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Storefront 
Surveillance of 
Tobacco Advertising 
in Travis County: 
An Examination of Target Advertising 
at 100 Local Tobacco Retailers 

Introduction 

Each year in the United States, Tobacco kills more 
people than AIDS, alcohol, car accidents, murder, 
suicide, drugs and fires combined. (1) In Austin/Travis 
County, 17.2% of the adult population uses tobacco 
(2). According to the Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance System (3), individuals who have a higher 
tendency to use tobacco include those earning less 
than $25,000 per year, males, and 18-29 year olds. 
The tobacco industry uses this information in their 
marketing strategy to target these high risk groups. 
 
Tobacco consumption, including second and third 
hand effects, is a major health concern that continues 
to be the leading preventable cause of illness and 
death. In 2009, President Barack Obama signed the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, which 
stated, “$650M shall be provided to carry out 
evidence-based clinical and community-based 
prevention and wellness strategies authorized by the 
Public Health Service Act that deliver specific, 
measurable health outcomes that address chronic 
disease rates. The Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) developed an initiative in response to 
the Act. The goal of this initiative – Communities 
Putting Prevention to Work – is to reduce risk factors 
and prevent/delay chronic disease and promote 
wellness in both children and adults.”4 
 

ACTIVE Life, a sub-recipient of the Communities 
Putting Prevention to Work (CPPW) grant from the 
City of Austin HHS division, is a non-profit 
organization committed to making healthy the norm 
in America by generating a persistent demand for 
healthy living among all sectors of society. ACTIVE Life 
leads the movement for healthy change by enlisting 
and equipping people and places to build and sustain 
healthy communities.  

Research Setting 

The City of Austin’s CPPW department manages the 
contract entrusted to ACTIVE Life. Outlined are three 
separate tobacco prevention strategies used to 
address the public health effects of local tobacco 
consumption. Strategy I address the target marketing 
of tobacco products, Strategy II implements 
comprehensive tobacco-free workplace policies and 
schedules toward CEO Gold Standards, and Strategy 
III focuses on the environmental impact of tobacco 
consumption. This is a report on the initial tobacco-
advertising surveillance activities outlined in Strategy 
I. 
 
The following report examines initial findings 
reported by young adults (ages 18-29) who collected 
data on (a) tobacco advertising at retailers located 
near institutions of higher learning, entertainment 
venues, and locations where young adults congregate 
in Austin/Travis County and (b) free sampling of 
tobacco products provided to the general public at 
venues and locations where young adults congregate 
in Austin/Travis County. 
 
Strategy I seeks to answer the following question: 
 
What is the prevalence of tobacco advertisements 
and free sampling of tobacco products in areas with a 
high prevalence of morbidity and mortality due to 
tobacco related chronic disease, as it relates to areas 
near institutions of higher learning, entertainment 
venues, and locations where young adults congregate 
in Austin/Travis County? 
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METHOD 

Surveillance of Storefront Tobacco 

Advertisement and Free Sampling of 

Tobacco Products 

ACTIVE Life’s CPPW staff worked with the City of 

Austin’s assigned epidemiologist to determine areas 

with the highest prevalence of tobacco-advertising 

and free sampling of tobacco products as it relates to 

the rate of tobacco-use. These areas were identified 

as follows: East Austin, Entertainment District, and 

Higher Learning. The CPPW team then developed 

surveys for young adults between the ages 18-29 to 

conduct surveillance of tobacco advertisements and 

surveillance of tobacco sample offerings in these 

designated areas (APPENDIX-A). 

First, outreach was conducted at local universities to 

recruit participants to complete data surveys 

regarding tobacco sampling. Over 250 young adults 

(18-29 years) completed data surveys on their 

experiences with free sampling at venues within 

Travis County. 

Next, outreach was conducted to recruit over 50 

young adult volunteers to complete the storefront 

surveillance of the identified tobacco retailers 

(APPENDIX-B). Incentives for volunteers included the 

following: engaging civic service opportunity, short 

time commitment, and certification for hours 

completed. ACTIVE Life T-shirts were also provided 

for volunteers and were paid for by non-CPPW funds. 

