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In recent years, ICCR members have 
focused on challenging major pharmacy 
chains on the obvious incongruence of  

their ongoing sale of  tobacco products. 
“Cigarette smoking is the leading cause of  
illness and premature death in the United 
States” said Michael Crosby, coordinator 
of  the Province of  St. Joseph, “and selling 
tobacco products is inherently antithetical to 
the business model of  pharmacies, whose 
stated business goal is to provide consumers 
with access to the medicines and products 
they need to be healthy.”

According to the Surgeon General, ciga-
rettes cause as many as 480,000 deaths each 
year due to lung cancer, heart disease and 
stroke. In a move that members and other 
responsible investors hope will represent a 
tipping point for the retail pharmacy sector, 
in early February, CVS Caremark announced 
a landmark decision to end tobacco sales 
in its chain of  7,600 stores. The move will 
make the company the first national phar-
macy to stop selling tobacco products. 

While the move is expected to cost the 
company about $2 billion a year, roughly 3% 
of  its overall sales, in its press release CEO 
Larry J. Merlo acknowledged the contradic-
tion of  selling cigarettes and other tobacco 
products while positioning the company as 
a health care provider: “Ending the sale of  

cigarettes and tobacco products at CVS/
pharmacy is the right thing for us to do for 
our customers and our company to help 
people on their path to better health.” 

For years, regulatory, competitive and 
public pressure to halt sales of  tobacco 
products has been building, with numerous 
cities passing ordinances banning tobacco 
sales in pharmacies since 2008. Former CVS 
Caremark CEO Tom Ryan even considered 
halting the sale of  cigarettes as early as 2007, 
but, finding that the impact on sales would 
be too great, decided not to go forward at 
that time.  Seven years later and in light of  
the inevitability of  further state regulations, 
CVS made the right choice. In becoming the 
first mover in its sector, CVS Caremark has 
successfully secured its leadership position 
on the issue – a decision that could reap 
positive reputational benefits in the months 
and years ahead.

Since 2012, ICCR members – a number 
of  whom are hospital systems –  have been 
engaging CVS Caremark in dialogue, asking 
the company to create an independent ethics 
committee on cigarette sales. “We have been 
shareholders in CVS Caremark for a number 
of  years, and in that time we have seen our 
company employ innovative strategies that 
resulted in more sustainable business,” said 
Cathy Rowan of  CHE Trinity Health. “As 

For decades, members of ICCR have used a variety of strategies to successfully reduce the public health impacts and hazards 

posed by tobacco, including working with film studios to eliminate smoking in youth-rated movies, calling for curbs on advertis-

ing to minors, minorities and the poor, and pushing for transparency around tobacco companies’ attempts to influence regula-

tion through lobbying. One of their earliest successes came in 2000, when fast food chain Wendy’s decided to make all of its 

company-owned facilities smoke free, after receiving a shareholder resolution from ICCR member the Province of St. Joseph of 

the Capuchin Order.

momentum grows across the nation for 
legislation limiting tobacco sales, we applaud 
CVS Caremark’s forward-thinking decision.” 

Now that CVS Caremark has moved, 
pressure is mounting on rivals Walgreens 
and Rite-Aid Corporation. Twenty-eight 
state attorneys general have now writ-
ten both, along with grocery store chains 
Kroger and Safeway, calling on them to stop 
selling tobacco products.

The dialogue leading up to the agree-
ment was led by the Sisters of  St. Francis of  
Philadelphia, and joined by the Benedictine 
Sisters of  Mt. Angel, the Benedictine Sisters 
of  the Monastery of  St. Gertrude, the 
Camilla Madden Charitable trust, Friends 
Fiduciary Corporation, Mercy Investment 
Services, Northwest Women Religious 
Investment Trust, the Socially Responsible 
Investment Coalition, and Trinity Health.


