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Why become a Tobacco-Free School?
Becoming a Tobacco-Free School supports tobacco prevention sessions and 
messages that pupils receive in classrooms, helping to create and support 
consistency between what is taught and what is experienced in the broader 
school environment. A Tobacco-Free School reinforces the norm that most 
young people do not use tobacco products, do not want to use tobacco 
products and do not want to breathe second-hand smoke.  

In addition to the health and welfare benefits 
of tobacco-free policies in schools, research 
suggests that tobacco use can be linked to 
issues such as pupil attendance, academic 
performance and future aspiration. By actively 
encouraging pupils to address health related 
issues such as tobacco use, schools can help 
pupils to solve non-academic problems, have 
fewer health issues and feel more connected 
to their friends and their peers. 

Smoke-free legislation 
as a foundation
Smoking has been banned in indoor public 
places since 2006 by virtue of the Smoking, 
Health and Social Care (Scotland) Act 
2005 9. In addition to smoke-free legislation, 
measures such as the significant reduction in 
tobacco advertising, regular price increases 
and raising the age of sale for tobacco 
products to 18 have started to change the 
perception that tobacco use is an acceptable 
or a normal thing for young people to do.

Whilst figures from the 2013 SALSUS survey 
show that smoking rates for 13 and 15 year 
olds in Scotland are at the lowest level since 
surveys began 30 years ago 10, the uptake 
of smoking by young people over the age of 
16 remains a significant issue, with smoking 
rates rising from 9% amongst 15 year olds 
to around 24% amongst 16-24 11 year olds. 
Tobacco is, therefore, an issue that should 
be consistently addressed from S1 right 
through to S6.

Schools, and the teachers and support 
staff that work within these settings, play 
a vital role in helping and preparing young 
people for life after school.  This may be 
through their opportunities to act as positive 
role models, minimising the mimicking of 
smoking behaviour or actively supporting 
a general school ethos that encourages 
young people to make positive and healthy 
behavioural choices. 

Scottish Government’s 
Tobacco Control 
Strategy, 2013
In 2013, the Scottish Government launched 
‘Creating a Tobacco-Free Generation, A 
Tobacco Control Strategy for Scotland 12. 

The strategy identified, and set, an ambitious 
target for Scotland to be Smoke-Free 
(smoking rate of 5% or less) by 2034. 
 
In order to achieve this target, the strategy 
highlighted key elements around the issues 
of Prevention, Protection and Cessation:

 • Prevention – creating an environment 
where young people do not want to smoke;

 • Protection – protecting people from 
second-hand smoke; 

 • Cessation – helping people to quit 
smoking.
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In order to deliver the key Prevention aims, 
the strategy highlighted several actions that 
are specifically relevant to schools settings. 
These actions include: 

 • Action 3: local authorities and health 
boards should work with partners in the 
voluntary sector and local communities 
to develop local tobacco control plans. 
These plans should be used to help 
Community Planning Partnerships reduce 
health inequalities as set out in 2013 
Single Outcome Agreements

 • Action 9: we will work with learning 
establishments and partner agencies to 
identify good practice and high quality 
resources which will be shared on the 
GLOW schools intranet site

 • Action 10: we will publish a National 
Action Plan for Health and Wellbeing in 
Curriculum for Excellence 

 • Action 11: local tobacco control plans 
should take account of the potential 
interactions between tobacco and wider 
health behaviours.  These plans should 
explicitly focus on vulnerable young 
people such as young offenders and 
looked after children

 • Action 12: we will undertake a pilot of 
ASSIST, which will consider its suitability 
for Scotland and potential for further 
adaptation to other risk-taking behaviour

 • Action 15: in conjunction with relevant 
bodies, including higher and further 
education and vocational training 
providers, explore what measures can 
be developed to support young people 
between 16-24 in making decisions about 
smoking and other health behaviours
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Tobacco-Free Schools 
- benefits for young 
people
Tobacco-Free School policies support a 
broad range of benefits to young people:

Improved physical health  
and wellbeing
Smoking early in life has substantial short 
and long-term health risks 13, many of which 
begin almost immediately. These include:

 • early cardiovascular damage 

 • reduced lung function 

 • impaired lung growth

 • wheezing severe enough to be diagnosed 
as asthma. 