Sample 1 – The City of Austin’s CPPW epidemiologist 

produced a randomly generated list of 100 local 

tobacco retailers in Travis County zip codes falling 

under the three categories of identified areas, located 

near (1) institutions of higher learning, (2) 

entertainment venues or other areas where young 

adults congregate and (3) other parts of Austin/Travis 

County containing the highest prevalence of tobacco 

use and tobacco related chronic disease, morbidity 

and mortality (Table 1). 

Sample 2 - It was determined that some retailers in 
one zip code (78702) fell under two categories: East 
Austin and Institutions of Higher Learning. Therefore, 
in some of the evaluation of our data we have a 
secondary sample seen in Table 2 below, used to 
examine the scope of the local tobacco issue. 

 
The categories and corresponding zip codes were as follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

Data Collection 

Two forms of data collection were used for this study: 

surveys and photo voice method. The first form of 

data collection (surveys) produced quantitative data 

on the amount of tobacco advertising witnessed at 

100 local retailers in the previously mentioned 

targeted areas. In order to collect qualitative data, 

volunteers were also asked to take photos of tobacco 

advertisement and blog about their personal 

perceptions regarding the survey experience as it 

related to the photographs they took. The CPPW 

team produced a step-by-step document outlining 

the procedures for conducting storefront surveillance 

as a guide for the surveyors (APPENDIX-C). Examples 

of Window Coverage were provided by Operation 

Storefront and used as a tool for the surveyors to 

help accurately gauge the percentage of tobacco 

advertisements in storefront window spaces 

(APPENDIX-D).   

 

 

Table 1  

Higher Learning East Austin Entertainment District 

78705, 78745 78702, 78722, 78741, 78753 78701 

 
Table 2 

Higher Learning East Austin Entertainment District 

78702,78705,78745 78702, 78722, 78741, 78753 78701 
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Survey Development 

The items for the survey were carefully developed by 

the CPPW team and assigned epidemiologist, and the 

questions were designed based on researching best 

practices for storefront surveillance. Operation 

Storefront was the primary source for researching 

best practices. The survey as a whole underwent 

eleven different revisions to ensure that all items 

were tailored to capture specific data needed to 

address Strategy I of the CPPW contract. The final 

drafts were used as a pilot for ACTIVE Life interns to 

conduct actual surveillance at three different test 

sites to provide feedback on the user experience. 

Further changes were made to the surveys according 

to detailed review by the CPPW epidemiologist and 

her review board. On January 22, 2011 the first round 

of baseline surveys were administered during a 

training session for young adult volunteers. 

Photo Voice Development 

ACTIVE Life’s Team ACTIVE Life platform is a social 

media tool, by which individuals can sign up and 

create a user profile, upload photos, and blog about 

healthy activities they participate. During the training 

for storefront surveillance, young adult volunteers 

were instructed to create a Team ACTIVE Life profile 

and upload photos and blog about their surveillance 

experience as it related to the photos of tobacco 

advertisement. 

MEASURES 

Procedures for quantitative data included the entry 

of survey data into the web-based survey tool, Survey 

Monkey. First, the results of the surveys were 

entered into the Survey Monkey program in which a 

feature called crosstabbing was used to examine the 

results of the surveys. After crosstabbing, careful 

discussion  ACTIVE Life’s CPPW team identified which 

items were most important and contained the most 

relevant data.   

Survey Monkey was used to generate graphs and 

tables for reporting purposes. These graphs were 

then put into a Microsoft PowerPoint slideshow to 

examine the results, helping to determine the 

significance of the findings.  Microsoft Excel was also 

used as a supplement to create graphs that Survey 

Monkey was unable to generate.  

 

To determine the average cost of a pack of cigarettes, 

we added the numbers under each area (Table 1) and 

divided the sum by the total number of surveys. 

