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The razor- and- blades model is a pricing strategy of 
selling base products, like razor handles, at a loss 
but making profits on repeated sales of comple-
mentary goods, like blades (reflected by the proverb 
‘Give ‘em the razor, sell ‘em the blades’, widely 
misattributed to King C. Gillette).1 This strategy 
has been used across a myriad of industries, from 
games consoles to inkjet printers.1 More recently, it 
has been adopted by pod electronic cigarette (‘e- cig-
arette’) manufacturers.

Pod e- cigarettes like JUUL, Vuse, blu, and Logic 
use disposable cartridges (‘pods‘) that are pre- filled 
with e- liquid. On average, these cartridges cost 
four times the price of the same amount of bottled 
e- liquid, making them more expensive in North 
America than the equivalent number of combus-
tible cigarettes.2 So how do pod e- cigarette manu-
facturers overcome this price differential? Across 
North America and Europe, some have begun using 
razor- and- blades pricing models — providing a 
base e- cigarette device (‘vape’) cheaply or for free 
(figure 1) but making large profits on disposable 
device- specific pods.1 3

This strategy may influence both uptake of 
vaping and the types of devices vapers choose, with 
potential behavioural, public health, and economic 
implications. First, it could encourage smokers to 
try switching to vaping. One of the key barriers 
that stops smokers from using e- cigarettes is the 
perceived cost of the devices.4 5 Greater availability 
of devices with no or low upfront cost might attract 
smokers to try e- cigarettes as a way to stop smoking 
cigarettes — which could have a positive impact 
on public health.6 But, once they start vaping with 
razor- and- blades priced devices, the increased cost 
of continued pod use might reduce the number of 
smokers switching completely compared with other 
e- cigarettes or nicotine products.4 Alternatively, the 
increased cost of pod use might encourage users 
to switch to refillable e- cigarettes, which can be 
topped up cheaply with bottled e- liquid.7

Second, it might encourage uptake of vaping 
among young people. The recent rise in youth 
vaping in the US has been driven by increased use 
of pod devices.8 Just as cigarette singles and 10 
packs were used to attract young people with little 
disposable income to smoking,9 the low upfront 
cost of razor- and- blades priced pod devices may 
have contributed to rises in youth vaping seen in 
some countries, such as the US. In the UK, there has 
been recent evidence of British American Tobacco 
distributing Vype for free without age verification, 
which resulted in people under 18 receiving free 
samples.3 Surprisingly, the activity is not illegal as 

of October 2020 due to a loophole in the regulatory 
framework. The loophole requires urgent attention 
given the UK has thus far succeeded in relatively 
low youth uptake of e- cigarettes, especially among 
those who have never smoked.10 The success may 
be attributable to careful regulation, which included 
an early ban on advertising that could cross borders 
and sale of the products to children.11

Thirdly, it may draw vapers away from refillable 
e- cigarettes towards pod devices.12 As refillable 
e- cigarettes can be filled with any generic brand 
of e- liquid, manufacturers cannot make profit by 
offering these devices for free or selling them at a 
loss. This could shift the market in favour of e- ciga-
rette brands that are owned by tobacco companies: 
the most popular pod systems are at least partially 
owned by tobacco manufacturers, while inde-
pendent retailers are more likely to sell refillable 
devices.13 A shift towards tobacco industry- owned 
products brings with it the risk that profits made 
could be used to fund lobbying efforts or expan-
sion into markets in low- and middle- income coun-
tries.14 Moreover, unlike independent e- cigarette 
manufacturers, tobacco companies are incentivised 
to encourage — or at least be ambivalent about — 
dual use of e- cigarettes and combustible cigarettes 
rather than complete substitution.

Finally, it could widen smoking- related 
economic inequalities. Already, smokers from 
socio- economically disadvantaged groups spend a 
much higher proportion of their income on ciga-
rettes.15 The low upfront cost of razor- and- blades 
priced pod e- cigarettes may attract people from 
these groups, despite the total cost of continued 
use vastly exceeding that of refillable devices.16 
Since disadvantaged individuals are more likely 
to continue vaping after they quit smoking ciga-
rettes,17 18 increased use of pod devices could place 
an even greater economic burden on disadvantaged 
individuals.

Pricing strategies are just one driver of consumer 
demand for different nicotine products. Other 
factors, like worsening perceptions about e- ciga-
rette harm relative to cigarettes and COVID-19 
related vape shop closures, also likely play a 
role.7 19 20 Nonetheless, there is work to be done 
exploring the effects of razor- and- blades tactics on 
device choice, youth vaping and e- cigarette use for 
smoking cessation. If it is apparent that these tactics 
are boosting the market share of tobacco industry- 
owned e- cigarettes or encouraging youth vaping, 
policymakers might consider marketing or pricing 
restrictions.

P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
arch 29, 2021 at U

C
L Library S

ervices.
http://tobaccocontrol.bm

j.com
/

T
ob C

ontrol: first published as 10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2020-056354 on 25 M
arch 2021. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9410-8343
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5658-6168
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2020-056354&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-25
http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/


2 Tattan- Birch H, et al. Tob Control 2021;0:1–2. doi:10.1136/tobaccocontrol-2020-056354

Ad watch

Twitter Harry Tattan- Birch @TattanBirch and Sarah E Jackson @drsarahejackson

Contributors HT- B conceptualised the study and wrote the initial draft of the 
manuscript. SEJ and JB edited and provided feedback on the manuscript.

Funding This study was funded by Cancer Research UK (C1417/A22962), who 
support SEJ’s salary, and Public Health England (558585/180737), who support 
HT- B’s doctoral studentship.

