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“A Breath of Fresh Air Worth Spreading”: Media Coverage
of Retailer Abandonment of Tobacco Sales
Patricia A. McDaniel, PhD, Naphtali Offen, BS, Valerie B. Yerger, ND, and Ruth E. Malone, RN, PhD

Tobacco retailers play a key role in perpetuat-
ing the tobacco epidemic.1 Tobacco outlet
density increases the likelihood of smoking
among both minors and adults,2---5 and living in
close proximity to tobacco outlets is associated
with unsuccessful quit attempts.6,7 These
observed relationships may be explained by
pervasive tobacco advertising (including to-
bacco displays) in tobacco retail outlets, which
triggers smoking among smokers and former
smokers8,9 and encourages smoking initiation
by youths10---17 by enhancing smoking’s appar-
ent popularity and desirability.18,19 The ubiq-
uity of tobacco outlets also undermines
a strong public health message that tobacco
products are addictive and deadly.20

Although several cities have outlawed to-
bacco sales at pharmacies,21,22 there are as yet
few public policy mandates aimed at reducing
the number of tobacco retailers. However,
a number of retailers have voluntarily ended
tobacco sales. Independent pharmacies were
among the first,23---26 followed by some local,
regional, and national grocery and discount
chains.

Media attention may be an important factor
influencing wider adoption of these innovative
policies, as the media play an important role
in the diffusion of innovations. Through the
media, potential adopters gain knowledge of
and a sense of familiarity with an innovation’s
compatibility with organizational values, pos-
sible positive or negative consequences, and
relative advantages, including its economic
profitability, social prestige, cost, convenience,
rewards, and time savings.27 In the process, the
media may reduce perceptions of the innova-
tion as novel or risky or enhance perceptions of
its advantages, facilitating its wider adoption.28

Research has examined the characteristics
that distinguish tobacco-free pharmacies from
those that sell tobacco24,25,29 and why some
California retailers have given up tobacco
sales,30 but no studies have explored media
coverage of retailer abandonment of tobacco

sales. This article examines the media’s role in
the dissemination of information about this
voluntary policy innovation. We sought to
learn if the media singled out this policy for
attention and, if so, to what extent. We also
explored whether the content of media cover-
age suggested support for wider adoption of
this policy.

METHODS

We searched 3 online media databases
(Lexis Nexis, Proquest, and Access World
News) for news items published between 1995
and 2011 concerning US retailers who had
voluntarily abandoned tobacco sales. The 3
databases covered 1441 new sources, includ-
ing 995 local and national newspapers; 11
magazines; 60 newswires; 256 Web-only
news sources; 26 ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox
news broadcasts; and National Public Radio
news broadcasts. We used a variety of search
terms to locate news items, starting with general
terms intended to capture all supermarkets,

grocery stores, pharmacies, or other retailers
who had voluntarily ended tobacco sales (e.g.,
[grocer* or chain or retailer or supermarket
or “drug store” or pharmac*] AND [stop or end
or drop or quit or eliminat* or remov* or
discontinue] AND [tobacco or cigarette or
smok*]). We used retrieved items to identify
more specific search terms (e.g., the names of
particular retailers who had stopped selling
tobacco). We stopped searching once no new
items were found. We included items with
nearly identical content that were published
in multiple news outlets to understand the
reach of media coverage.

We coded news items through a collabora-
tive, multistep process. Three coders created an
initial set of codes after reviewing 8 news items.
We then applied these codes to an additional
10 news items, refining, adding, and removing
codes. To assess intercoder reliability, 2 coders
independently coded an overlapping set of
21% (n = 91) of the items (chosen with a ran-
dom number generator) in a 3-step process.
First, the 2 coders independently coded 37
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news items, then met with the primary and
senior authors to discuss discrepancies and
refine coding instructions. This process was
repeated with 10 additional news items; after
discussion, several codes were removed and
coding instructions were further refined. Fi-
nally, each coder independently coded a final
batch of 44 news items to confirm these final
changes with the coding instructions. After
establishing intercoder reliability with the
overlapping sample31 (methodology explained
in the next paragraph), each coder indepen-
dently coded half of the remaining news items.
We also recoded the overlapping set of 91
items to be consistent with changes to the
codebook. We coded story characteristics (e.g.,
news source, story type, date, photo, page
number, word length) and content. For the
purposes of this article, we focused our analysis
on content that might influence wider adoption
of this voluntary policy, including retailers’
reasons for ending tobacco sales, potential
impacts of doing so, responses to the decision,
mention and portrayal of tobacco use and the
tobacco industry, and mention of the policy
as unconventional or not. We also compared
the content of news items concerning 2 re-
tailers who received the majority of coverage.