Following the same process, we calculated the 

average cost in areas of higher learning (Table 2)  

 

Procedures for the qualitative data included reading 

through each photo voice submission using different 

colors to highlight related phrases; this method 

helped detect recurring themes (APPENDIX G).  Once 

the recurring themes were identified, a color-coded 

key was set up to correspond with each theme. 

Phrases were identified under each theme and the 

findings are provided under the Qualitative Findings 

portion of this report. 

QUANTATATIVE FINDINGS 

Results for Storefront Tobacco 

Advertisements and Free Sampling of 

Tobacco Products in High Risk Areas 

Section I: EXTERIOR Storefront Tobacco 

Advertisements 

 

Areas According to Table 1 

Using Table 1, the following three crosstabbed data 

sets were used in each category to examine exterior 

storefront advertisements: (1) the percentage of 

exterior window coverage of tobacco advertisements, 

(2) the location of advertisements, and (3) counter-

advertising messages, including educational materials 

(excluding the surgeon general’s warning).   
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When examining the percentage of exterior window 

coverage, overall findings showed a low percentage 

of window coverage advertisement in all categories 

featured in Table 1. However, one location in East 

Austin reported 100% window coverage and the 

Entertainment District reported three locations with 

50% of window coverage of tobacco advertisements. 

 Although East Austin appeared to have the highest 

prevalence of window advertisements overall, this 

data is skewed because there were almost double the 

amount of retailers surveyed in the East Austin 

category. The Entertainment District had the highest 

prevalence of 50% or above of window coverage at 

13.6% (Figure 1).  

Figure 1 

1.1%
3.4%

3.4%

30.3%

12.4%

18%

14.6%

11.2%

2.2%

1.1%

1.1%
1.1%

 

Next, area categories in Table 1 (East, Higher 

Learning, Entertainment District) were compared to 

the Specific Location of EXTERIOR Tobacco 

Advertising (stand alone, at the gas pump, on the 

window, or on the building). Results indicated that 

the majority of tobacco advertisements in East Austin 

were on the windows, with advertisements at the gas 

pumps being the least. There were a higher 

percentage of advertisements on gas pumps in the 

areas of higher learning, but no advertisements at gas 

pumps in the Entertainment District largely due to 

the fact that there are not a high prevalence of these 

types of tobacco retailers. 

The Entertainment District category showed the 

lowest percentage of all advertisements with Higher 

Learning having around 52% of tobacco 

advertisement on windows (APPENDIX-E).  Although 

the majority of advertisements were on the windows 

of area retailers in the Higher Learning category, the 

percentage of window coverage is low. 

Overall findings in this section reported less than 10% 

counter-advertising messages, such as images or 

educational messages, regarding the harmful effects 

of tobacco in each area listed in Table 1. When 

compared to the areas of Higher Learning and the 

Entertainment District, almost double the percentage 

of counter-advertising was reported in East Austin 

(Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

 

Higher Learning According to Table 2 

Using Table 2, the following three crosstabbed data 

sets were applied to the Higher Learning category to 

examine exterior storefront advertisements: (1) the 

percentage of exterior window coverage of tobacco 

advertisements, (2) the location of advertisements, 

and (3) counter- advertising messages including 

educational materials (excluding the surgeon 

general’s warning). 
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When examining the percentage of exterior window 

coverage in this category, the previous finding in East 

Austin with 100% of window coverage defined in 

Table 1 was not located around the area of Higher 

Learning defined in Table 2 (Figure 1). Examining zip 

codes of Higher Learning when using Table 2, results 

indicate a higher percentage of window coverage 

advertising in 78702 and with the lowest percentage 

reported 78745 (Figure 3). 

Figure 3 Higher Learning Data Using Table 2
 

Higher Learning 
Based On Table 2

Total Surveys Completed in each
Zip code:

78745: 14

78705: 9

78702: 12

2.8%

2.8%

22.9%

5.7%
2.8%

8.5%

14.3%

17.2%

23%

 

The location of coverage in the Higher Learning 

category featured in Table 2 showed that the zip code 

78702 had the lowest percentage of window 

coverage compared to zip codes 78745 and 78705, 

which had the highest percent of coverage at 66.7% 

(APPENDIX F). 