Competing interests Authors declare no financial links with manufacturers of 
tobacco products or e- cigarettes or their representatives. Outside of this work, JB has 
received unrestricted funding from companies who manufacture smoking cessation 
medications to study smoking cessation.

Patient consent for publication Not required.

Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Open access This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Unported (CC BY 4.0) license, which permits 
others to copy, redistribute, remix, transform and build upon this work for any 

purpose, provided the original work is properly cited, a link to the licence is given, 
and indication of whether changes were made. See: https:// creativecommons. org/ 
licenses/ by/ 4. 0/.

ORCID iDs
Harry Tattan- Birch http:// orcid. org/ 0000- 0001- 9410- 8343
Sarah E Jackson http:// orcid. org/ 0000- 0001- 5658- 6168

REFERENCES
 1 Picker RC. The Razors- and- Blades Myth(s). Univ Chicago Law Rev 2011;77:225–56.
 2 Cheng K- W, Shang C, Lee HM, et al. Costs of vaping: evidence from ITC four country 

smoking and Vaping survey. Tob Control 2021;30:94–7.
 3 Doward J. Legal loophole allows children to get free vape samples. The guardian, 

2020. Available: https://www. theguardian. com/ society/ 2020/ oct/ 25/ legal- loophole- 
allows- children- to- get- free- vape- samples [Accessed 11 Nov 2020].

 4 Berg CJ. Preferred flavors and reasons for e- cigarette use and discontinued use 
among never, current, and former smokers. Int J Public Health 2016;61:225–36.

 5 Jackson SE, Shahab L, Kock L, et al. Expenditure on smoking and alternative nicotine 
delivery products: a population survey in England. Addiction 2019;114:2026–36.

 6 Shahab L, Goniewicz ML, Blount BC, et al. Nicotine, carcinogen, and toxin exposure in 
long- term e- cigarette and nicotine replacement therapy users: a cross- sectional study. 
Ann Intern Med 2017;166:390.

 7 Action on Smoking and Health. Use of e- cigarettes (Vaporisers) among adults in Great 
Britain, 2020. Available: https:// ash. org. uk/ information- and- resources/ ash- fact- sheets/ 
[Accessed 8 Jan 2021].

 8 Barrington- Trimis JL, Leventhal AM. Adolescents’ Use of ’Pod Mod’ E- Cigarettes - 
Urgent Concerns. N Engl J Med 2018;379:1099–102.

 9 Persoskie A, Donaldson EA, Ryant C. How tobacco companies have used package 
quantity for consumer targeting. Tob Control 2019;28:365–73.

 10 et alMcNeill A, Brose LS, Calder R. Vaping in England: 2020 evidence update 
summary. London, 2020. Available: https://www. gov. uk/ government/ publications/ 
vaping- in- england- evidence- update- march- 2020/ vaping- in- england- 2020- evidence- 
update- summary# vaping- among- adults [Accessed 21 Jun 2020].

 11 Moore G, Brown R, Page N, et al. Young people’s use of e- cigarettes in Wales, 
England and Scotland before and after introduction of EU tobacco products directive 
regulations: a mixed- method natural experimental evaluation. Int J Drug Policy 
2020;85:102795.

 12 Huang J, Tauras J, Chaloupka FJ. The impact of price and tobacco control policies on 
the demand for electronic nicotine delivery systems. Tob Control 2014;23:iii41–7.

 13 Hsu G, Sun JY, Zhu S- H. Evolution of electronic cigarette brands from 2013-2014 to 
2016-2017: analysis of brand websites. J Med Internet Res 2018;20:e80.

 14 Gilmore AB, Fooks G, Drope J, et al. Exposing and addressing tobacco industry 
conduct in low- income and middle- income countries. Lancet 2015;385:1029–43.

 15 Siahpush M, Farazi PA, Maloney SI, et al. Socioeconomic status and cigarette 
expenditure among US households: results from 2010 to 2015 consumer expenditure 
survey. BMJ Open 2018;8:e020571.

 16 de Wit H, Flory JD, Acheson A, et al. IQ and nonplanning impulsivity are independently 
associated with delay discounting in middle- aged adults. Pers Individ Dif 
2007;42:111–21.

 17 Green MJ, Gray L, Sweeting H, et al. Socioeconomic patterning of vaping by smoking 
status among UK adults and youth. BMC Public Health 2020;20:183.

 18 Kock L, Brown J, Shahab L. Association of socioeconomic position with e- cigarette use 
among individuals who quit smoking in England, 2014 to 2019. JAMA Netw Open 
2020;3:e204207.

 19 Tattan- Birch H, Brown J, Shahab L, et al. Association of the US outbreak of Vaping- 
Associated lung injury with perceived harm of e- cigarettes compared with cigarettes. 
JAMA Netw Open 2020;3:e206981.

 20 Dave D, Dench D, Kenkel D, et al. News that takes your breath away: risk 
perceptions during an outbreak of vaping- related lung injuries. J Risk Uncertain 
2020;60:281–307.

Figure 1 (Top) New customer deal on the blu US online store, offering 
an e- cigarette and six pods for only US$9.99. (Middle- left) Alto pod 
e- cigarette priced at US$0.99 on the Vuse US online store. (Middle- 
centre) Point- of- sale advertisement for the Logic Compact, available for 
£4 (US$5.5) at convenience stores in the UK. (Middle- right) ePen pod 
e- cigarette priced at £0.99 on Vype’s UK website. (Bottom) Promotion 
for Vype’s ePen, which is available for free in Canada when users sign 
up for a monthly subscription to pods. This promotion was also found on 
billboard advertisements in the UK.
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