
OVER VIEW 

"...Since we stopped selling cigarettes, we’ve replaced them by other goods and I must say, at 

my own expense, that this has worked out well. It’s been a good thing because sales volumes 

have risen and, you know, even if we were a bit stubborn about it, there is, undeniably, 

something incompatible between the role ofpharmacists and that of cigarette seller.... The 

results have been surprising, and better than I expected... I must say we probably should have 

done it sooner..." 1  So says Mr. Jean Coutu, head of the large pharmacy chain in Quebec, which 

lobbied long and hard against having cigarettes removed from pharmacies. 

The state of California has long been a leader in offering its citizens healthy life style choices, 

unfortunately when it comes to the issue of tobacco-free pharmacies, California and the United 

States as a whole, fall way behind the pack. The United States is one of the few remaining 

industrialized countries that allow tobacco sales in their drugstores. When compared with 

Austria, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, New Zealand, Norway, 

Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom� none of these counties permit tobacco 

sales in their pharmacies. 

Pharmacies and chain drugstores are places where California families go to fill their everyday 

healthcare needs. In fact, California consumers regard pharmacists as the fourth most trusted 

source of health information (behind only physicians, nurses and medical books). The problem 

is that an alarming number of drugstores continue to sell cigarettes and other tobacco 

products�right alongside asthma inhalers, cough medicine and prescription drug. This inherent 

contradiction legitimizes tobacco use and normalizes its presence within health institutions. 

The Prescription for Change project, with its focus to eliminate tobacco sales and promotions in 

all licensed pharmacies and drugstores in California is one of the first projects of this kind in the 

country. It sought to increase pharmacist involvement in tobacco control, cessation and 

prevention activities and to diminish social acceptance of tobacco products in commercial 

centers through increased consumer awareness. Over the past three years, Prescription for 
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Change collaborated with a number of county and state healthcare organizations and agencies to 

achieve this goal. Prescription for Change recognized the continued need for tobacco education 

and prevention within the pharmacy setting. The primary goals of the Prescription for Change 

Project included: 

1. Increasing the number of pharmacists involved in tobacco control activities to 

increase the public’s disapproval of "health centers" marketing and selling 

tobacco products; 

2. Increasing the number of individual drugstores in the four major drugstore chains 

(Longs, Rite Aid, Say-On, and Walgreens) and the number of independent 

pharmacies that do not sell tobacco in their stores; 

3. Increasing the number of California pharmacies and health care providers 

(physicians, nurses, and health practitioners) involved in the Proud to be Tobacco 

Free Campaign; 

4. Act as a state and local resource for information on issues pertaining to tobacco 

free pharmacies and drugstores throughout California. 

Prescription for Change’s progress toward these goals was, in part, due to the implementation of 

three advocacy strategies and also to the collaborative approach that was taken on most PfC’s 

activities. One of the strength of the project were the numerous partners and collaborators that it 

attracted. Some of these partners were active and voiced opinions; some were strong and silent 

(could always count on support for media efforts); and most important were the new 

collaborative partners that developed throughout the course of the three year project. A brief list 

follows: the American Heart and Lung Associations, the American Cancer Society, the 

California Pharmacists Association, the American Academy of Pediatrics, the California 

Thoracic Society, and the Pharmacy Planning Services, Inc. Additional partners included a 

number of county medical societies and county and city tobacco education/prevention programs 

and their tobacco free coalitions - both adult and youth groups. The San Francisco Dept. of 

Public Health, UCSF School of Pharmacy faculty, several local county pharmacists associations 

and many dedicated individuals, who all believed that it is not right for anyone to make a profit 

from the sales of tobacco products while at the same time profiting from the sale of prescription 

medicines aimed at healing the disease cause by the very same tobacco use. 
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Below are brief descriptions of each of the three-strategy components 1) media awareness 2) 

educational outreach and 3) voluntary advocacy campaigns that were used in collaboration with 

our partners during the course of the Prescription for Change Project. 

