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Should College Campuses Become Tobacco Free
Without an Enforcement Plan?
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Reginald Fennell, PhD, MCHES, FACHA, NREMT-P

Abstract. Tobacco-free campuses are a great public health initiative. Healthy People 2020 and Healthy Campus 2020 address
tobacco use and young adults including college students. Sources
indicate that of the more than 6,000 colleges and universities in
the United States, less than 800 are either smoke free or tobacco
free. An increasing number of college campus policy makers in the
United States are implementing smoke-free or tobacco-free policies,
including procedures for violators of these policies. However, without a clearly defined and actionable enforcement component, these
policies serve little purpose. This has become a policy enforcement
issue that campus leaders should address. Should colleges and universities become tobacco free, if enforcement is not implemented?
College and university administrators should demonstrate leadership by having violators of tobacco-free campus policies held to the
same standard as those who violate other policies.

I complete my task and leave the library. As I am exiting
the library, once again I observe 2 students, one seated on
a bench near the entrance to the library and another student
standing near her and both are smoking.
Similar to my campus, an increasing number of college
campuses in the United States are becoming smoke free or
tobacco-free. At my institution, our campus became smoke
free August of 2008. The Student Handbook states,
[faculty], staff, and students violating this policy are subject to
University disciplinary action. Violators may also be subject
to prosecution for violation of Ohio’s Smoking Ban (Ohio
Revised Code, Chapter 3794). Visitors who violate this policy
may be denied access to Miami University campuses and may
ultimately be subject to arrest for criminal trespass.1(p62)
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According to the United States Department of Education,
there are more than 6,000 college campuses in the United
States. Sources list less than a thousand of these colleges
as smoke free or tobacco free.2 According to the American
Lung Association, less than 300 campuses are smoke free or
tobacco free.3 Garg et al quoted the American Nonsmokers’
Rights Foundation (ANRF) and stated “more than 525 campuses have established 100% smoke-free campuses.”4(p769)
The Web site of ANRF states, “[there] are now at least 774
100% smoke-free campuses with no exemptions.”5
The policy on my campus is specific to tobacco smoke
versus tobacco use that includes smokeless tobacco. However, it is unclear how many campuses are tobacco free and
what types of tobacco use are prohibited on these campuses.
This distinction is paramount in the operational definition
that would be used to conduct research on campuses to measure compliance. This operational definition is also important
if enforcement of the policy is conducted. However, should
colleges and universities go through the process of becoming
tobacco free, if enforcement is not implemented? This is a
policy enforcement issue that campus leaders should address.

I

t’s a beautiful afternoon the final week of the 2012 Spring
semester, as I make the short walk from my office to the
main library. Just as I’m about to enter the main entrance only steps from the doors are 3 male students smoking
cigarettes. I attempt to hold my breath to avoid inhaling the
smoke looming in the air. But wait, my campus is smoke free
(sic) and has been since August 2008. As I enter the lobby
of the library, immediately in my view is a group of students
and parents who are on a tour of our campus. I wonder what
the students and parents thought as they entered our library
and had to pass through a cloud of smoke. I know this is not
a good first impression to give students and parents visiting
our campus considered by some as one of the most beautiful
college campuses in the country for our red brick buildings
dating to our opening in 1809. Less than an hour elapses,
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Health Promotion and Future Professional Careers
An increasing number of companies are becoming smoke
free and/or tobacco free. Some companies are refusing to
hire tobacco users. I work as a paramedic in the emergency
department of a local hospital. Effective 2012, the hospital
instituted a policy and no longer hires smokers. One would
like to think that companies are instituting such policies because of benevolence concerns for our health, but the reality is that companies are spending millions of dollars in
health insurance for their employees. Tobacco-free employees save millions of dollars in employee health care costs.6
Researchers have demonstrated that quitting smoking can
have a positive effect on the health of individuals. The number one preventable risk factor of heart disease is smoking.7
These are compelling reasons to quit; however, nicotine
is a drug that is as addictive as heroin. Many smokers state
that they would like to quit or have tried to quit. The addictiveness of nicotine can make it difficult, although quitting is
possible. In the April 2012 issue of the Journal of American
College Health (JACH), in 2 articles researchers discussed
tobacco cessation programs on college campuses. Berg and
colleagues reported on the interest of college students in
smoking cessation strategies.8 Rodgers completed a literature
review of campuses that used multicomponent interventions
to prevent and control tobacco use among students.9
Hence, tobacco-free policies are an important initiative
on college campuses for students, faculty, and staff. These
policies are important for our students who may apply for jobs
at companies with tobacco-free policies. Students who use
tobacco and attend tobacco-free campuses will have to make
some changes in their tobacco use behaviors and one of those
changes could be a reduction in use or quitting use of tobacco.
If these policies were part of the motivation to quit, students
would be qualified to apply for employment at companies that
have tobacco-free workplaces. These choices could have a
significant impact on the professional and financial future of
our students, as well as their health.
Organizations and Responses to Tobacco Use
in Society
Too often the health consequences of tobacco use are not
readily apparent to students. I work in emergency medical
services (EMS) and also have family members who have
been smokers. I have seen professionally and personally the
effects smoking can have on the health of individuals. Antitobacco advertisements, “Tips From Former Smokers,”10 released in 2012 by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention were considered by some as shocking and graphic
advertisements. However, these advertisements when compared with ubiquitous reality television shows, images on
YouTube, and other Internet outlets prevalent in our society the advertisements are not graphic. The advertisements
were an excellent glimpse of the realities of using tobacco.
More advertisements like these should be used and shown
more frequently on television, in print media, and on college
campuses to support tobacco-free initiatives. Advertisements
492

