA can create an environment that 
encourages competition, innovation, and the development of safer nicotine products. This 
approach has the potential to significantly improve public health outcomes by providing 
adult smokers with viable alternatives to traditional combustible cigarettes (Zeller & Holmes, 
2021).


Conclusion 

	 The tobacco industry's extensive lobbying efforts have had a profound impact on the 
FDA's regulatory approach to nicotine vaping. The industry's deep pockets and 
longstanding influence have enabled it to shape policies in ways that favor the interests of 
established tobacco companies over public health considerations.


	 To address this imbalance, the FDA must prioritize transparency, accountability, and a 
balanced regulatory framework that fosters innovation and competition in the nicotine 
market. By reducing the undue influence of industry interests, the agency can create an 
environment that truly serves the best interests of consumers and public health. Ultimately, 
this shift in approach has the potential to unlock the harm reduction benefits of vaping and 
drive down smoking rates, leading to significant improvements in population-level health 
outcomes.
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The Tennessee Smoke Free Association (TSFA) is an advocacy group and trade 
organization with a focus on Tobacco Harm Reduction (THR) through the use of personal 
vaporizers (electronic cigarettes) and other smokeless tobacco products shown to reduce 
the morbidity and mortality associated with smoking. The TSFA was formed in 2014 to 
provide support and education regarding alternative methods of Tobacco Harm Reduction. 
We focus on the prevention of tobacco harm and seek to cooperate with the Tennessee 
Health Agencies to function for the greater health of the Tennessee public as well as monitor 
the legislation for or against our movement of tobacco harm reduction. You can learn more 
by visiting TNSmokeFree.org.
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