MEDIA AND COALITIONBUILDING 

The media and coalition building efforts actually began under the previous grant called the 

Pharmacy Partnership (PhP) Project. After realizing a nearly 80% success rate working with 

independent pharmacies, the Pharmacy Partnership shifted its focus to chain pharmacies and 

drugstores. The Pharmacy Partnership quickly realized that chain pharmacies were much less 

willing to give up tobacco sales in their stores. Thus, working with a media team comprised of 

Pharmacy Partnership staff, an advertising firm, and a public relations group, PhP began 

developing its media campaign. This media effort was designed to focus attention on the 

unhealthful business practice of tobacco sales and promotions in pharmacies and drugstores. The 

media team quickly determined that it needed to identify one chain drugstore to achieve any real 

impact and subsequently asked Rite Aid to discontinue the sale of tobacco in their California 

stores. The attention focused on Rite Aid, the largest chain drugstore in California at that time 

because it had one of the worst records of tobacco sales to minors and their corporate managers 

were the least willing to discuss any possible compromise on the issue. 

Rite Aid Media Campaign 

After identifying the target of the media campaign a comprehensive media strategy was designed 

to have the greatest impact. The Campaign included a full-page advertisement (in the Western 

Edition of the New York Times Newspaper since this was a paper that was read frequently in 

Sacramento at the Capitol and it was less expensive than either the Sacramento Bee or the Los 

Angeles Times. The advertisement deftly poised the inherent contradiction of tobacco in 

pharmacies with two simple, yet glaring statements: "To help a persistent cough go to aisle 8. 

To get a persistent cough go to aisle 14." In addition to the advertisement, a press conference 

was scheduled to coincide with Rite Aid’s stock holder’s meeting and a sign-on letter which 
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requested the Rite Aid Board of Directors (BOD) stop selling tobacco products in all of their 

California pharmacies was developed. 

For two weeks prior to the press conference, one PhP and one public relations staff person made 

cold calls, faxed informational letters and solicited signatures from any and all healthcare 

organizations/agencies that might have any interest in this issue. In the end 115 signatures were 

gathered for both the sign-on letter and for the advertisement in the New York Times. These 

signatures included national and state health organizations, county health officers, medical 

societies, boards of supervisors, professional organizations and tobacco control advocates. This 

media event gave Prescription for Change the foundation upon which to expand its advocacy 

outreach efforts. Many of these "media" coalition members later became the collaborative 

partners that helped make Prescription for Change’s advocacy efforts over the last three years 

more effective. 

Print Media 

This original media campaign set the stage for future media efforts and built a coalition of 

interested persons and organizations that wanted to see tobacco sales eliminated from all 

California pharmacies. During its three-year grant period, the Prescription for Change Project 

used a variety of both paid and free media to raise public awareness about the inherent 

contradiction of tobacco sales in California pharmacies and drugstores. Frequently, by 

collaborating with other health organizations, PfC was able to sponsor print and radio 

advertisements that both recognize & promoted tobacco free pharmacies and petition those that 

continued to sell tobacco to stop. A few examples include newspaper ads in the Mann 

Independent Journal which recognized participating tobacco free pharmacies, an ad in the Daily 

Californian, a newspaper affiliated with UC Berkeley informing readers about the Proud to be 

Tobacco Free Campaign. Similar ads ran in the Berkeley Daily Planet and in the Commuter 

Times, a free newspaper widely circulated throughout the Bay Area. Several ads were placed in 

professional trade journals such as the Western Journal of Medicine, the California Physician 

and the California Pharmacist magazines, which were distributed to physicians and pharmacists 

statewide. Paid media often resulted in free press coverage for Prescription for Change activities. 

For example, the co-sponsored (with the Berkeley Tobacco Control Program) paid media in both 
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the Berkeley Daily Planet and the Daily Californian resulted in articles about PfC’s efforts being 

printed in each paper. 

