The Impact of Smoke-free Housing on Quitting Smoking
The implementation of smoke-free policies in multi-unit housing is a growing trend. Non-smokers
should not have to breathe the toxic second-hand smoke that infiltrates from neighbouring units, as it
is a proven health risk. There is another powerful reason for the creation of smoke-free multi-unit
housing – the positive health impact it has on smokers.
Research demonstrates that in addition to clearing the air of second-hand smoke, smoke-free policies
also lead to smokers choosing to quit. 1 A review of 37 studies found that smoke-free policies
decreased the number of people who smoked and the number of cigarettes smoked per day.2
Studies about smoking bans in individual homes (i.e. a ‘house rule’) have also shown a similar effect. 3
A smoke-free home seems to increase the desire to quit by creating barriers to smoking, such as
having to go outside. These barriers disrupt smokers’ established habits, which increases their ability
to quit and avoid relapse. 4 Even when this disruption does not result in successfully quitting, it can
contribute to reduced consumption of cigarettes. 5
In general, home smoking bans are associated with
• increased number of quit attempts
• a longer duration of quit attempts
• greater use of smoking cessation medications
• reduced cigarette consumption
• increased quit rates 6
Many smokers make quit attempts when they live in smoke-free housing. According to a large study
conducted across the US, as many as half of smokers living in smoke-free housing attempted to quit
in the last year. 7
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A study in Oregon observed a self-reported annualized quit rate of 14.7% over the study compared
with a historical quit rate of 2.6%. Also, almost half of ongoing smokers reduced their cigarette
consumption. 8 Dr. Pam Kaufman, a scientist at the Ontario Tobacco Research Unit, explains that:
“Smoke-free housing policies protect residents from harmful tobacco smoke exposure and also
support smokers who want to reduce or quit smoking.” 9 Other experts agree. Dr. Patricia Czapp
describes the process of apartments going smoke-free by stating, “The Smoke-free Policy has helped
the overall wellness of this community. When we make it easier for people to quit … it normalizes the
quitting behavior.” 10
Although a smoke-free policy does not mean smokers cannot live in multi-unit housing, quitting
definitely makes life more convenient for smokers because it avoids having to go outside to smoke.
For property managers and landlords who have put a smoke-free policy in place, it also is preferable
because it supports the idea of creating healthier living spaces. For those reasons, it is important to
consider the best way to encourage smoking cessation.
There is good reason to think that some smoking tenants will be interested in information about
quitting. In Canada, about 63% or 1.7 million daily smokers are considering quitting in the next 6
months.11 In addition, 50% of daily cigarette smokers aged 15 years and older, have made at least
one quit attempt lasting 24 hours in the past year and 33% tried to quit on two or more separate
occasions. 12 Studies in the US also have observed the high desire of smokers to quit. 13
Quitting may feel impossible or difficult for smokers but there are also many former smokers who have
successfully quit. Among Ontario adults who have ever been smokers, over half (53.1%) have now quit.14
That said, it is important to recognize that some groups have a more challenging but not impossible time
quitting. For example, lower income smokers15 and those with mental health challenges sometimes find it
more difficult to quit.16 Smokers from these groups may need extra support and encouragement but are
able to successfully stop smoking.17

How to support quit attempts in multi-unit housing?
Focus on providing information and resources in a non-judgemental manner. In your
messaging, avoid nagging, preaching, teasing, etc. This may make smokers feel worse about
themselves. Remember, this is a powerful addiction and most smokers would love to quit.
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Partnerships with public health units can help residents quit smoking. Quit attempts made
without support are successful only about 3-5% of the time whereas with counselling and
medication, success rises to about 20%. 18
Ensure that residents and staff know where they can access products like the “patch”, gum,
and other aids. In some cases they may be able to get them for little or no cost from your
local public health unit. Also, some aids (e.g. varenicline or bupropion) are covered by
some drug plans such as the Ontario Drug Benefit Plan.
When the Region of Waterloo implemented their smoke-free policy in 2010, they offered a
range of support services before and after the policy came into effect. Programs and
services were promoted using flyers, their website and through conversations with staff
and tenants. According to follow-up research, “Ensuring specific services were in place for
those who may find it difficult to comply with the policy was important as it showed the
Region was considering the needs of all tenants. “19
Sharing information about available services, even when direct support from public health
units is not manageable, can be a big help. Letting people know about helplines such as
www.smokershelpline.ca or 1-877-513-5333 can assist residents if they would like to quit.
Sometimes contests that offer the chance to win cash for quitting such as the First Week
Challenge offered by the Canadian Cancer Society can appeal to residents. Keep in mind that
several studies have shown that financial incentives can increase the likelihood of a smoker
quitting. 20
Combining information about quitting smoking with other aspects of healthy living can
benefit everyone. By promoting healthy living in general, residents who smoke will not feel
as ‘picked on’ and therefore may be more responsive.
Consider that people use different languages and read at various levels. Try to ensure the
information you are posting is clear for all residents.
Timing makes a difference when it comes to providing support for quitting. Consider
offering information about services before residents move in. For example, if you have a
waitlist, include information about quitting when you do a mailing.
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