Preventing young people from starting 
to smoke
Smoking causes nicotine addiction 14 and 
people who start smoking at an early age 
find it more difficult to quit. Two-thirds of 
adult smokers in the UK say they started 
smoking regularly before the age of 18, while 
almost two-fifths say they started before 
the age of 16 15. School policies do not allow 
the use of other addictive substances such 
as alcohol or drugs on school grounds 
or at school-sponsored events by pupils, 
teachers, school staff or visitors. Tobacco 
should be regarded in the same way.

Reduces young people’s exposure to 
second-hand smoke
Young people often become the involuntary 
victims of second-hand smoke. Smoking 
outside, near building entrances often results 
in migration of smoke indoors. Clusters of 
people smoking at entrances and smoking at 
school sponsored events can make it difficult 

for pupils who do not wish to have smoke 
on their clothes and in their hair. There is no 
risk-free level of exposure to second-hand 
smoke 16.

Improvement in finances

Tobacco has obvious financial costs as well 
as health costs for young smokers. A typical 
pack of 20 cigarettes costs £8.47 17. 

17% of both 13 and 15 year-old regular 
smokers in Scotland spend more than £20 a 
week on cigarettes 18.

Increased sense of self-worth and self 
esteem

Figures from the latest SALSUS survey 
201319 highlight a variety of key issues for 15 
year old smokers and non-smokers: 

 • hang around streets - 71% smokers vs 
33% non-smokers

 • regular smokers are 5 times as likely to 
drink alcohol (past week)

 • regular smokers are 10 times more likely 
to have taken drugs (past month)

 • truanted 10+ times in the last year: 22% 
smokers vs 2% non-smokers

 • expect to go to university: 25% smokers 
vs 57% non-smokers.

Increased chance of early intervention 
for young people who smoke and 
easier access to stop smoking 
support services

Effective Tobacco-Free School policies offer 
an opportunity for schools to develop closer 
relationships with local NHS stop smoking 
support services and identify pathways 
that will help to make these services more 
accessible for young smokers.
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Tobacco-Free Schools 
– benefits for teachers, 
support staff and 
communities
Tobacco-Free School policies support a 
broad range of benefits for teachers and 
school staff and communities:

Help staff to display healthy role 
model behaviour 

The idea that tobacco use is socially 
accepted by others, including respected 
adults, encourages acceptance of ongoing 
use of tobacco products. A Tobacco-Free 
School policy represents a firm commitment 
by schools, teachers, staff and parents to 
prevent tobacco use by pupils, employees 
and visitors. A Tobacco-Free School policy 
provides genuine opportunities for adults and 
peers to serve as role models and to promote 
healthy choices around tobacco use.

Presents the positive image of a 
health promoting school and offers 
a positive influence in home settings 
and communities

An effective Tobacco-Free School policy 
does more than deter individual tobacco 
use. It benefits everyone by reducing 
exposure to second-hand smoke and 
creating frameworks and systems that 
reinforce tobacco-free norms and attitudes. 
These, in turn, affect current and future 
use of tobacco in local communities and 
households, thereby having a longer term 
impact on the health of the entire community 
that the school serves. 

 • children living in a smoking household 
are more prone to a range of diseases 
including asthma, respiratory infections 
and sudden unexpected death in infancy 
(cot death) 20 

 • living with a smoker increases a non-
smokers chance of lung cancer by  
20-30% 21   

 • a 1% reduction in smoking prevalence 
would save around 540 lives a year; 
reduce smoking-attributable hospital 
admissions by around 2,300; and reduce 
estimated NHS spending on smoking-
related illness by between £13 million and 
£21 million 22. 

Financial benefits 

The financial benefits of stopping smoking 
soon add up. A typical pack of 20 cigarettes 
costs £8.47 23, so a 20-a-day smoker who 
quits will save almost £3000 a year !

Reduces staff exposure to second-
hand smoke

A Tobacco-Free School policy helps to 
create a cleaner, safer and healthier work 
environment for teachers and support staff.

Provides teachers and support  
staff who smoke with an environment 
conducive to making successful  
quit attempts

 • 70% of smokers in Scotland would like to 
stop smoking 24   

 • 73,338 quit attempts were made with the 
help of NHS smoking cessation services in 
Scotland in 2014, with 35% being quit at 
one month 25  

 • People are four times more likely to quit if 
they use NHS specialist support 26

 