Many times media ads were placed to reflect an important event that was taking place in a 

specific community. During the National Conference on Tobacco or Health, held in San 

Francisco in November 2002, PfC placed several bus shelters ads, 47" x 68" in size, around 

downtown San Francisco. Designed to reflect the public’s growing outrage with pharmacies 

selling and promoting tobacco, the bus shelter ads used bright yellow, red and black to simply 

state: "Pharmacies have no business selling tobacco. It’s time they quit!" 

Radio Spot 

Through a collaboration with the Bay Area Region Tobacco Education Resource (BARTER), 

PfC developed a 30-second radio spot, which was used as both a paid advertisements and as a 

public service announcement (PSA). The radio spot consisted of a cough in the background and 

a voice saying, "Did you know that pharmacies sell you the cure for a persistent cough on Aisle 

8... And the cause on Aisle 14? Does your pharmacy sell tobacco? If so, they’re sending the 

wrong message be selling harmful tobacco along with health products like asthma inhalers and 

cough medicine. Ask you pharmacy to stop selling tobacco! To find a tobacco free pharmacy 

near you, visit www.RxforChange.org ." 

The radio spot aired as a paid advertisement in the Bay Area, on KMEL 106.1 FM and KSFO 

560AM, and in Sacramento County, on KSTE 650AM and KZZO 100.5FM. The radio spot was 

also distributed as a PSA to all Bay Area, Sacramento and Los Angeles County radio stations. As 

a result of this free distribution, the Project Director gave an on air interview with an Alameda 

talk radio station for their "weekly events" segment. 

The Prescription for Change project never had a large media budget, so it was to partner with 

other groups to get the greatest bang for the buck. Full advantage was taken of any "free" media 

opportunities that arose. Including a pharmacist in Mann County who wanted to be a writer. She 

knew an editor of a local newspaper that would include her article promoting tobacco-free 



pharmacies if PfC placed a paid advertisement in the paper. This turned out to be a great 

collaboration for PfC, the newspaper and the pharmacist who want to write! 

VOL UNTARYAD VOCACYEFFORTS 

Prescription for Change’s predecessor, the Pharmacy Partnership, worked to register 336 tobacco 

free pharmacies in the Proud to be Tobacco Free Campaign database. In an effort to continue 

enhancing this database, Prescription for Change, in collaboration with various local lead 

agencies and community-based organizations, registered over 600 additional tobacco-free 

pharmacies in California during the last three years. To date, there are over 900 registered 

tobacco free pharmacies in California. Currently, this includes 16 individual chain drugstores-

6 Longs Drugs and 10 Walgreens. Additionally, a total of 83 smaller chain drugstores are 

registered with the Proud to be Tobacco Free Campaign, including The Medicine Shoppe 

Pharmacies, Leader Pharmacies, and Horton & Converse Pharmacies. A number of hospitals, 

clinics and school pharmacies registered, including 32 Kaiser Permanente pharmacies. 

The Proud to be Tobacco Free (PtbTF) Campaign was the largest of Prescription for Change’s 

voluntary strategies used to educate consumers and garner support for tobacco-free pharmacies. 

This Campaign was developed to identify and promote tobacco-free pharmacies throughout 

California. It was created as a way for the entire health care community to support local 

businesses that were "pro-health." Both New York and Massachusetts have since adapted the 

Proud to be Tobacco Free Campaign and materials for use in their own communities. 

Working with Community Advocates 

Prescription for Change worked with many community advocates, including Local Lead 

Agencies, Tobacco Free Coalitions, and state & local pharmacists associations to bring new 

tobacco free pharmacies on board the Campaign. Through collaborative mailings with 

community organizations tobacco free pharmacies were identified. They then completed a one-

page, fax-back registration form. Once this registration form was received, their pharmacy was 

added to a statewide database and included on Prescription for Change’s web site under the 

Pharmacy Finder section. Each registered tobacco-free pharmacy received 100 prescription bags 

and a window decal, proclaiming that they were "Proud to be Tobacco Free!" One of the largest 
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collaborative outreach efforts to register new participants was with the Los Angeles County 

Department of Health Services - Local Lead Agency (LLA). The LA LLA hired six community 

based organizations through a mini grant to contact pharmacies, first by phone, and then in 

person to register them with the Campaign. As a result, approximately 500 new tobacco-free 

pharmacies were registered from Los Angeles County. 