 

According to Table 1 (Figure 2), results showed 4.5% 

of Higher Learning areas had counter-advertising 

messages.  However, when comparing data using 

Table 2, the Higher Learning category reflected 

counter advertisements in zip code 78705, not 78745 

(Figure 4). Based on these findings, 78745, a lower 

socio-economic area, reports no counter-advertising 

versus 78705, an area with a higher socio-economic 

status that reports some counter-advertising. The 

additional zip code brought into Table 2, 78702, 

showed 9% counter-advertisements. 

Figure 4 Higher Learning Data According to Table 2

Total Surveys Completed in each 
Zip code:

78745: 12

78705: 9

78702: 11

9% 11.1%

100%

89.1%

91%

Number of
Surveys 

 

Section II: INTERIOR Storefront Tobacco 

Advertisements 

 

Areas According to Table 1 

 

Using Table 2, the following three crosstabbed data 

sets were used in each category to examine exterior 

storefront advertisements: (1) average cost of 

tobacco products, (2) the location of advertisements, 

and (3) counter-advertising messages including 

educational materials (excluding the surgeon 

general’s warning).    

 

When examining the cost of tobacco products, it was 

discovered that the cost was  higher in the 

Entertainment District; Newport Menthols being the 

most expensive product and Camel SNUS being the 

least expensive.  When comparing tobacco products 

in the Higher Learning and East Austin categories, 

there was little difference in price (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5
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When examining the location of advertisements, 

overall findings report that the majority of advertising 

is placed high or at the point of sale.  In the 

Entertainment district there was significantly less 

tobacco advertising (Figure 6).  

Figure 6

Number of
Surveys 

  

When combining the interior and exterior counter-

advertising for tobacco use, there was a low 

percentage of counter-advertising.  Results in this 

category showed that East Austin had the highest 

percentage of counter-advertising at 21.4%. (Figure 2 

& 4) 

 

Figure 7

21.4%

78.6%

100%
94.4%

5.6%

Number of
Surveys 

 

Figure 8

12.5%

87.5%

100%

100%

 

Higher Learning According to Table 2 

 

Using Table 2, the following three crosstabbed data 

sets were applied to the Higher Learning category to 

examine interior storefront advertisements: (1) 

average cost of tobacco products, (2) the interior 

advertising location, and (3) counter-advertising 

messages including educational materials (excluding 

the Surgeon General’s warning). 

 

Overall, Newport Menthol’s were the most expensive 

tobacco product in 78705 but prices were 

comparable in zip codes 78702 and 78745.   



 Storefront Surveillance of Tobacco Advertising in Travis County: 

 

 Page 8 

 

As a whole, there were no significant findings in the 

price of tobacco products when comparing areas of 

Higher Learning (Figure 9).   

Figure 9
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When comparing the areas of Higher Learning in 

Table 2 and the location of interior advertising, it was 

found that the majority of advertising is placed high 

or at the point of sale.  These are the same findings 

when comparing the areas of Austin in Table 1 (Figure 

6 and 10). The average percentage of tobacco 

advertisements placed high above observers’ eye 

level is 73.3%.   

  
Above: Photo featuring advertisement above eye-level 

 

Above: Photo featuring point of Sale Advertisements 

Figure 10

 

 

Results indicate a significant lack of educational 

counter-advertising in most areas of Higher Learning 

(Table 2).  In zip codes 78705 and 78745 no counter-

advertising was reported, while the zip code 78702 

had 12.5% of counter-advertising (Figure 8). The 

percentage of counter-advertising in all areas 

surveyed in Travis County was low. 
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Section III: Free Sampling of Tobacco 

Products 

After identifying sites/venues that offer free sampling 

of tobacco products, five locations were surveyed in 

downtown Austin.  Free sampling of smoking 

products is illegal, yet free sampling of smokeless 

tobacco products can occur unless alcohol is served.
 5

 

Surveillance was conducted at the identified venues 

including the ones that served alcohol to ensure free 

samples of tobacco products were not being offered. 