We assessed intercoder reliability using the
j statistic. Some j values were adjusted to
account for the homogeneity of the material.32

The j statistic becomes unreliable without
sufficient variety in coding; for example, if on
1 item the correct code is “no” 90% of the time,
the resulting j has a low value even when
interrater agreement is high. For the overlap-
ping sample of 91 items, all of the reported
nonstatic variables achieved adjusted j values
of 0.60 or greater. Variables that did not
achieve a j value greater than 0.60 included
the overall slant of the article and whether the
item mentioned lost profits as a reason for
opposing a voluntary end to tobacco sales.
These were not used in the analysis and are not
reported. Average intercoder reliability for all
reported variables was 0.83, which has been
characterized as “almost perfect” agreement.31,33

No additional significance testing was done
because the items collected were not a random
sample and we are not extrapolating from
them.34 Rather, we report the findings from the
entire population of items meeting the search
criteria.

RESULTS

We found 429 news items published from
1995 to 2011 about retailers voluntarily
ending tobacco sales. Most (367) were local or
national newspaper articles, but items also
included news wires, magazine articles (largely
from trade magazines such as Supermarket
News and Progressive Grocer), and broadcast
andWeb-based news (Table 1). News stories or
features and letters to the editor constituted the
majority of items (264 and 85, respectively);
brief blurbs announcing the decision and edi-
torials were in the minority (53 and 27, re-
spectively). Item length ranged from 19 to
2799 words, with a median of 313 words.

The volume of news coverage of retailers
voluntarily ending tobacco sales varied be-
tween 1995 and 2011 (Figure 1). Two years
accounted for the majority of coverage: 1996,
when Target, a nationwide discount store and
pharmacy, discontinued tobacco sales, and
2008, when Wegmans, a Northeast super-
market and pharmacy chain, did so. Both stores
were the first in their category to end tobacco
sales. Other retailers who ended tobacco sales
at the same time as Target or Wegmans or in
the year following may have benefited from
the heightened attention because media cov-
erage of all other retailers peaked during
those periods (Figure 1).

News items on retailers voluntarily ending
tobacco sales appeared in media throughout
the United States (Table 1), although the
Northeast accounted for the majority, primarily
reflecting coverage of Northeastern supermar-
ket chain Wegmans. National news media (New
York Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington
Post, USA Today, NBC nightly news, National
Public Radio, magazines, news wires, and
Web sites) also covered the issue, although to
a lesser extent than local news. The majority
(76.7%) of national news items concerned
Target (9), Wegmans (30), and other super-
markets or groceries (17). National newspaper
and magazine coverage did not generate any
letters to the editor.

In newspapers, issues considered editorially
important are likely to be given greater
prominence—placed on the front page, the
front page of a section, or accompanied by
a photograph.35 In our study, among items

published in newspapers, 32 (8.7%) appeared
on the front page, 49 (13.3%) appeared on
the first page of a section (other than the section
containing the front page), and 50 (13.6%)
had photos accompanying the articles. Target
and Wegmans garnered the majority of front
page newspaper articles devoted to retailers
voluntarily ending tobacco sales (24 of 32 or
75.0%), and the majority of articles appearing
on the first page of a newspaper section

TABLE 1—News Items (n = 429) on

Retailers Voluntarily Ending Tobacco

Sales: United States, 1995–2011

Variable No. (%)