cannot change behavior. Behavior change is more complicated and depends on many factors, including if a person
is ready to change and has the resources to make changes.
However, these advertisements are a tool that could be used
for critical discussions about tobacco use in our society, particularly on college campuses.
The Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC)
report of the World Health Organization recommended advertising on cigarette packages to portray realistic images of
the effects of cigarette smoking.11,12 Countries such as France
and Switzerland where I directed a study abroad program
from 2001 to 2009 had these images on cigarette packages,
as does Canada where I have spent time in Montreal. In the
United States, the tobacco lobby has fought successfully to
prevent US tobacco companies from having to place such
images on tobacco packages. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) under the Obama Administration was set to
require tobacco companies to comply with this FCTC provision. However, this advertising on packages in the United
States was ruled unconstitutional.13
The American College Health Association (ACHA) states
the following in its “Position Statement on Tobacco on College and University Campuses”: “Plan, maintain, and support effective and timely implementation, administration,
and consistent enforcement of all college/university tobaccorelated policies, rules, regulations, and practices. Provide
a well-publicized reporting system for violations [emphasis
added].”14(p267) In the ACHA position statement, “[t]obacco
is defined as all tobacco-derived or containing products, including, but not limited to, cigarettes (clove, bidis, kreteks),
electronic cigarettes, cigars and cigarillos, hookah-smoked
products, and oral tobacco (spit and spitless, smokeless,
chew, snuff).”14(p266)
Enforcement
Tobacco-free campuses are a great public health initiative. However, without a clearly defined and actionable enforcement component, they serve little purpose. Glassman
et al provide a guide to implementing tobacco-free campus
policy. Regarding enforcement, they state, “[T]he university may consider issuing warnings and then fines for repeat
violators. Breaking a tobacco policy violation should be addressed like any other campus policy violation. Education
with consistent and fair enforcement is vital in establishing
compliance.”15(p767)
Therefore, I propose that campuses enforce these policies
and fine violators. First offenders should be given a warning.
Second offenders should be given a $25.00 fine that could be
charged directly to the Bursar account of the student, faculty,
or staff. Third offenders should be given a $100 fine. Each
time a student is cited, information on tobacco cessation resources on campus and off campus should be provided to the
students (faculty and staff). The money should be allocated
to student health services and employee health services for
health promotion and disease prevention programs. These
should be comprehensive programs and not solely tobacco
cessation programs, as some students consider themselves
JOURNAL OF AMERICAN COLLEGE HEALTH
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“social smokers” and only smoke when they drink. Thus,
some of these funds should be available for alcohol and
other drug education. Additionally, cigarette butts are litter.
Smokers on any campus and especially tobacco-free campus
should be fined for littering. This is an additional source of
revenue that could go towards health promotion and disease
prevention on college campuses.
Tobacco Research in Current and Recent
JACH Volumes
The Journal of American College Health has published a
number of articles on tobacco in Volumes 59 and 60. Some of
these articles have been referred to in the previous sections of
this editorial. Since our November/December 2011, Volume
59 issue, we have had at least one article on the topic of
tobacco in each issue. This highlights the ongoing importance
of this issue to the field of college health, which will continue
to be reflected in the articles we publish.
The ACHA Position Statement definition of tobacco includes “hookah-smoked products.”14 In this current issue of
JACH, Cobb and colleagues report on a multiyear survey
of waterpipe and cigarette smoking. Abughosh and her colleagues report the results of students surveyed on their campus regarding intention to quit waterpipe smoking. Grekin
and Ayna16 provided a literature review of waterpipe smoking among college students in the United States. It is apparent
from this review and other research that students are using
waterpipes/hookahs. Some of these students use them exclusive to cigarette smoking, and many think that doing so is
safer than cigarettes.
Other recent articles in JACH have included (1) the importance of “[screening] every patient for tobacco use at
every visit” in our student health services;17 (2) surveying
key informants at tobacco-free colleges and universities in
the state of Oregon regarding their tobacco-free campuses;18
(3) a campus that reported on compliance with a smoking
perimeter ban by counting cigarette butts near campus buildings;19 and (4) differences in cigarette use between 2-year
and 4-year college students, as well as students not enrolled
in college.20
This current issue has 6 articles specifically on tobacco
use. Fallin and her colleagues measure compliance with the
tobacco-free initiative on their campus, with similar findings
as the research by Plaspohl et al.18 Seitz and his colleagues
discuss the process of advocating for a tobacco-free campus
policy and how they used photovoice to document smoking on campus and violations of the 25-foot-perimeter ban
on their campus. Their research is tantamount to investigative journalism documenting a serious public health issue.
Lee and his colleagues assessed tobacco-free policies in the
University of North Carolina system. Their research informs
us of how much work remains to be completed regarding
tobacco-free campuses. This research is an excellent companion article to the research completed by researchers in
the state of Oregon regarding tobacco-free policies.18
Lechner and his colleagues assess smoking prevalence,
attitudes, and beliefs after the implementation of a tobaccoVOL 60, OCTOBER/NOVEMBER 2012