 

Although no free sampling was observed at these 

sites during the surveyed times, reports of free 

sampling were disclosed by service industry workers. 

Specifically, a bartender at one of the identified 

venues stated that free sampling of SNUS occurs one 

to two times a week.  This finding was reported to the 

FDA violation department. 

Qualitative Findings: Photo Voice Results 

on Storefront Tobacco Advertising  

 

THEME:  Types of stores with the most 

advertisements 

       1.  “...gas station.  As I pulled up I immediately 

saw three tobacco advertisements on the windows 

and building outside the store.” 

       2.  “We noticed that the stores further north, 

away from campus and with typically lower socio-

economic status, had more ads on the windows 

outside the store as well as within the store.” 

       3.  “This gas station had tobacco promotion both 

outside the store and inside.  Additionally, they 

placed a fairly large ad on the glass entrance door.” 

 

THEME:  Types of stores with the least 

advertisements. 

        1.  “...local restaurant chain. they do not 

advertise the sale of the cigarettes” 

       2.  “...a local business, there was only about 10% 

of the window covered, and minimal promotion or 

incentives on the inside.” 

        3.  “...Unidentified store, the store was relatively 

clear of tobacco ads.” 

THEME:  Possible explanations or surprises 

       1.  “This area was not necessarily what we 

expected to see during a tobacco survey because 

most of the their products were meant for other, less 

legal types of smoking.” 

       2.  “One thing that I was most shocked by was the 

defensiveness of the employees about my research. 

 They were so uneasy about my research on 

tobacco...” 

       3.  “I think what I found to be the most 

interesting part is how little I had recognized the vast 

amount of tobacco advertising in stores.  I feel that 

our culture has desensitized advertisements for 

tobacco.” 

 

THEME:  Positive reactions from store owners 

       1.  “Once we told them that we were doing 

government research and that it was entirely 

confidential, they were more open to answering our 

questions and letting us look around.” 

        2.  “The employees were nice enough to scan 

most of the products we needed to find prices for...” 

        3.  “The woman at the counter was nice enough 

to help us gather the information we needed 

quickly.” 

         

THEME:  Negative reactions from store owners 

        1.  “He told me that it would be best if I 

continued my research elsewhere.” 

        2.  “He immediately asked to see a badge and 

said if I didn’t have one then I would have to leave.” 

       3.  “However, one experience led to some 

hostility with a local shop owner was quite upset that 

we were documenting prices and other factors in this 

store.  He asked us to leave...” 
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Conclusions 

Conclusions on the findings in this report address the 

following research question: 

What is the prevalence of tobacco advertisements 

and free sampling of tobacco products in areas with a 

high prevalence of morbidity and mortality due to 

tobacco related chronic disease, as it relates to areas 

near institutions of higher learning, entertainment 

venues, and locations were young adults congregate 

in Austin/Travis County? 

Based on the findings in this report the percentage of 

window advertisement coverage was not significantly 

high; only one store reported 100% coverage and no 

stores reported having 75% in any category surveyed. 

 Although these places were identified as high risk 

areas, findings showed a lack of total advertisements 

as a whole.   

 

Findings indicated a higher percentage of exterior 

counter-advertising messages, including educational 

messages (excluding the Surgeon General’s warning) 

in East Austin. Assuming East Austin is a target 

market for tobacco products, it was surprising to find 

almost double the percentage of counter advertising 

in this area.   

 

Although the percentage of exterior advertising was 

generally low, it was reported that the area of Higher 

Learning with a higher SES population had the highest 

percentage of window coverage at 66.7%.  Even 

though it is around a Higher Learning area, we 

expected to find the areas of higher learning with a 

lower SES to have the higher percentage of window 

coverage.  

