
Stéphane Horel

The corporate disinformation   
playbook



Who are we and why we’re here
(And please 
no drinking nor eating 
in the class room)

• Me
• You
• Specific requests?



Programme
10h-10h20      Introduction

10h20-12h      Session 1 / Lobbying, a user’s guide

12h-13h          Lunch

13h-14h30      Session 2 / Investigating front groups

14h30-15h      Coffee break

15-16h30        Session 3 / the corporate disinformation
playbook on science



Introduction
Corporate harm and crime

Four industries are responsible for at least 
1/3 of global deaths per year.

That’s 19 million deaths.
Some estimates go up to 33 million.

Make a guess



Corporate harm and crime
• Tobacco

• Unhealthy food

• Fossil fuel

• Alcohol

This is an underestimate.
Numerous other products (lead or opioids) 
or practices (pollution of water courses with toxic substances).

† 9M

† 11M

† 10M (air pollution)

† 3M



Commercial determinants of health 
Commercial determinants of the environment

Corporate political activity affects people’s health

climate change
air pollution
chemicals
pesticides 
processed foods
plastic waste etc. 

 cancers
 infertility
 obesity
 diabetes
 cardiovascular diseases 
 mental health etc.



Commercial determinants of health 
Commercial determinants of the environment

“Commercially driven ill health is the result of a 
pathological system in which dominant commercial entities 
are enabled to influence societal norms and values, 
political and economic systems, policies, environments, 
incomes, and behaviours.”

Who said that?
(Not Karl Marx) 
It’s The Lancet.

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(23)00013-2/fulltext


Triple planetary crisis
– climate change
– pollution
– biodiversity loss 
(UNEP)



Session 1   LOBBYING, a user’s guide



the law

Suppress

Water down

Hijack

Delay

Write

Lobbying - the basics



the right message to 
to the right person at  
the right moment 

Lobbying - the basics



The sooner the better



(George Stigler, 1971) 

Regulatory capture
“The state –the machinery and power 
of the state– is a potential resource or 
threat to every industry in the society.”

“Regulation is acquired by the 
industry and is designed and operated 
primarily for its benefit”.



* Companies and in-house lobbyists 
Bayer, BASF, Microsoft…

* Trade associations  
Business Europe, CEFIC, CosmeticsEurope, AmCham…

* Lobbying and public relations consultancies  
APCO,  Burson-Marsteller, Fleishman-Hillard…

* Law firms

* Think tanks
European Regulation & Innovation Forum, Kangaroo Group…

* Product defense consultancies 
 Exponent, Gradient, Tera…

leaders

coordinators

door openers
advisers

third parties

science washers

advisers

Who the lobbys are



Margarida Silva  
SOMO



Investigating front groups
Session 2 



Taxonomy / 
the policy dystopia  
model

Discursive strategies & arguments

Ref: Ulucanlar, Fooks, Gilmore (2016)

https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002125


Taxonomy / 
the policy dystopia  
model
Instrumental 
strategies & techniques

Ref: Ulucanlar, Fooks, Gilmore (2016)

https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002125


Third parties / echo chamber

Think tanks 
Front groups —> astroturfing



Exercice  
in the form of a  
case study



What is the World Vapers’ Alliance  
and which organisation is it part of?

WVA website
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—>Tobacco Harm Reduction
“Harm Reduction” 
= set of strategies aimed at reducing negative consequences 
associated with drug use. Eg methadone to give up heroin.

“Tobacco Harm Reduction” 
= encourages smokers to turn to vaping
= used by the tobacco industry as a Trojan horse



—>Part of the Consumer Choice Center
“The World Vapers’ Alliance 
is now an independent 
501(c)(3) organization, 
having first been launched 
and now funded in part by 
the consumer advocacy 
group, Consumer Choice 
Center.” 
WVA website

Consumer Choice Center 
website

https://consumerchoicecenter.org/why-we-launched-the-world-vapers-alliance/
https://worldvapersalliance.com/about-us/
https://consumerchoicecenter.org/why-we-launched-the-world-vapers-alliance/
https://consumerchoicecenter.org/why-we-launched-the-world-vapers-alliance/


But what is the Consumer Choice Center?