free campus policy. The article by Lechner et al and the
article by Glassman et al15 are important articles to read for
campuses considering becoming tobacco free. Lechner and
his colleagues do not address compliance with the smoke-free
policy, as part of their study. Future researchers may wish to
(1) survey the administrators on campuses that are smoke free
to determine if this includes smokeless tobacco; (2) survey
administrators to determine if they have a policy regarding
violation of their tobacco-free campus; (3) determine what
the policies are for each campus; and (4) assess the frequency
of code violations/tickets/fines as a result of these policies. I
would hypothesize that there are very few if any campuses
that are enforcing their tobacco-free policies.
I began this editorial describing my recent experience going to the library on my campus and experiencing a number
of students smoking outside the library, even though my
campus has a smoke-fee policy for the entire campus. I will
undoubtedly make the short walk again from my office to the
library. I imagine that I will also have to hold my breath as
I enter the library to avoid inhaling environmental tobacco
smoke. How might my visit to the library or other buildings
on campus differ if we enforced our smoke-free policy?
Conclusion
Should college and university campuses have tobacco-free
policies without an enforcement plan? As a former member
of our university disciplinary board, students who are charged
with other code violations could present an interesting challenge to such charges. I could imagine a very passionate
discussion if the following scenario was presented to us. The
next time a student is cited for a code violation because of
having an alcoholic drink in his residence hall because he is
less than 21 years of age, he should perhaps use photovoice
to document how students are violating the code of conduct
and smoking and littering cigarette butts on campus. An astute student would use this photovoice documentation to his
defense to demonstrate that the university is inconsistent in
how it enforces policies and he should not be cited for doing
no harm to self or others by having 1 drink in the privacy
of his residence hall room. Yes, the author is aware that the
drinking age in the United States is 21 years old. (See previous editorials regarding the drinking age).21,22 The student
who violates the tobacco-free policy is harming himself and
others who have to breath environmental tobacco smoke,
unlike the student who is having 1 drink.
College and university campus administrators should
demonstrate leadership by having violators of tobacco-free
campus policies held to the same standard as those who violate other policies. Otherwise, we should reconsider these
policies as attempts to be part of a movement that is implementing policies with no intention of enforcement. Policies
without enforcement undermine the work of college health
professionals and more importantly the health of our students, faculty, and staff. The Executive Editors of JACH
would be interested in publishing research studies that report on the experiences of campus leaders who are willing to
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take the important steps of enforcing its tobacco-free campus
policies.
DISCLAIMER
This editorial represents the opinion of the author and
neither the views of Taylor & Frances Group, LLC, nor the
views of the American College Health Association.
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