News source

Local newspaper 356 (83.0)

National newspaper 11 (2.6)

Trade magazine 21 (4.9)

General audience magazine 1 (0.23)

News wire 30 (7.0)

Television news broadcast 1 (0.23)

National Public Radio broadcast 1 (0.23)

Web site 8 (1.9)

Geographic region

West 66 (15.4)

Midwest 63 (14.7)

South 61 (14.2)

Northeast 166 (38.7)

National 73 (17.0)

Story type

News or feature 264 (61.5)

Blurba 53 (12.4)

Editorial or op-ed 27 (6.3)

Letter to the editor 85 (19.8)

Prominence (newspapers only; n = 367)

Front page 32 (8.7)

First page of section 49 (13.3)

Photo 50 (13.6)

Retailer type

Target 116 (27.0)

Wegmans 153 (35.7)

Other supermarkets/grocery stores 80 (18.6)

Pharmacies 59 (13.8)

Other discount stores 5 (1.1)

Other retailer typeb 9 (2.1)

None provided 7 (1.4)

aBrief announcement, often included in summaries of
current events.
bBookstores, liquor stores, coffee shops, newsstands,
etc.
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(29 of 49, or 59.2%). However, the majority
of newspaper articles with photos concerned
retailers other than Target or Wegmans that had
abandoned tobacco sales (35 of 50, or 70%).

Reasons for Ending Sales

Retailers’ reasons for ending tobacco sales
can be broadly categorized as health-related
(awareness of tobacco’s health hazards, pro-
tecting children, placing people over profits,
pressure from public health advocates, etc.) and
business-related (e.g., declining tobacco sales,
tobacco’s regulatory burden, concerns about
theft of tobacco products; Table 2). In contrast
to news items about other retailers, news items
about Target never cited tobacco’s health
hazards as a reason given by the company for
ending tobacco sales. Instead, Target repre-
sentatives described the change as a business
decision related to avoiding the regulatory
burden associated with tobacco sales (which
incurred both financial costs and customer
inconvenience) and no longer wanting to stock

a heavily-shoplifted item. Some news items
added that Target’s new policy was reportedly
unrelated to moral or ethical concerns.73---76

Health-related reasons for ending tobacco
sales played a larger role in news items about
Wegmans (40% of all items mentioning health
as a reason concerned Wegmans). Items fre-
quently quoted owners Danny and Colleen
Wegman as saying in a letter to employees,
“We have come to this decision after thinking
about the role that smoking plays in people’s
health.”77,78 Wegmans stories typically did not
mention any business motivation for ending
tobacco sales. Pharmacies were more likely
than other retailers to claim in news items that
they ended sales because of tobacco’s poor
fit with their other product offerings (65% of all
items mentioning a poor fit concerned phar-
macies). Several items quoted pharmacists as
noting the incongruity of selling healing med-
icines at the pharmacy counter in the back
of the store, and death in the form of tobacco
products at the front.39,79---81

Potential Impacts and Community

Responses

News items mentioned several potential im-
pacts of the decision to end tobacco sales (Table
2). The most common were other retailers
following suit (115) and lost profits (109). Over-
all, positive potential impacts of the decision to
end tobacco sales (i.e., other retailers following
suit, better health, fewer people smoking, youth
smoking discouraged, an enhanced store image,
greater profits) were cited more often (348)
than were negative potential impacts (lost
profits, fewer customers; 179).

Customer reaction was infrequently men-
tioned (Table 2). Positive and mixed reactions
(a combination of positive, negative, or neutral)
were more commonly reported in news items
than solely negative or neutral reactions.
Nearly 40% of news items included praise
from public health organizations or authorities
for retailers’ decision to eliminate tobacco sales.
For example, an article about a newly
tobacco-free business in a local Washington

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

About Target or Wegmans (n = 269) 0 104 3 6 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 133 12 9 1

About other retailers (n = 160) 3 11 28 6 6 7 1 2 6 2 2 9 13 32 12 8 12

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

N
ew

s 
Ite

m
s, 

N
o.