This voluntary effort also gave Prescription for Change reason to partner and educate state and 

local medical specialty associations, county medical societies, community clinics and hospitals 

to educate physicians, nurses and other healthcare providers about the PtbTF Campaign. 

Interested health care practitioners were given corresponding prescription pad sticker, which 

were developed to place on the back of each prescription they wrote. The prescription stickers 

worked to remind patients to "Look for the Proud to be Tobacco Free" decal when filling their 

prescriptions, it also provided an opportunity for dialogue about tobacco use between practitioner 

and patient. Additionally, laminated lists of local tobacco free pharmacies were developed and 

sent to practitioners to make it easy to locate and support their local tobacco free pharmacy. A 

recent collaborative effort included a letter to 5000 California physician members of the 

American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) introducing the Proud to be Tobacco Free Campaign 

and requesting their support. At the same time as the statewide mailing, an article written by two 

AAP members, on eliminating tobacco sales in pharmacies appeared in the California 

Pediatrician magazine. 

Statewide Database 

All registered tobacco free pharmacies and drugstores in California were included on a statewide 

database. Currently, there are over 900 tobacco free pharmacies registered with the Campaign, 

from 49 of the 51 counties in California. The database is accessible to health care providers as 

well as the general public on a number of web sites including the Prescription for Change and the 

California Pharmacists Association web sites. Participating physicians, nurses, and health care 

practitioners were included in a second database. 
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Recognition 

Prescription for Change spent a great deal of effort in recognizing those pharmacies that had 

voluntarily made the decision to remove tobacco from their stores. In recognition of these 

tobacco free pharmacies, a Certificate of Commendation was developed and presented to 

registered tobacco free pharmacies by local tobacco control advocates and Prescription for 

Change. 

EDUCATIONAL OUTREACH 

Community Action Cards 

Launched in the spring of 2001, the Community Action Cards (CAC5) were designed to raise 

consumer awareness about the contradiction of tobacco being sold in pharmacies, and at the 

same time show pharmacy managers the large amount of consumer support for tobacco free 

drugstores. The postcards requested that drugstores stop selling tobacco. The CACs were 

designed to be addressed and mailed to individual drugstores or to a specific chain’s 

headquarters. Prior to public distribution, the CACs underwent a careful review process by other 

tobacco control advocates and revisions were made. Soon, thousands of CACs were mailed to 

local lead agencies, competitive grantees, ethnic networks, and voluntary health organizations to 

disseminate in their local communities. 

Teens Kick Ash (TWA) 

PfC collaborated with the American Cancer Society in integrating the Community Action Cards 

as one component of their youth advocacy and empowerment campaign called Teens Kick Ash! 

Project. The tobacco free pharmacies segment was entitled "Kick Tobacco out of Drugstores." 

Participating youth members were trained to train other youth to take an active role in 

encouraging pharmacies and drugstores to stop selling tobacco. Youth were encouraged to use 

the CACs in conducting advocacy activities such as leafleting in front of drugstores that continue 

to sell tobacco products to further educate and garner support for the elimination of tobacco sales 

in chain drugstores. Additional advocacy efforts included setting up informational tables at 

school and sporting events as well as choosing a chain-of-the-month to target by sending a large 

number of signed CACs to all at one time. 



