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EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES FOR ENSURING COOPERATION AND COMPLIANCE 

WITH A TOBACCO-FREE CAMPUS POLICY 
 
Interest in tobacco-free campus policies is growing rapidly across the United States.   Far more 
American colleges and universities campuses are tobacco- or smoke-free today than could have 
been envisioned only two or three years ago, as understanding of the health impact of tobacco use 
and shifts in social norms flourishes.  But adoption of these pro-health measures is only part of the 
battle.  Once in place, accomplishing effective compliance is crucial. 

Tobacco-free policies are popular, receiving strong majority support, and many institutions do a 
superb job of obtaining cooperation within their communities.  Some institutions, however, neglect 
to take a satisfactory approach to enforcement and consequently experience avoidable problems.  
When this occurs, the public health intent of their policy is jeopardized. 

The tips highlighted below include proven strategies for helping college and university 
administrators, students, faculty, staff and other interested parties employ effective approaches to 
successful implementation of their tobacco- or smoke-free policies, including actions that should be 
taken even before the policy goes into effect. 

While it is not uncommon for a campus to experience at least a small degree of noncompliance, lack 
of cooperation becomes serious when allowed to persist without a thoughtful, consistent response.  
Some institutions assign enforcement responsibility to campus police or similar officials.  If left 
entirely to such policing authorities, without engaging administrators, faculty, employees and 
students in the process, the integrity of the policy may suffer.  Some institutions implement their 
policies without an active enforcement mechanism, based on the expectation that it will 
automatically come to work over time, but such “passive enforcement” risks fostering 
noncompliance. 

To be successful, institutions must educate their communities about the basis for the policy and 
institute an effective approach to ensuring cooperation.  Ignoring noncompliance sends a counter-
productive message.  If an institution wishes to make its campus truly tobacco- or smoke-free, it 
must act proactively, nurturing culture change through ongoing, assertive and respectful means. 

To assist institutions in pursuing effective implantation, following are some of the practices that 
colleges, universities and other institutions of higher learning have employed to be successful.  Each 
institution must determine the right combination of approaches to suit its goals and circumstances. 
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• Determine the need for and nature of the policy. 
• Clarify whether the policy is “tobacco-free” or “smoke-free.”  Tobacco-free policies are 

becoming the norm, and are strongly recommended.  Tobacco-free means no use of any 
tobacco, including smoking and smokeless (chew and snuff).  Smoke-free means no use of 
any smoked products, including cigarettes, cigars, pipes and marijuana (where lawful).  A 
growing number of institutions now also explicitly prohibit the use of so-called electronic 
(or e-) cigarettes, which federal law classifies as tobacco products. 

• Assemble the team responsible for overseeing policy implementation and compliance. 
• Develop a plan setting forth how compliance will be achieved and measured. 
• Obtain survey data regarding use of all forms of tobacco and nicotine by students, faculty 

and staff before and after the policy is implemented. 
• Photograph high tobacco use areas (“hot spots”) both before and following implementation 

to provide visual evidence of less tobacco use (and to highlight trouble spots). 
• Enlist the institution’s leadership to explain the policy and set expectations for compliance. 
• Educate and obtain input from campus governance groups prior to and following policy 

adoption and implementation. 
• Enlist union representatives in the process, from development of the policy to adoption and 

implementation, not providing veto power but inviting and considering input. 
• Amend, as needed, vendor contracts and bid processes to reflect the dictates of the policy 

and requirements for compliance. 
• Enlist the institution’s human resources arm in orienting candidates for employment about 

the policy and expectations for compliance. 
• Train supervisors in conducting face-to-face meetings with staff about the policy before it is 

adopted, and then (at least) annually thereafter. 
• Train student advisors, coaches, and other personnel responsible for working with students 

on how to educate students about the policy before it goes into effect. 
• Create an informative, user-friendly web page about the policy, its adoption and its 

implementation. 
• Use all of the tools of communication, such as social media, newsletters, the campus 

newspaper and announcements in publications at athletic events, commencement exercises, 
and other campus activities to publicize and promote cooperation with the policy. 

• Include information about the policy and compliance in the school’s catalogue, etc. 
• Post prominent, strategically located signage before and after implementation. 
• Use portable signage, table tents, etc., to ensure visitor compliance at campus events. 
• Award recognition to those who support and further implementation of the policy. 

 
Tobacco-free policies are popular and can be highly successful.  To ensure success, colleges and 
universities must strategically foster cooperation and compliance within their communities, using 
the tools highlighted above.  For further assistance, please contact us. 
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