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Pharmacies play an important role in our health 
system as community resources for health 
information and services. Sixty-two percent 
of Americans describe the ethics and honesty 
of pharmacists as “high” or “very high” and 
pharmacies are increasingly on the front line of 
primary care, as a growing number of facilities 
with pharmacies add retail health care clinics.1,2 In 
2015, there were 1,900 retail clinics where people 
could receive care from nurse practitioners and 
physician assistants — including retail clinics in 
CVS Health and Walgreens pharmacies3-5 — and 
that number is expected to keep growing.6

Despite their increasing importance in health 
care, pharmacies are also leading retailers of 
cigarettes — a product that kills more than 540,000 
Americans a year.12 

TOBACCO PRODUCT SALES IN 
PHARMACIES
Between 2005 and 2009, pharmacy cigarette sales 
increased 23 percent, while total cigarette sales 
decreased 17 percent.7 In 2015, a year after CVS 
stopped selling tobacco, almost 54,000 pharmacies, 
or 79 percent of the total number of pharmacies in 
the U.S., still sold tobacco products.8,9 Since then, 
no other major pharmacy chain has discontinued 
tobacco sales, with most of the leading pharmacy 
retailers, including Walgreens, Walmart and Rite 
Aid, continuing to offer tobacco products. 

TOBACCO & 
PHARMACIES

As sales increase, cigarette prices at pharmacies 
have been found to be lower than in other tobacco 
retailers. One study found that Newport cigarettes 
were significantly cheaper in pharmacies compared 
with liquor stores and supermarkets, and Marlboro 
cigarettes were significantly cheaper in pharmacies 
compared with convenience stores, liquor stores, 
small grocery stores and supermarkets. Further, 
the cheapest cigarettes cost significantly less in 
pharmacies than in convenience stores, liquor 
stores, small grocery stores and supermarkets.10 

Pharmacies also contribute to the illegal sale of 
cigarettes to minors. Between 2012 and 2017, U.S. 
chain pharmacies failed 7.7 percent of Food and 
Drug Administration inspections of tobacco sales to 
minors. The violation rate varied by pharmacy chain 
and was highest at Walgreens stores, where the FDA 
caught Walgreens selling tobacco products to minors 
1,296 times during 12,587 inspections, or about 1 in 
10 (10.3 percent) inspections.11 Walgreens is currently 
the top violator among pharmacies that sell tobacco 
products — 22 percent of Walgreens stores inspected 
illegally sold tobacco products to minors.

Despite their increasing
importance in health care,
pharmacies are also leading
retailers of cigarettes.

Cigarette sales in pharmacies from 2005 to 2009
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Total cigarette 
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TOBACCO MARKETING IN 
PHARMACIES

Tobacco companies reach both current and future 
customers in stores by advertising and promoting 
their products and attempting to normalize their 
presence in everyday life.12-14 In 2016, the tobacco 
industry spent 94.9 percent (more than $8.9 billion) of 
its nearly $9.5 billion cigarette and smokeless tobacco 
marketing expenditure on point-of-sale marketing, 
amounting to more than $1 million every hour.15,16 

Point-of-sale marketing, also known as retail 
marketing, is associated with impulse purchases of 
tobacco products and compromising quit attempts. 
In fact, tobacco product sales increase by up to 
30 percent when discounts and promotions are 
advertised in stores.12,17-22 Youth are especially 
affected by retail marketing. Advertising and 
promotional efforts of tobacco companies cause 
the initiation and progression of tobacco use among 
young people.12,23-25 

ATTITUDES TOWARD PROHIBITING 
TOBACCO SALES IN PHARMACIES

Most Americans support tobacco-free pharmacy 
policies. A 2016 study using Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention data found that two-thirds of 
U.S. adults (66 percent) favor prohibiting the sale 
of tobacco products in pharmacies, including nearly 
half of current smokers.26 Further, a study of adults 
in San Francisco one year after a tobacco-free 
pharmacy law was passed found that more than 
half (56 percent) were in favor of the law.27 

The American Pharmacists Association passed 
a policy in 2019 stating support for tobacco-
free pharmacies, but thousands of pharmacies 
currently ignore the recommendation. The policy 
calls for pharmacies to discontinue tobacco 
product sales and urges several other measures 
to promote tobacco-free pharmacies, including 
calling for state boards of pharmacy to stop issuing 
and renewing licenses to pharmacies that sell 
tobacco products.28 In one study of western New 
York-area pharmacists, more than 75 percent 
indicated support for legislation prohibiting the 
sale of tobacco products in pharmacies and more 
than 86 percent responded they would prefer to 
work in a pharmacy that does not sell tobacco 
products.29 A survey of pharmacy students found 
that 71 percent were against or strongly against 
the sale of tobacco products in pharmacies.30

In December 2018, Truth Initiative led a qualitative 
study with a group of 29 pharmacists to learn 
more about their view on tobacco-free pharmacies. 
The study found that most pharmacists felt a ban 
would have a positive effect on customer health, 
including pharmacists who already worked in a 
pharmacy with a ban and who agreed it has had a 

For more on this issue, see the Truth 
Initiative® policy resource on tobacco 
industry retail practices, available at 
truthinitiative.org. 

Point-of-sale marketing,
also known as retail marketing,
is associated with impulse
purchases of tobacco products
and compromising quit attempts.

