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There is widespread misunderstanding that health risk from smokeless tobacco (ST) issimilar to
that from cigarettes, while the evidence showsiit is several orders of magnitude smaller. This
undermines harm reduction messages and tells ST users they might as well switch to smoking.
Theinternet isincreasingly people's source for health information. We conducted a systematic
review of popular internet information and found that it actively perpetuated the popular

mi sperception.

A May 2003 Google search for "tobacco," "smokeless' and several synonyms, and "cancer"
yielded 357 different websites (unique domains) after excluding academic papers and
commercia salessites. We searched each domain to identify claims about the risks of life-
threatening disease and any sources of information cited.

Almost all the websites unequivocally advocated avoiding ST. Roughly half offered only general
assertions that there are substantial health risksfrom ST. Roughly half provided detailed clams
including relative risks, attributable risks, and comparisons to smoking cigarettes. Claims
focused on oral cancer risk, usually claiming greater relative risk than is supported by the
scientific literature, and virtually never providing the context of absolute risk.

Most websites offered no references for their health claims; those that did cited 9 sources almost
exclusively. Only a handful of relatively unpopular websites made any reference to studies or
experts that provided a balanced perspective on the relevant science. Only 6 made clear that ST
is substantialy less harmful than cigarettes, compared to more than 100 that explicitly stated or
clearly implied that the absolute risks are similar.

Funded through the Center for Philosophy, Health, and Policy Sciences, thanks to an unrestricted
gift from U.S. Smokeless Tobacco Company.