Year

FIGURE 1—Number of news items about retailers voluntarily ending tobacco sales, by year: United States, 1995–2011.
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TABLE 2—Content of News Items (n = 429) Concerning Retailers Who Voluntarily Ended Tobacco Sales: United States, 1995–2011

Content Total (%) Example

Retailer reasons for ending tobacco sales

Declining tobacco sales or other financial motivation 114 (26.6) “Discount chain cites steady decline in sales as reason for its decision to stop selling cigarettes.”36

Tobacco’s health hazards 111 (25.9) “We have come to this decision after thinking about the role smoking plays in people’s health.”37

Tobacco’s regulatory burden 85 (19.8) “It’s become a hassle . . . getting clerks to enforce tobacco regulations.”38

Tobacco inconsistent with other product lines 48 (11.2) “We were selling $1,500 prescriptions for cancer drugs in the back of the store and cigarettes out front.”39

A business decision 48 (11.2) “I understand that people will be happy or unhappy about the decision, but it was a business decision.”40

Shoplifting of tobacco products 45 (10.5) “Heavy shoplifting squeezed profit margins on cigarettes.”41

Personal reason 40 (9.3) “His brother lost two-thirds of a lung to cancer.”42

Trying to protect children 36 (8.4) “‘We just didn’t feel good about selling [tobacco],’ Sprague said, citing the temptation posed . . . to the many

teens who work in the store.”43

Placing people over profits 11 (2.6) “Valesky’s does not wish to obtain profit from the sale of any item which can harm our customers or their

families.”44

Pressure from public health advocates 8 (1.9) “A growing movement nationwide for [drug stores] to discontinue tobacco sales . . . and the urging of local

health activists were considerations in their decision.”45

Denormalization of tobacco 8 (1.9) “Declining sales and changing consumer lifestyles were cited by ShopKo as reasons for the decision.”46

Following others’ lead 3 (0.70) “[The owner] said that Wegmans’ decision helped influence him to discontinue selling smokes.”47

Image enhancement 3 (0.70) “I decided to remove the . . . tobacco because I felt we were out of alignment with the values of the

community.”48

Potential impact of voluntarily ending tobacco sales

Inspire other retailers to follow suit 115 (26.8) “They are setting a great example for other companies to do the same.”49

Lost profits 109 (25.4) “His business will take a serious hit, about $50,000 a year in lost sales.”42

Improved health 82 (19.1) “By pulling tobacco from their shelves, these stores are helping to curb the devastating toll tobacco takes on

our community.”50

Fewer customers 70 (16.3) “The company feared that not selling cigarettes would cause a drop-off in customer traffic.”51

Encourage children not to smoke 52 (12.1) “He hopes their decision not to sell cigarettes will discourage young people from smoking.”52

Image improvement 43 (10.0) “[The decision] plays well from a social standpoint.”53

Less smoking in general 36 (8.4) “The harder it is for people to get tobacco, the easier it is for them to end the scourge of this addiction.”51

Greater profit 20 (4.7) “It may give them a competitive edge because some shoppers will say that’s socially responsible.”54

Responses to decision

Positive customer reaction 33 (7.7) “I give him a lot of credit for standing up for what he believes.”52

Negative customer reaction 23 (5.4) “They’ll lose a lot of my business.”55

Neutral customer reaction 4 (0.9) “It makes no difference to me. . . . I’ll still come here anyway.”52

Mixed customer reaction 39 (9.1) A mix of positive and negative comments.