66% of U.S. adults, including half
of current smokers, favor prohibiting
the sale of tobacco products
in pharmacies.

http://www.truthinitiative.org/sites/default/files/Point-of-Sale-2017_0.pdf
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positive effect on customer health. Additionally, 
almost all pharmacists reported that they had 
aided patients in quitting smoking and other 
forms of tobacco, and most pharmacists in stores 
with a tobacco ban believe it gave them more 
opportunities to interact with customers about 
quitting tobacco.

Following the CVS Health announcement about 
ending tobacco sales in 2014, researchers 
analyzing CVS-related hashtags on Twitter found 
that the majority of tweets (95.4 percent) were 
positive or neutral and only 4.6 percent of tweets 
expressed disapproval.31 In a Truth Initiative 
online study of 571 people who indicated they 
were “Walgreens shoppers,” 82 percent of 
respondents agreed that “the primary focus 
of stores with pharmacies should be to sell 
products that help people get and stay healthy” 
and 73 percent reported they favor a Walgreens 
ban on tobacco sales. 

TOBACCO-FREE PHARMACY 
POLICIES AND LAWS DECREASE 
CIGARETTE PURCHASES 
Tobacco-free pharmacy policies can reduce 
retailer density — and therefore exposure to 
tobacco marketing — and lead to a reduction in 
cigarette purchases and initiation. 

Between 2008 and 2013, cities in California with 
tobacco-free pharmacy laws experienced a 
decrease in tobacco retailer density that was 1.44 
times greater than cities without such policies.32 
In Massachusetts, from 2004 to 2014, cities 
with tobacco-free pharmacy laws experienced 
a decrease in tobacco retailer density that 
was 3.18 times as great as cities without such 
policies.32 One study found that prohibiting the 
sale of tobacco products in pharmacies in North 
Carolina would reduce tobacco retailer density by 
13.9 percent.33

Data from CVS Health suggests that tobacco-free 
pharmacies can lead to reduction in cigarette 

82 percent of Walgreens
shoppers surveyed agreed that
“the primary focus of stores with
pharmacies should be to sell
products that help people
get and stay healthy.”

CALLING ON WALGREENS 
TO STOP SELLING TOBACCO
As the country’s second largest pharmacy chain, 
with more than 9,500 stores across all 50 states,39 
Walgreens has an important role to play in the fight 
against tobacco. Thousands of young people have 
joined Truth Initiative efforts to express support 
for tobacco-free pharmacies and have called on 
Walgreens to live up to its mission of promoting 
health. 

 › More than 12,000 young people have signed truth® 
petitions supporting tobacco-free pharmacies.

 › Young people have showed up to five protests 
across the country, including a zombie-themed 
protest at the Washington, D.C., flagship 
Walgreens store. 

 › Truth Initiative has brought young people to the 
annual Walgreens shareholder meeting three 
years in a row to directly ask about eliminating 
tobacco products from Walgreens. 
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purchases. Eight months after CVS stopped 
selling tobacco products in 2014, it reported that 
cigarette purchases had dropped a percentage 
point in states where the company has a large 
presence. That reduction amounted to 95 million 
fewer packs of cigarettes sold in those states 
in the eight months following the removal.34 
Consumers who purchased cigarettes exclusively 
at CVS were 38 percent more likely to stop 
buying cigarettes and those who had bought 
three or more packs during the study’s baseline, 
or had greater baseline cigarette consumption, 
were more than twice as likely to stop buying 
cigarettes.35 

While the federal government does not have 
regulations affecting the sale of tobacco products 
in pharmacies, the 2009 Tobacco Control Act 
allows state and local governments to impose 
specific bans or restrictions on the time, place 
and manner (but not content) of the advertising 
and promotion of tobacco products.36 

Some localities have passed legislation regarding 
the sale of tobacco in pharmacies:

>   In July 2018, Massachusetts became the 
first state to prohibit the sale of tobacco 
products in pharmacies.37

>   Seventeen municipalities in California, 
including Berkeley and San Francisco, 
prohibit pharmacies from selling tobacco 
products.38

>   Albany County, Erie County, New York 
City and Rockland County in New York 
prohibit the sale of tobacco products in 
pharmacies.38

>   Rock County, Minnesota, prohibits the sale 
of tobacco products in pharmacies.38

Given the well-documented association between exposure 
to point-of-sale tobacco marketing and initiation and 
progression of tobacco use among youth and young adults, 
state and local governments should prohibit pharmacies 
from selling tobacco products. 

Truth Initiative supports state and local policies that 
require removal of tobacco products from pharmacies. 
Prohibiting tobacco sales in pharmacies and stores 
that contain pharmacies, such as grocery stores with 
a pharmacy, would reduce tobacco product supply, 
availability and, ultimately, consumer demand. 

Truth Initiative also urges pharmacies and all retail 
stores with pharmacies to stop selling tobacco products. 
The largest retailers with pharmacies that sell 
tobacco are Walgreens, Walmart, Rite Aid, Kroger and 
Albertsons.40 If pharmacies truly care about the health 
of their customers, they should join in support of these 
policies and adopt tobacco-free policies themselves.

Action Needed:
Tobacco sales in pharmacies

95 million
fewer cigarettes were sold

in states where the company
has a large presence.

8 months after CVS stopped
selling tobacco products in 2014, 
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