—> Research

- Leadership and Funders 
- Ideology and Funders’ 

funders



—> Leadership
Fred Roeder LinkedIn profile Yaël Ossowski LinkedIn profile

https://www.linkedin.com/in/fcroeder/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/fcroeder/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/yaeloss/?locale=fr_FR


—> Funders / Website
WayBack Machine

• Atlas Network 

• Geneva Network

• Japan Tobacco International (which co-sponsored our 
launch event in Brussels)

• British American Tobacco (corporation) for their support 
of our tobacco harm reduction advocacy

• In 2017 we received seed funding from Students For 
Liberty (SFL) to start our operations in Europe and 
Canada.

https://web.archive.org/web/20210805094459/https:/consumerchoicecenter.org/about-us/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210805094459/http://studentsforliberty.org/


—> Funders’ funders / Tax forms

Illustration source

 US front groups and foundations are often nonprofits
– Section 501 of the U.S. tax code outlines 
29 types of nonprofit organizations which are tax exempt 
= 501(c) + number according to type

Such as:
501(c)(3) — Charitable, nonprofit, religious, and educational org
501(c)(4) — Political education org
501(c)(6) — Business league and chamber of commerce org

> ProPublica’s NonProfit Explorer 

http://conservativetransparency.org/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/


What you can find in a 990 form 
❖ Address
❖ Legal representative
❖ Budget & assets
❖ Leadership and compensation
❖ Contractors 
❖ Grants inside and outside the US 
❖ Activities outside the US 

—> Funders’ funders / Tax forms 

=> Donors undisclosed
BUT donors disclose recipients



Source: 
The Vapor Trail, Le Monde, 2021
Cross-border investigation with 
The Investigative Desk

https://www.lemonde.fr/societe/article/2021/11/03/vaping-the-real-dollars-behind-fake-consumer-organisations_6100848_3224.html
https://investigativedesk.com/


—> Ideology
– Atlas Network
500 organisations in 98 countries. 
“Vision”: “a free, prosperous, and peaceful world where the 
principles of individual liberty, property rights, limited government, 
and free markets are secured by the rule of law”.

– Students for Liberty 
In charge of educating the next generation of libertarians.
Goal: “identifying those young people who are already supportive 
of liberty and providing them with resources to spread the ideas.”

– Tobacco Industry – Strategic ally of libertarian network

https://web.archive.org/web/20210824142648/https:/www.atlasnetwork.org/about/our-story
https://studentsforliberty.org/pillars/


The corporate 
disinformation 
playbook on science

Session 3



The profiteer of psychoanalysis

Edward Bernays
(1891-1995)
Freud’s nephew

Propaganda in peace time
= Public relations / spin



 “The concept is: 
 People will believe me more if you call me doctor”*

Third party strategy

* Video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y-4AulOuCPI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y-4AulOuCPI


Leaked AMI internal powerpoint





A doctor costume
Betsy Booren, Ph. D., 

Director, scientific affairs  
AMI Fondation  

Betsy Booren, 
Director, scientific affairs  
American Meat Institute



Science is not the Shire
(And scientists are not hobbits)



the “tobacco playbook”

December 1953
– lie about the harm of cigarette 
– instrumentalise science
  

 a toolbox of influence tactics 

100,000,000    deaths 20th 
1,000,000,000 deaths 21th* 

* Source: WHO

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/tobacco


1954

See original document

https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/docs/#id=srbn0068


manufacturing doubt - the recipe
1) Multicausality: the disease(s) often have many 

origins, but it is never their product.

2) Controversy: there is no scientific consensus on 
the product’s harmful effect(s).

3) Proof: science is reduced to a demonstration of 
cause and effect.

4) Correlation: a multitude of confounding factors 
prevent us from concluding. Besides, life itself ends 
up killing you.



doubt is their product See original document

https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/tobacco/docs/#id=psdw0147
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/tobacco/docs/#id=psdw0147


1954 - 1998 
Tobacco Industry sponsored 6,400 scientific articles for $300M. 
None showed causality between cigarette and lung cancer.