Lauded by public health groups/authorities 170 (39.6) “The American Lung Association of New York State . . . commended DeCicco’s for its commitment to public

health.”56

Positive op-ed or letter to the editor 88 (78.6) “If more stores would follow Hiller’s lead, we would make incalculable strides toward eradicating a health

threat.”57

Negative op-ed or letter to the editor 24 (21.4) “I’m not happy about Wegmans deciding not to sell tobacco.”58

Reasons for opposition to voluntarily ending tobacco sales

Inconveniences customers 51 (11.9) “Why would you create inconvenience for your customers? It’s a vice, but so are lottery tickets.”59

Infringement on customer choice/rights 46 (10.7) “It’s a person’s right to buy any product they choose.”60

Tobacco is legal product 35 (8.2) “Tops will continue to sell these products as long as it is legal to do so.”61

Slippery slope—other products will also disappear from shelves 9 (2.1) “Once tobacco is off the shelves, . . . you will no longer be able to purchase alcohol products at Wegmans.”62

Continued
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state newspaper included an expression of
thanks from the president of a tobacco control
organization, who noted that the move “helps
make tobacco, a deadly addictive product, less
easy to purchase . . . and sends a message that [the
business] cares about its customers.”82(p1A)

Letters to the editor and opinion pieces were
also overwhelmingly positive. A pair of writers
encouraged others “to join us in patronizing
those stores that have chosen not to sell
tobacco products and to let those who do
[sell them] know our feelings about the sale
of tobacco.”83 A Buffalo News op-ed hoped
for a trend:

In the fight against the well-documented health
consequences of tobacco use, Wegmans’move to
get out of the tobacco business is a breath of
fresh air and worth spreading to other retailers
who have long hidden behind the excuse of
“It’s a legal product.”84(pA6)

Reasons for opposing retailers’ voluntary
abandonment of tobacco sales appeared in-
frequently (2.1%---11.9% of items; Table 2).
The most commonly cited reasons for opposi-
tion centered on negative impacts for cus-
tomers (inconvenience and taking away choice
or “rights”).

Mention and Portrayal of Tobacco Use

Nearly a quarter of news items mentioned
tobacco use (e.g., who used tobacco, the type of
product used, the context in which it was used).
The portrayal of tobacco use was usually

negative, with items pointing out, for example,
that smoking was akin to “ingest[ing] poison”85

and that “many of us know someone who
wishes they didn’t smoke.”86 Nearly half of the
news items mentioned a tobacco-caused dis-

ease such as cancer and heart disease, death or
addiction, sometimes citing statistics such as
“smoking kills more than 430,000 Americans

every year”87 or “every day, 70 New Yorkers
die from a tobacco-related disease.”66 Items
published in the business section of newspa-

pers were less likely to mention tobacco use
and tobacco-caused disease, death, or addiction
than were those published in other newspaper

sections. The tobacco industry (in general or
a particular tobacco company) was mentioned
in about one quarter of news items (usually

regarding Target’s decision to end tobacco
sales), and was rarely portrayed positively
(Table 2).

Uniqueness of the Policy

News items were more likely to suggest
that retailers’ voluntary policy represented

a current or future trend rather than that such
policies were an aberration: nearly 50% men-
tioned other retailers who had also ended

tobacco sales voluntarily, or might or should
do so in the future, versus 30% that mentioned
other retailers who had not stopped selling

tobacco or would not or should not do so
(Table 2).

A Closer Look at Target- and

Wegmans-Related Items

To gain a greater understanding of patterns
and characteristics of media coverage of this

issue, we explored in more detail items con-

cerning the 2 retailers who received the bulk

of coverage, Target and Wegmans. We found

that although Target-related items were more

prominent in terms of front page and first-page

of section placement and photos accompanying

stories, the Target-related news cycle was

relatively short: the majority of coverage

occurred over a 9-day period, compared

with a 9-month period for the majority of

Wegmans-related items. Wegmans’ news

cycle was extended by numerous editorials,

opinion pieces, and letters to the editor, in-

cluding 12 letters written by regional or local
tobacco control advocates or health profes-
sionals. In addition to responding to initial
news stories in local newspapers, letter
writers responded to opinion pieces, other
letter writers, and additional news about
Wegmans’ product offerings. By contrast,
Target’s 9-day news cycle included only 1
letter (written by a Florida tobacco control
organization).