 Even though there was more exterior counter-

advertising in East Austin, it became apparent there 

was no interior counter-advertising in 78745, an area 

deemed mid-to-lower SES.  

 

The cost of tobacco products did not produce 

significant research results.  The prices of cigarettes 

were comparable in all areas. Prices in the 

Entertainment District were slightly higher than each 

of the other two areas.  Because a higher number of 

people in the target population (18-29 year olds) 

congregate in these areas, this seems in line with 

expectations that tobacco consumption increases 

when alcohol consumption increases. Also, there are 

a limited number of gas stations (a common venue 

for tobacco sales) reported in the Entertainment 

District. Overall, there were a low number of stores 

reported in which a person can purchase tobacco 

products late at night. 

When looking at Table 2, there was 12.5% interior 

counter-advertising in the zip code 78702 deemed 

the lowest in SES of the three areas of Higher 

Learning This is notable because 78702 is in a Higher 

Learning area containing the target market (ages 18-

29), as well as being in East Austin, deemed lower 

SES. 

 

Photo voice data concluded the types of stores with 

the most advertisements were gas stations, and the 

types of stores with the least advertisement were 

restaurants or local stores.  Other emerging themes 

were the reactions of store owners (positive or 

negative), and how tobacco advertisements have 

contributed to the acceptability of tobacco use in our 

culture. 
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Recommendations 

Some recommendations would be to increase the 

percentage of interior and exterior counter-

advertisements required in all stores.  This should be 

regulated and mandatory across the board and not 

up to individual store owners.  Increasing counter-

advertisements would raise awareness about the 

harmful effect of tobacco use and would decrease 

intent to use tobacco products.   

Another recommendation is to have a safer 

alternative to using tobacco, sold directly in the 

places where tobacco is sold.  In particular, over- the- 

counter Nicotine Replacement Therapy (NRT) being 

sold next to tobacco products may give users another 

option other than tobacco products.  Also, if the taxes 

are being raised to prevent tobacco use this tax 

money could in turn be used to reduce the cost of 

NRTs 

The following tobacco prevention strategy is an 

important way to take action by becoming familiar 

with local actions and laws being considered around 

the tobacco issue. Build a coalition or become part of 

an existing coalition that can work together to 

promote policies and programs that create tobacco-

free environments. Attend city council meetings 

regarding relative issues around tobacco policies, or 

contact the state legislature to discover the process 

of proposing policy change. 

Finally, limited bans on tobacco advertising equal 

limited impact on consumption. A comprehensive 

policy banning outdoor and indoor tobacco 

advertising would decrease the overall exposure to 

tobacco use and cultural acceptability in target 

markets and therefore decrease the consumption of 

tobacco products.
6  

 

Potential Limitations of this Study 

One limitation to this study is that not all of the 

surveys were fully completed; some questions were 

skipped, leaving potential gaps in the data findings. 

 Another potential limiting factor of this study is that 

the key finders were employees and affiliates of 

ACTIVE Life; hence, the perception of Health 

Promotion professionals, may limit objectivity. 

Finally, some areas of Austin, including the North and 

West regions, were not represented in the data 

collection of storefront surveillance. A larger variety 

of areas, including areas not designated with a high 

prevalence of tobacco use and tobacco-related 

chronic disease, would have provided valuable data 

to compare these findings against.   

Potential Contributions of this Study 

This report has valuable information regarding 

tobacco advertising in areas of Travis County where 

higher instances of tobacco-related disease are 

reported. By collecting this data and reporting the 

relevant results, we aim to provide insight and 

awareness around the scope of the local tobacco 

issue as it relates to tobacco advertisements and free 

sampling of tobacco products in targeted areas. This 

contributes to current public health efforts to 

advocate for healthy change at local, state and 

national levels. Our goal is to effect policies and 

programs that create healthier environments, 

increasing health equity and contributing to the 

overall well being of our community.   
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APPENDIX A- Surveys 
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