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Executive Summary 
 

SmokeFreePHL will collaborate with the Philadelphia Department of Public Health to bring SmokeFreeTXT, a 
free text message-based smoking cessation aid, to employees in Philadelphia. SmokeFreePHL will work with a 
cohort of 19 employers to design interventions based on behavioral economic principles that encourage their 
employees to use SmokeFreeTXT. 
 
The Problem: Philadelphia’s Addiction to Cigarettes 
 
While the national smoking rate has fallen considerably since the 1960s, Philadelphia’s rate has decreased the 
least and stubbornly remains the highest among the country’s ten largest cities - between 20-25% (see graphs 
below). This elevated smoking rate will continue to have devastating consequences on the city’s health and 
well-being. In Philadelphia, cigarette smoking causes about one in every five deaths, or about 2,100 deaths per 
year. This means that smoking causes more deaths than homicide, AIDS, car accidents, diabetes, and illegal 
drugs combined.1 Cigarette use does not just affect the people who use tobacco products. Notably, employers 
who hire smokers shoulder a significant burden caused by this addiction. For example, the Philadelphia 
Department of Public Health has found that productivity losses due to smoking alone total over $700 million 
dollars per year, a huge toll on the regional economy that doesn’t even account for the increased healthcare 
costs associated with hiring smokers.2 
 
Although smoking cessation campaigns have been successful in recent decades, the vast majority of smokers 
who successfully quit have been those who have found the process easy. For most other smokers, the array of 
mainstream cessation methods, such as nicotine patches, has not worked even though the desire to quit is still 
there. In 2011, 68.9% of smokers wanted to stop smoking, and 42.7% made at least one attempt to quit.3 Given 
that smoking rates in Philadelphia have failed to drop despite the availability of mainstream cessation programs, 
a renewed focus utilizing novel approaches to smoking cessation is needed to reverse this trend. 
   

    
Source: RWJF County Health Rankings, 2012 Sources: PHMC Household Health Survey, 2012; CDC MMWR, 

2012; NYC Community Health Survey, 2012

                                                
1Phila.gov - http://www.phila.gov/health/pdfs/Get_Healthy_Philly_TPC_1511.pdf 
2 Philadelphia Department of Public Health Tobacco Policy and Control Program Annual Report, 2011-2012. 
3 CDC - http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/fast_facts/ 
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The Solution: Spur Adoption of SmokeFreeTXT 
 
We propose a strategy to spur the adoption of text message-based interventions among employees of 
companies working throughout the city. Text-message based interventions, while novel, have already been 
shown to positively impact smoker quit rates alone or in conjunction with more common quit aids like nicotine 
patches. In a controlled study of 503 smokers published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 
researchers found that use of a text message-based cessation program doubled the biochemically-confirmed 
smoking cessation rate from 5% to 11% after 6 months.4 While this tool is effective, adoption is hampered by 
lack of awareness of this approach. Therefore, in collaboration with the Philadelphia Dept. of Public Health, we 
will work with employers across the city to bring SmokeFreeTXT to a group of Philadelphian smokers in a 
targeted manner. 
 
SmokeFreeTXT 

SmokefreeTXT is a free mobile text messaging service developed by the 
National Cancer Institute (NCI) to help smokers quit. Users sign up by texting 
QUIT to 47848. They are prompted to enter a quit date, and automatically 
receive messages from two weeks before to up to six weeks after their 
selected date. SmokeFreeTXT is interactive, allowing the user to text CRAVE, 
MOOD, or SLIP and receive an encouraging response. 
 

Our Approach 
1. Partner with employers. Engage local behavioral health providers to promote 

SmokeFreeTXT among their employees. Smoking rates among behavioral 
health providers are higher than among the general public, and providers in 
Philadelphia are already facing increasing pressure to quit smoking.5 We will 
begin by working with a cohort of 19 behavioral health providers who participate in a monthly Learning 
Collaborative with the Philadelphia Dept. of Public Health.  

2. Engage employees. Collaborate with the Philadelphia Dept. of Public Health to develop campaigns tailored 
to specific workplaces to maximize uptake and continued utilization of SmokeFreeTXT. This campaign will 
focus on both general awareness of SmokeFreeTXT and potential workplace stressors that often trigger 
urges to smoke. In particular, we will focus on employee engagement during the first two weeks of 
enrollment, as NCI data suggests that the majority of people who opt out of the program do so during this 
period. 

3. Evaluate best practices. Evaluate employee uptake of the program and create a package of materials and 
best practices that can be used by other employers interested in utilizing SmokeFreeTXT. 

 
Projected Savings  

The average employee base for the 19 providers ranges from 300-500 employees. Assuming that 35% of 
current employees smoke, and that 30% of employees will use the service, offering SmokeFreeTXT to all 
smoking employees would cost $28,000 and yield savings of $139,000, with a net savings of $111,000 
every six months. Additional assumptions and citations are included in the footnotes.6 

 
Outcomes 

• Implementation of initiatives to encourage use of SmokeFreeTXT across all 19 providers. 
• Increased use of SmokeFreeTXT and successful smoking cessation among employees. 
• Creation of a Best Practice Toolkit for employers to encourage adoption of SmokeFreeTXT. 

                                                
4 Abroms LC, et al. 2014. A randomized trial of Text2Quit. Amer J Prev Med, 47(3): 242-250. 
5 Penn Medicine and Main Line Health are two provider organizations that have implemented policies to stop hiring smokers. 
6 Use of the SmokeFreeTXT program increases 6-month quit rate by 6%, based on studies of similar programs Text2Quit and text2stop 
(http://goo.gl/m0HNRv). Retention cost for keeping one employee on SmokeFreeTXT for 6 months is $35, consisting of 3 service calls ($8 
ea) and monthly marketing materials ($1.80 ea). 30% of employees offered SmokeFreeTXT will use the service, based on uptake of similar 
program QuitQ. Smoking cessation saves an employer $2900 over 6 months (http://goo.gl/Gl2sR4).  