A closer look at the content of letters
responding to initial newspaper articles about
Wegmans’ decision to end tobacco sales
(16 articles published in local newspapers
between January 5 and 7, 2008) revealed

TABLE 2—Continued

Tobacco use and disease

Mention of tobacco use 106 (24.7) “Less than one in five adults [are] current tobacco users.”63

Positive portrayal of tobacco use 2 (0.5) “Some people smoke incessantly for 40 or 50 years and never develop any health problems and [may] even

outlive nonsmokers.”64

Negative portrayal of tobacco use 76 (17.7) “It’s the biggest regret of my life, that I ever started.”39

Neutral or mixed portrayal of tobacco use 28 (6.6) “We respect the right to smoke, but for us, this is . . . a question of health.”65

Mention of tobacco and disease, death, or addiction 184 (42.9) “1,200 people die every day in the United States because they smoked or chewed.”66

Mention of tobacco industry 112 (26.1) “The Tobacco Institute predicted that [other retailers] will continue to sell cigarettes.”67

Positive portrayal of the tobacco industry 5 (1.2) “I don’t understand the university shutting the door on the industry. It’s built this state up so much.”68

Negative portrayal of the tobacco industry 38 (8.9) “The number of smokers is higher . . . because of the predatory marketing practices of the tobacco

industry.”69

Neutral or mixed portrayal of the tobacco industry 69 (16.1) “Tobacco industry officials said the decision was Target’s prerogative.”70

Extent/desirability of voluntarily ending tobacco sales

Other retailers have/will/should become tobacco free 213 (49.7) “More stores should stop selling tobacco products.”71

Other retailers haven’t/won’t/shouldn’t become tobacco free 128 (29.8) “Few retailers appear poised to follow Target’s lead.”72

Note. News items were coded for multiple responses in each category; the percentages reported in each section reflect the percentage of items coded as “yes.”
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that supporters (25 of 35 letter writers)
primarily wrote to voice their approval. They
offered “congratulations,” “kudos,” “bravo,”
or “hats off” to Wegmans and cited the
potential (general) health benefits or men-
tioned tobacco-caused death and disease.
Only 1 mentioned that reduced access to
tobacco products might reduce smoking
prevalence. We were unable to identify par-
ticular themes in Wegmans-related news
items that may have sparked reader re-
sponses. However, an examination of the
initial newspaper articles found differences
among those that did (7) and did not (9)
inspire letters. Those that generated letters
had a higher median word count (519 vs
132), appeared more often on the front page
(4/7 vs 1/9) and less often in the business
section (0/7 vs 3/9), and more often had
accompanying photos (2/7 vs 0/9).

DISCUSSION

This study has limitations. The news data-
bases we searched are not comprehensive,
although they cover a wide range of national
and local newspapers. Our search terms, al-
though comprehensive, may not have been
exhaustive; thus, we may not have identified
and included relevant news items in our study.
We also chose to include nearly identical
content published by different sources to cap-
ture the breadth of coverage; as a result, any
similar content was coded multiple times.
Our results, therefore, reflect all coverage
that appeared, not unique stories.

Retailers’ decisions to voluntarily end to-
bacco sales attracted media attention. Large
national and regional retailers who were the
first in their category to end tobacco sales
received the most media coverage. They also
garnered the majority of the limited number of
front page and front section page newspaper
articles and national media devoted to the
topic. Other retailers, including independent
pharmacies and grocery stores, received less
coverage and were featured less prominently in
newspapers. Although tobacco-free retailers
received ongoing attention during a 17-year
period, the amount of coverage was relatively
low. This may indicate that few retailers have
ended tobacco sales; given the media’s prefer-
ence for novel stories,88 future adopters of this

policy innovation may continue to attract me-
dia attention. This could increase awareness
and, ultimately, diffusion of the policy as more
retailers become tobacco-free. The relatively
low level of coverage might also indicate that
there is a lack of media awareness of or interest
in such retailers. If so, media advocacy efforts
are needed to raise awareness of or increase
the perceived newsworthiness of the topic
to facilitate wider diffusion of the voluntary
policy.