Social construction of ignorance or “Agnotology” (Proctor 2008)

Creating ignorance

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agnotology


A bref history of scientific disinformation
1990s  Civil lawsuit against 4 tobacco companies* by 46 US States 

1998   Master Settlement Agreement 

14 millions documents in UCSF database, aka The Cigarette Papers

* Philip Morris Inc., R. J. Reynolds, Brown & Williamson and Lorillard 

https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/tobacco/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/tobacco/


Corporations fight against “uncomfortable knowledge” (Steve Rayner 2012)

They create controversies by:

a corporate play book

! the “corporate play book” 

 – highlighting uncertainty
 – minimizing evidence coming from independent science
 – attacking and undermining the reputations of scientists & organisations

Corporate tactics on science derive from the Tobacco matrix

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03085147.2011.637335


Polluters and manufacturers of hazardous products
– demand “science-based” policies 
– tout “sound science” 

sound science

 but it only “sounds like science” (David Michaels, 2008) 



Taxonomy  
of tactics  
targeting  
science

Ref: Legg, Hatchard, Gilmore, 
"The science for profit model" 
(2021)

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/authors?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0253272


=Funding research

=Criticising science

=Dissemination 

=Implant 

=Partnering 

(Philanthropy & sponsoring)

5 macro strategies



Eg. A plot to distract attention 
“Project 226” (Kearns 2016)

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/article-abstract/2548255




Good reads



(like a) SCIENCEWASHING machine

 Exercice 



How independent is this scientific article?
Level 1





Product-defense consultancies



 500 PhDs & MDs 



—>Who sponsored it? / Funding effect



—>Who owns this journal?

Wayback Machine

International Society of Regulatory Toxicology & Pharmacology
Sponsors 2007
Sponsors 2006

Editor: Gio B. Gori

https://web.archive.org/web/20170118134532/https://www.journals.elsevier.com/regulatory-toxicology-and-pharmacology
https://web.archive.org/web/20161201071600/http://www.isrtp.org/
https://web.archive.org/web/20080415223057/http://www.isrtp.org/sponsors.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20060811162816/http://www.isrtp.org/sponsors.htm
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Gio_Batta_Gori


SPEER Suzanne (ВЕРА) 

From: 
Sent: 
To: 

@cefic.be> on behalf of  ,@cefic.be> 
Monday 17 March 2014 16:32 

Cc: 
Subject: 
Attachments: 

ťťťť  ECPA (European Crop Protection Association) 

Review of the WHOUNEP State of  the Science on Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals 2012 

Joint statement from ACC Cefic CLA CLC CLI  ECPA on review of WHOUNEP r....pdf; 

FINAL Report  Critical Review of WHOUNEP 2012 State of  the Science on ....pdf 

Importance:  High 

Dear Sir or Madam, 

Re: Review of the WHOUNEP State of the Science on Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals 2012 

In early 2013 the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Health Organization (WHO) 

published a report entitled, "State of the Science on Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals2012" which was 

accompanied by a "Summary for Decision Makers".  At the time the general chemicals and crop protection products 

industries both in Europe and the US held significant concerns with the report(s). Our industries therefore jointly 

commissioned a scientific review of the WHOUNEP report which has now been published in the scientific journal 

Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology. 

Attached is the scientific review and the joint statement prepared the 6 industry associations who supported the 

review, which includes Cefic and ECPA. 

The scientific review highlights a number of significant short comings with the WHOUNEP report and its 

conclusions.  It particular the review concludes that the WHOUNEP report does not accurately reflect the state of 

the science on endocrine disruption.  As the European Commission continues to develop its policies on endocrine 

disruptors, we felt it important to make you aware of the review and its findings.  We hope that the Commission will 

take this publication into consideration in further preparing these policies. 

If you have any queries regarding this matter, please do not hesitate to contact us. 

Yours faithfully 

Cefic (European Chemical Industry Council) 
Avenue E van Nieuwenhuyse 4, В 1160 Brussels 
Phone: +32 (0)—ИЩРах: +32 (О)Ш··· 

Mobile: +32 (O)jØIBIHfe 
Visit our website: http://www.cefic.orq 

Ref. Ares(2014)3250733 - 02/10/2014
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How independent is this scientific article?
Level 2



—> Who are you, Gerhard Nohynek ?