A key aspect of this project was the use of the CACs, which assists the youth in creating 

dialogue with pharmacy and drugstore management about the sale of tobacco products in their 

stores. This component of the TKA project has received an enormous amount of positive 

feedback from participating youth, which resulted in the "Kick Tobacco Out of Drugstores" 

activity being included in the Teens Kick Ash! Project turnkey for a second year. The 

participating TKA youth have embraced this advocacy project as their own and have made great 

strides in encouraging drugstores to go tobacco free. To date, a total of 30,000 Community 

Action Cards were printed with over 26,000 distributed throughout the state. 

Tobacco Cessation Curriculum 

Prescription for Change facilitated a collaboration between California’s four Schools of 

Pharmacy, Stanford Research Institute (SRI) and the University of Pittsburgh School of 

Pharmacy to create a tobacco cessation curriculum to prepare pharmacy students to council 

customers in tobacco cessation. This was an unique and important outreach effort to work with a 

captive audience. It was a key method in providing tobacco cessation training to future 

pharmacists which was not seen in California in the past. 

The tobacco cessation curriculum was developed to be taught to first year Doctor of Pharmacy 

(PharmD) students. Through a 7-12 hour modular program, major components include didactic 

lecture material and interactive workshops. Core lecture components include videos of 

interviews with Smokers, the epidemiology of tobacco use, different forms of tobacco, the 

pharmacology of nicotine and the principles of addiction, drug interactions with smoking and 

nicotine, consequences of quitting, the five A’s and assisting patients with quitting. 

The Cessation Curriculum quickly became a state-of-the-art-training program that emphasizes 

behavior modification, it was founded on rigorous scientific research, and was easily integrated 

into existing course structures. The Cessation Curriculum is now taught at all six Schools of 

Pharmacy in California. The curriculum is being distributed to and implemented in over 90 

Schools of Pharmacy in the United States and Puerto Rico thanks to a grant from the National 

Cancer Institute. The curriculum has been adapted for other healthcare schools including 

Schools of Medicine, Nursing, and Dentistry. The Cessation Curriculum is also being translated 
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into Spanish. With the Cessation Curriculum, the standard of care for pharmacy-based tobacco 

cessation activities in California has risen dramatically. California pharmacy graduates are now 

qualified to intervene with all tobacco users, in any phase of readiness to quit. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE EFFORTS 

The Prescription for Change Project and its partners have made significant steps toward the 

elimination of tobacco sales in pharmacies in California. Through educational and media 

outreach it created an atmosphere ready for change, as indicated in the most recent figures from 

the California Drugstore Consumer Survey, May 2003. 72% of CA consumers surveyed are not 

in favor of tobacco products being sold in drugstores and 80% of consumers don’t think it is 

appropriate for drugstores to promote tobacco products at all. Obviously California is moving 

toward another community norm change �just like smoke-free restaurants and bars, the time is 

rapidly approaching when CA consumers won’t be sent a mixed message when they walk into a 

drugstore and see tobacco being sold along with prescription medicines. 

However, most pharmacies that are willing to voluntarily remove tobacco products from their 

shelves have already done so. To successfully achieve tobacco-free pharmacies in California a 

stronger advocacy approach is now needed. As with many community norm changes, the 

educational and voluntary policy approach goes only so far in achieving tobacco-free goals. The 

introduction of resolutions by city counsels and boards of supervisors to promote and support the 

removal of tobacco from pharmacies is an important next step in mandating the removal of 

tobacco products from California pharmacies and drugstores. This stronger approach can either 

be achieved through local resolutions and/or policies being passed and implemented on a city by 

city or county by county basis. Or as recently seen in Canada, by statewide legislation that would 

eliminate tobacco sales in all licensed pharmacies and drugstores throughout California. 

The time has come to hold chain drugstore management accountable for the legitimization of 

tobacco use by new smokers every day. As testified to by drugstore owner, Jean Coutu in 

Quebec, the gloom and doom that was prophesied with the elimination of tobacco sales in 

pharmacies - is not a reality. Mr. Coutu said it best "... there is, undeniably something 

incompatible between the role ofpharmacists and that of cigarette seller..." 
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