Despite the rather low level of media cov-
erage, the content of coverage reflected overall
support for this voluntary policy innovation.
For example, media coverage suggested that
the policy was compatible with traditional re-
tailer values centered on profit and loss as well
as with consumer-safety values. News items
cited declining tobacco sales or tobacco’s reg-
ulatory burden as retailers’ reasons for ending
sales. However, they also noted that retailers
were motivated by awareness of tobacco’s
health hazards, and ambivalence regarding or
reluctance to sell products that harmed cus-
tomers. The fact that news items frequently
contained praise from public health authorities
for the decision reinforced the sense that
consumer protection was an appropriate re-
tailer concern. Consumer safety values in re-
lation to the decision to end tobacco sales were
also evident in the negative portrayal of to-
bacco use and the frequent mentions (nearly
half of all items) of tobacco and disease, death,
or addiction.

The content of media coverage also sug-
gested that this voluntary policy offered most
of the relative advantages associated with the
adoption of innovations.27(p216) These in-
cluded no initial cost, immediate savings in time
and effort through fewer regulations with
which to comply, (potentially) enhanced social
prestige, and elimination of the discomfort
caused by selling deadly products. News cov-
erage offered limited support for the idea that
ending tobacco sales enhanced or did not
decrease profitability, a key component of the
diffusion of innovations. Nonetheless, coverage
suggested that the potential consequences of
the policy were more likely to be positive
than negative. Positive impacts of the decision
to end tobacco sales were mentioned more
frequently than negative impacts, opposition
was mentioned infrequently, and editors’ and

readers’ responses were overwhelmingly
supportive.

In spreading knowledge of this policy
innovation—including its compatibility with
multiple organizational values, its relative
advantages, and its potential for positive con-
sequences—media coverage suggested that
abandoning tobacco sales was not a particu-
larly risky move by retailers. Moreover, be-
cause half of news items referred to other
retailers who had also gone tobacco-free, might
do so, or should do so in the future, media
coverage suggested that tobacco-free retailers
could become the norm. Thus, to date, media
coverage about retailers ending tobacco sales
appears likely to facilitate rather than inhibit
the diffusion of this policy innovation.

Our study suggests that there are opportu-
nities for media advocacy around this issue
beyond raising awareness. The potential for
retailers’ decision to positively impact public
health by reducing youth smoking or reducing
smoking more generally was rarely men-
tioned, despite research showing that reduced
tobacco retailer density is associated with
reduced smoking uptake and increased ces-
sation.2---4,6,7 The tobacco industry was also
mentioned surprisingly infrequently. Its ab-
sence from news items about retailers volun-
tarily ending tobacco sales obscures its role in
promoting tobacco sales through contracts
that provide rewards to retailers for prefer-
ential product displays and point-of-sale ad-
vertising.89 Advocates might consider using
media advocacy to promote particular mes-
sages about this aspect of the tobacco business
or about the potential positive public health
impacts of retailers voluntarily ending tobacco
sales.

Our closer look at patterns of media cover-
age of the retailers that received the most
attention, Target and Wegmans, offers insight
into how positioning of initial news stories may
promote further discussion, extending cover-
age (and presumably awareness) of the issue.
Placement of new stories in sections other than
the business section (particularly the front
page), longer pieces, and accompanying
photos appear to be associated with addi-
tional coverage. Tobacco control advocates
can play a role in extending coverage by
writing letters and op-eds, as many did in
Wegmans’ case, both about initial stories and
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in response to any negative opinion pieces
or letters.90 Coordinating letter writing
among various groups, particularly when na-
tional chains end tobacco sales, could lever-
age more coverage. The Target decision
represented a missed opportunity to show
support for the decision and to educate the
public and retailers about the public health
benefits of ending tobacco sales.

Innovative decisions made by individual
retailers to end tobacco sales, and the media
coverage these generate, both reflect and shape
social understandings about tobacco. In this
way, they contribute to altering the public
perception that selling deadly products is nor-
mal and acceptable, just as policy mandates like
retail tobacco product display bans do. Each
small step that brings to the foreground of
media attention questions about the normalcy
of tobacco sales and use moves society a step
closer to ending the tobacco epidemic. j
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