—> Disclosures are not enough

– Sometimes disclosures do not reflect reality
– There is no sanction in case of omissions and errors 



How independent is this 2016 glyphosate review? 
Level 3



—> Context

March 2015, the International Agency for research on Cancer 
(IARC), a UN agency, classified glyphosate as 
“probably carcinogenic to humans” (Group 2A).



—> Can  
Intertek  
be neutral?

https://www.intertek.com/agrochemicals-pesticides/


Where you can find the “Monsanto papers”

https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/chemical/collections/roundup-litigation-documents/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/chemical/collections/roundup-litigation-documents/




Greim “et al.” (indeed) 2015





David Saltmiras



Must check
• Regulatory or legal context 
• State of the science on the topic
• Taxonomies of tactics
• Funding
• Authors' affiliations
• Disclosures
• Wikis 

Don't be impressed by a scientific title or a white coat



Lessons learned from your side

Next steps / networking



Thank you and contact slideThank you for your attention <horel@lemonde.fr> 

mailto:horel@lemonde.fr


TOOLS Corporate Disinformation Playbook

Index

EU things
All in one
Transparency
FOI

Corporate things
Always
Wikis and similar ressources
Follow the money
Industry archives

Science things
Scientific articles
Conflict of interest

Reading list
Academic papers
Books



EU things
All in one
Corporate Europe Research Toolkit
https://corporateeurope.org/en/researching-corporate-lobbying-eu

Transparency
Lobbyfacts
https://www.lobbyfacts.eu/
EU Transparency register
https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/homePage.do?redir=false&locale=en
Integrity Watch (meetings)
https://www.integritywatch.eu/
EU legislative processes
https://parltrack.org/
Register of Commission's expert groups
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/home?lang=en

FOI
Ask the EU
https://www.asktheeu.org/
FOI EU Commission
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-request/request-submission
Who’s who EU
https://op.europa.eu/en/web/who-is-who

https://corporateeurope.org/en/researching-corporate-lobbying-eu
https://www.lobbyfacts.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/homePage.do?redir=false&locale=en
https://www.integritywatch.eu/
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https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/home?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/home?lang=en
https://www.asktheeu.org/
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-request/request-submission
https://op.europa.eu/en/web/who-is-who


Corporate things
Always
Wayback Machine - Internet archive
https://archive.org/web/

Wikis and similar ressources
Tobacco Tactics
https://tobaccotactics.org/
SourceWatch
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=SourceWatch
PowerBase
https://powerbase.info/index.php/Main_Page
DeSmog
https://www.desmog.com/databases/

Climate Disinformation Database
https://www.desmog.com/climate-disinformation-database/
Koch Network Database
https://www.desmog.com/koch-network-database/
Air Pollution Lobbying Database
https://www.desmog.com/air-pollution-lobbying-database/
Agribusiness Database
https://www.desmog.com/agribusiness-database-/

WikiCorporates
https://www.wikicorporates.org/wiki/Main_Page
OpenSecrets
https://www.opensecrets.org/

Follow the money
Open Corporates
(database of companies. Sign in to access all features)
https://opencorporates.com/
OpenSecrets (USA)

https://archive.org/web/
https://tobaccotactics.org/
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=SourceWatch
https://powerbase.info/index.php/Main_Page
https://www.desmog.com/databases/
https://www.desmog.com/climate-disinformation-database/
https://www.desmog.com/koch-network-database/
https://www.desmog.com/air-pollution-lobbying-database/
https://www.desmog.com/agribusiness-database-/
https://www.wikicorporates.org/wiki/Main_Page
https://www.opensecrets.org/
https://opencorporates.com/


https://www.opensecrets.org/
ProPublica’s NonProfit Explorer (set up alert for updates)
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/
ProPublica’s Resources for Investigating Tax-Exempt Organizations
https://www.propublica.org/nerds/resources-for-investigating-tax-exempt-organizations
The Center for Public Integrity’s NonProfit Network = nonprofits funding non-profits (2010-2015)
https://publicintegrity.org/politics/search-the-nonprofit-network/
Conservative Transparency (money flow among US conservative donors, organizations, and candidates – last update: 2014)
http://conservativetransparency.org/

