
A Prescription for Health: Tobacco Free Pharmacies 
Pharmacies are where people go for medicine and health 
care advice. But most pharmacies in this country also sell 
cigarettes — items that, when used as directed, kill more 
than 400,000 Americans every year.1 Given the enormous 
burden of tobacco use, many health advocates want to see 
the sale of tobacco products banned in pharmacies.2 This 
fact sheet outlines the health concerns associated with 
allowing tobacco sales at pharmacies and shows what local 
policymakers can do in their communities.

There are many reasons why health advocates oppose the sale of tobacco in pharmacies:

Sends a mixed message
Pharmacists are perceived by many as among the most trusted of health care professionals.3  
By selling tobacco products, pharmacies reinforce positive social perceptions of smoking,  
convey tacit approval of tobacco use, and send a message that it is not so dangerous to smoke.4,5 
Children and young people are particularly influenced by cues suggesting that smoking is 
acceptable.6 

Makes it harder for smokers to quit
Smokers attempting to quit are more successful when they turn to cessation aids such as nicotine 
replacement gum and “the patch”7— items often found side-by-side with tobacco products at the 
pharmacy checkout (see photo below). Research shows that exposure to tobacco products and 
marketing often frustrates efforts to quit by stimulating physical cravings and emotional ties to 
smoking.8 Pharmacy tobacco sales can compromise the ability of smokers to quit right at the 
moment when they are seeking out the help they need. 

Creates a conflict of interest
Pharmacies that sell tobacco products also sell medicines to treat asthma, emphysema, heart 
disease, and cancer—illnesses caused or made worse by tobacco use.9 The sale of both tobacco 
products and the medicines used to treat tobacco-related illnesses presents a troubling conflict  
of interest.
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What Can Communities Do to Reduce Pharmacy Tobacco Sales?

         Push for Voluntary Action

A first step is to call upon local pharmacies to voluntarily stop 
the sale of tobacco products. For example, in the early 1970s, 
various health organizations launched a campaign calling for the 
voluntary removal of tobacco from pharmacies in San Francisco. 
By 2003 more than 65 percent of the city’s independent 
pharmacies had become tobacco-free retailers.11 Although a 
campaign calling for voluntary action may be a successful 
approach for small, pharmacist-owned stores, the majority of 
U.S. pharmacies are chain drugstores with corporate ownership,12 
which are unlikely to voluntarily stop selling tobacco. 

         Enact a Law

The American Pharmacists Association, the California 
Pharmacists Association, and the California Medical Association 
have called for state and local laws prohibiting tobacco sales in 
drugstores and pharmacies18 because they believe that doing so 
supports the public health and social welfare of the communities 
in which they practice.19 Several localities have done just that. 

In 2008, San Francisco passed a law prohibiting the sale of 
tobacco products in most types of pharmacies; the law was later 
amended to include all pharmacies. In 2009, Boston prohibited 
the sale of tobacco products by a variety of health care 
institutions and retailers that operate as health care institutions, 
including pharmacies. A number of communities across the 
country have since enacted similar tobacco-free pharmacy laws. 
(See sidebar on page 3.)

Local laws prohibiting tobacco sales in pharmacies have survived 
several lawsuits, including constitutional challenges based on the 
First Amendment and Equal Protection guarantees.20 The court 
decisions in these cases have held that that local governments 
have the legal authority to prohibit tobacco sales in pharmacies.21

Pharmacy vs. Drugstore

Although tobacco is rarely sold 
from behind a pharmacy counter 
these days, the term pharmacy 
here refers to all types of stores 
that contain a licensed pharmacy 
on the premises. This might 
include drugstores, grocery 
stores, warehouse stores, and 
more. Note: a California court 
has held that prohibiting tobacco 
sales in drugstores (but not in 
grocery or big box stores) is 
illegal, finding that all stores that 
contain a pharmacy must be 
treated similarly by the law.10 

Economic Impact of Tobacco-
Free Pharmacies

Nearly 90 percent of California’s 
tobacco-free independent 
pharmacies have reported 
either no change or an increase 
in business since they stopped 
selling tobacco products.13  
Likewise, more than 95 percent of 
consumers have said they would 
continue shopping at stores that 
became tobacco-free as much or 
more often.14 

In 1994, the sale of tobacco 
products was banned in Ontario, 
Canada. The restriction had no 
significant impact on business 
for drugstores.15 In fact, the year 
following the ban saw 120 new 
drugstore openings in Ontario.16 
As of May 31, 2013, only one of 
Canada’s ten provinces allows 
tobacco sales in pharmacies.17



Impact on Tobacco Retailer Density

More than 90 percent of Americans live within five miles of 
a pharmacy.22 A high density of tobacco retailers has been 
associated with increased smoking rates, particularly among 
youth23 — and tobacco retailer density is highest in low-income 
communities and communities of color, which are already at 
greater risk of many health problems.24 Removing tobacco from 
pharmacies instantly reduces the number of tobacco retailers in 
a community.  

A Model Ordinance from ChangeLab Solutions 

One way a community can restrict the sale of tobacco products 
is as part of a tobacco retailer licensing (TRL) law. Under 
a local TRL law, the city or county government requires all 
businesses that sell tobacco products to obtain a license from 
the government in exchange for the privilege of selling these 
products to consumers.28 ChangeLab Solutions has model 
ordinance language restricting the sale of tobacco products in 
all retail stores that also contain a licensed pharmacy, which 
is designed to be “plugged into” a TRL ordinance. ChangeLab 
Solutions staff can also draft a stand-alone law for any 
community that wants to create this restriction outside of a 
licensing program. 

Visit us at www.changelabsolutions.org to learn more. 

Communities with Tobacco-
Free Pharmacy Laws*

California

Currently, three jurisdictions 
in California prohibit tobacco 
sales in pharmacies:25

Richmond

San Francisco

Santa Clara County

Massachusetts

More than 50 cities, towns, 
and counties in Massachusetts 
have enacted tobacco-free 
legislation and regulations.26, 27 

A partial list includes:

Boston

Everett

Fall River

Lancaster

Newton

Pittsfield

Southborough

Walpole

Worchester

*Current as of April 2013. 
_______________

ChangeLab Solutions is a nonprofit 
organization that provides legal 
information on matters relating to public 
health. The legal information provided in 
this document does not constitute legal 
advice or legal representation. For legal 
advice, readers should consult a lawyer 
in their state. 

This fact sheet was made possible by 
funds received from Grant Number  
09-11182 with the California Department 
of Public Health, California Tobacco 
Control Program.
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