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Interviews in 30 big cities, 2022

1 in 6 
US adults 

lives in an ASPiRE
CAB city



Retail Policy 
Activity



Cities prioritize retail policy



And continue to 
make progress

• Cities 
implemented 3.3 
policies on 
average

• Most activity was 
in retail licensing, 
Tobacco 21, and 
flavor restrictions

Local retail policy activity in 30 ASPiRE cities, 2022 



Challenges in 
Retail Policy 



Lack of political will is top barrier to policy adoption

There's been a real concern 
about small retailers and 
how they've been impacted 
by the pandemic.”

“ The industry-supported narrative to frame 
retail-level tobacco control policy as 
oppressive to small businesses, that's 
something we have to constantly combat.”

“
I anticipate that's going to be 
the next biggest barrier, how 
do you do this and not seem 
anti-business?”

“



Preemption limits local control

• Ten cities reported being 
preempted in at least one of four 
areas of tobacco control (licensing, 
advertising, smoke-free air, or 
youth access).

• Cities that reported being 
preempted in at least one tobacco 
policy area reported low levels of 
local retail policy activity. 



Retailer compliance, repeat offenders challenge cities

• Operating without a license
• Continuing to stock prohibited 

products on the shelves
• Selling prohibited products 

under the counter
• Sectioning off areas of the store 

or building internal walls to 
identify as an adult-only retailer

• Not complying with COVID stay-
at-home closure orders



Cities lack capacity for enforcement

Inadequate staff and training

“
Limited authority to enforce

“Public Health was just used to 
collecting licensing fees and 
fees for birth certificates and 
death certificates, so we'd 
had nothing like this before. 
We really had to start from 
scratch, that was a huge 
challenge. It's something that 
most public health people 
don't get training for.” 

We don't enforce, our Tobacco 
Control Program has no 
enforcement authority.” 



COVID Impacts



COVID-19 delayed policy adoption for many

• Cities with more policy 
activity reported that COVID-
19 shifted attention away
from retail policy to 
mitigation strategies.

• Cities with lower retail policy 
activity reported that COVID-
19 actually had positive 
impacts, increasing attention 
on the importance of quitting 
tobacco.

COVID-19 opened the dialogue about the 
importance of protecting lung health with 
retailers who otherwise would never have 
spoken to us before. We were able to talk to 
people and they would understand the 
importance of public health.”

“It has not left a lot of air in the room to talk 
about retail tobacco control policy, because 
everyone has been so just COVID focused.”

“



COVID-19 delayed enforcement and evaluation

It just delayed a lot of our implementation
work as well as just looking at ways to 
improve the program.”

We haven't done any youth inspections for 
two years, so we have no idea what's going 
on in the field.”

During the pandemic, we were unable to 
conduct surveillance efforts, given that stores 
were either closed or there were changes in 
where retailers were located. So we weren't 
able to really assess our retailers in 2020 or 
even 2021.”

“
“
“



COVID-19 led to staff redeployment, hiring freezes

• Staff redeployment to 
COVID-19 mitigation 
strategies

• Hiring freezes
• Turnover
• Unfilled positions
• Loss of leadership

A large portion of our time was diverted to standing 
up testing sites. And then after that vaccination sites.”

I was completely unable to do any tobacco related 
work.”

There were changes in staffing at pretty much all 
levels within the program. Staff turnover, open 
positions, having difficulty filling. I currently have 
two open positions that have been open for almost a 
year for health educators.”

Our division as a whole has really not had a division 
director for the last year or more.”

“
“
“

“



Returning to “normal” hasn’t been easy

A new tobacco product landscapeDifficulty shifting focus back to 
tobacco control

“ “

““

It's really hard to switch back and wrap your 
head around all this stuff. When you were 
195% doing vaccinations and boosters just a 
couple weeks ago, you know? It was a really 
intense two years.”

It absolutely has changed our work. Things 
that we may have been able to tackle in the 
near or midterm have now again become 
long term—policy research, analysis, and 
then, hopefully, advocacy and 
implementation.”

Long-term effects on policy progress

Evaluation is harder. I think we thought we would be 
going out to the stores and just checking what's 
happening. One of my staff went to a store recently 
and he was amazed at how many new products 
were there that he had not seen previously. So, 
we've got a little bit of catching up to do.”

Unknown impacts

I'm hopeful that things are slowly getting back to 
somewhat normal. But I think COVID has affected 
us all in ways that we don't even know about 
right now. And I'm not sure what the lasting 
effects of that are going to be.”



Needed Resources



Data, evidence helpful to pass retail policies

• More than twice as many cities 
noted using data and evidence in 
2022 as in 2019 to make the case for 
retail policy 

• Cities with high levels of policy 
activity also employed other 
strategies

• Low-activity cities relied more 
heavily on advocacy by national 
partners



Coalitions & data essential to overcome opposition

We’ve tried to use local, 
statewide, and national data, 
pediatricians and other trusted 
sources, trying to get those who 
are of the cultural, racial and or 
ethnic community to talk about 
their own community. Focusing 
on the need to protect youth, 
people over profit.”

“



Cities need data, case studies, model policies

Research & 
evaluation data

Case studies Model policies Store assessment data



Visit our website for the latest retail policy 
news and research

aspirecenter.org/resources

Fact sheets Social media graphics Interactive maps ASPiRE eNews

https://aspirecenter.org/resources/case-study-st-paul-tobacco-ordinance-2021/


Thank you!

Stephanie Andersen, MPA
sandersen@wustl.edu

aspirecenter.org
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