Industry archives
UCSF Industry archives

All industries
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/
Tobacco
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/tobacco/
Opioids
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/opioids/
Chemicals
  https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/chemical/

including Monsanto papers (Roundup Products Liability Litigation)
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/chemical/results/#q=(case%3A%22Roundup%20Products%20Liability%20Litigation%22)&h=%7B%
22hideDuplicates%22%3Afalse%2C%22hideFolders%22%3Atrue%7D&subsite=chemical&cache=true&count=373

Drugs/Pharmaceuticals
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/drug/
Food
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/food/
Fossil Fuel
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/fossilfuel/

Toxic docs
https://www.toxicdocs.org/

https://www.opensecrets.org/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/
https://www.propublica.org/nerds/resources-for-investigating-tax-exempt-organizations
https://publicintegrity.org/politics/search-the-nonprofit-network/
http://conservativetransparency.org/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/tobacco/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/opioids/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/chemical/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/chemical/results/#q=(case%3A%22Roundup%20Products%20Liability%20Litigation%22)&h=%7B%22hideDuplicates%22%3Afalse%2C%22hideFolders%22%3Atrue%7D&subsite=chemical&cache=true&count=373
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/chemical/results/#q=(case%3A%22Roundup%20Products%20Liability%20Litigation%22)&h=%7B%22hideDuplicates%22%3Afalse%2C%22hideFolders%22%3Atrue%7D&subsite=chemical&cache=true&count=373
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/drug/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/food/
https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/fossilfuel/
https://www.toxicdocs.org/


Science things
Scientific articles
Pubmed
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
Sci-hub
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sci-Hub

Conflict of interest
Euros for docs
https://eurosfordocs.eu/
Dollars for docs
https://projects.propublica.org/docdollars/
Dollars for profs
https://projects.propublica.org/dollars-for-profs
Check declarations of interest (DOIs) in journals
Check DOIs in agencies (all scientific and regulatory bodies, international and national, have disclosure policies)

European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)
https://ess.efsa.europa.eu/doi/doiweb/doisearch
European Medicines Agency (EMA)
https://www.ema.europa.eu/en/about-us/how-we-work/european-medicines-regulatory-network/european-experts
etc

Reading list
Academic papers
Legg 2021 | The Science for Profit Model—How and why corporations influence science and the use of science in policy and practice
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/authors?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0253272
Ulucanlar 2016 | The Policy Dystopia Model: An Interpretive Analysis of Tobacco Industry Political Activity
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002125
The Lancet series – Commercial determinants of health, March 2023
https://www.thelancet.com/series/commercial-determinants-health
Rebecca F. Goldberg & Laura N. Vandenberg | The science of spin: targeted strategies to manufacture doubt with detrimental effects on environmental and
public health

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sci-Hub
https://eurosfordocs.eu/
https://projects.propublica.org/docdollars/
https://projects.propublica.org/dollars-for-profs
https://ess.efsa.europa.eu/doi/doiweb/doisearch
https://www.ema.europa.eu/en/about-us/how-we-work/european-medicines-regulatory-network/european-experts
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/authors?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0253272
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002125
https://www.thelancet.com/series/commercial-determinants-health


https://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-021-00723-0
Stanton Glantz et al. on Tea Party

Books
Naomi Oreskes, Erik Conway – Merchants of doubt
Robert Proctor – Golden Holocaust, Origins of the Cigarette Catastrophe and the Case for Abolition
Marion Nestle – All :) including:

Food Politics
Soda Politics
Unsavory Truths

David Michaels – Doubt is their product
Jennifer Jacquet – The Playbook: How to Deny Science, Sell Lies, and Make a Killing in the Corporate World
bending science
Gerald Markowitz, David Rosner – Deceit and Denial – The Deadly Politics of Industrial Pollution
Jane Mayer – Dark Money

In French
Stéphane Foucart – La fabrique du mensonge. Comment les industriels manipulent la science et nous mettent en danger.
Stéphane Horel – Lobbytomie. Comment les lobbies empoisonnent nos vies et la démocratie.

https://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-021-00723-0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23396417/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/215462/dark-money-by-jane-mayer/
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