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From Tobacco to Ultra-Processed Food

How Industry Engineering Fuels the Epidemic of
Preventable Disease
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We’ve been in this moment before

Smoking was normalized
Harm was debated
Responsibility was placed on individuals

— Same moment with ultra-processed foods




The Same Argument, Different Industry

TOBACCO ULTRA-PROCESSED
FOOD
"It s just a plant.” “It's just food.”

Both industries center their argument on the raw material — avoiding focus on how the
product is engineered.



Industrial Engineering Transforms Plants into
Products

Tobacco leaf Crops

— cigarette — ultra-processed products

Engineered delivery system



Same Companies, Same Playbook

Tobacco companies didn’t just sell cigarettes — they bought food companies too.

Philip Morris —

These companies brought their knowledge of
profiting from cigarettes directly into the food

supply.

Nguyen et al., 2019;
2020



How Do You Engineer Addiction?

Across addictive products, four levers consistently appear:

DOSE

Pack in more of the
reinforcing
ingredient

SPEED

Deliver it fast into
the body

SENSORY

Engineer flavors
that

keep you coming
back

UBIQUITY

Make it available
everywhere, always

Gearhardt, Brownell, & Brandt 2026




Dose + Speed = Addictive Potential

Plant Matrix Destruction Food Matrix Destruction

Gearhardt, Brownell, & Brandt 2026



Flavor Is Engineered, Not Accidental

Cigarettes a
Flavor enhan
additives

Hungry
for flavor?
Tareyton’s
got it!

or you never thought you'd get
from anv filter cigarette!
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Gearhardt, Brownell, & Brandt 2026



Why it feels appealing—and safe

TOBACCO UPFs
Flavor additives Flavor engineering
“Light,” “low tar” “High protein,” “low fat”
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In Arms Reach of Desire

TOBACCO UPFs
Everywhere (historically) Everywhere (now)

No “off switch”



What Does This Look Like in Real Life?

“I can t even be in the same vicinity as Krispy Kreme or any
type of donuts, ‘cause I will finish a dozen all by myself and
I'm type 2 diabetic. So that could kill me, and I know that and 1
know that I shouldn 't be eating all those. But for some reason I
just can t stop eating them.”

— Participant with severe food addiction (Parnarouskis et al., 2025)




When Is There Enough Evidence to Act?

Industry tactic: demand more evidence to delay
action.

We saw this exact tactic with tobacco — and the
costs of waiting were enormous.

The question is: what are realistic, science-
based benchmarks for action?

Brandt, 2007; The Cigarette Century



We All Have to Eat

A Dual-Path Strategy for Transforming the Food Environment

Public procurement standards

UPF-free contexts (schools, childcare,
healthcare)

Subsidies & incentives for real food

Retail stocking standards for minimally
processed foods

Institutional defaults (real food as the
baseline)

Demote Harmful UPFs
Reduce Exposure & Power
Restrictions on child-targeted marketing

Litigation (deceptive marketing, youth
targeting)

Taxes on high-risk products (e.g., sugary
beverages)

Zoning/retail/stocking limits (especially
near schools)

Transparency requirements — warning
labels
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Cigarette Consumption

United States, 1900-2024
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Sources: U.S. Department of Agriculture; Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau; U.S. Census.
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Epidemiological Model of Tobacco Control

Vector

Environment

Source: Giovino GA. Epidemiology of Tobacco Use in the United States; Oncogon.2002;21(48):7326-40.
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Every Marl
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MARLBORO

IN A CIGARETTE
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Product Evolution

1950s

A Frank Statement
to Cigarette Smokers

Of all leading filter cigarettes

KENT FILTERS BEST

_\¢ gives you less tars and nicotine

S

TE and THROAT be the judge!

L TASTE

- There's never a rough puff )
in a Lucky a ¥

2| Because Lucky Strike Means Fine Tobacco!
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Early 2000s
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Agent: Product Manipulation
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" Vector: Promotions

Influencer Sponsorships
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blu eCigs 2013 TV Commercial: "Freedom" featuring Jenny
McCarthy for blu Electronic Cigarettes

BluCigs - 43 videos 306 views
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Vector: Rebranding

i Altria

¥ Pinned Tweet

Fl l:ltria vee e

~ S
Altria ¢ 1aNews

1/ Altria’s companies are leading the way in moving I MOViI‘Ig - 7= yond — . . =eoe

adult smokers away from cigarettes — by taking action responsibly lead the transition bf adult

smokers to a non-combustible future. We

e
to transition millions toward potentially less harmful sm°k|n s are developing and investing ir] potentially

. reduced harm alternatives thatfsmokers
Ch oices. will want to transition to.
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Billy Gifford

Chief Executive Officer
Altria Group, Inc.
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1964: First Surgeon General’s Report on Tobacco

Two-fifths of American adults smoked cigarettes

Tobacco industry was unregulated

Smoking allowed everywhere

Advertising allowed everywhere

"
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Banned on TV
and Radio

1971
Tobacco Ads
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Vaccine Booster

Product
Smoke-Free Availability

Policies

Tobacco Price "
Increases O Hard Hitting
Media Campaigns
Cessation

Access Pricing &
Promotion

Retail Licensure

Source: Kong A,. King, B. Boosting the Tobacco Control Vaccine, Tobacco Control, 2021;30(2):¢162-168.
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The Persistent Toll of Tobacco in the U.S.

490,000 16 million $240 billion $375 billion

People who die People living with Annual health care Smoking-caused
each year from a smoking costs directly productivity losses
smoking related disease caused by smoking

“[i]f any one of us believed that the product we were making and selling was in any way harmful to our customer’s

health — and our own as well — we would voluntarily go out of business.”

- Philip Morris Vice President George Weissman, February 26,1954




Thank You!

@Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids @TobaccoFreeKids

@Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids @TobaccoFreeKids

@tobaccofreekids.bsky.social @TobaccoFreeKids




Moderated Discussion and Q&A

MILBANK
QUARTERLY



Thank you for listening.
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