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REASONS FOR NOMINATION: PSC is nominating NCI Smokefree for the Innovative eHealth Solutions 

Award. NCI Smokefree has a host of unique, digital solutions with widespread reach which is proven to help 

curb and reduce the number of smokers in the United States. Smoking claims more than 480,000 deaths per year 

in the U.S. and nearly 6 million worldwide each year. NCI Smokefree delivers web- and mobile-based 

interventions that provide smokers who want to quit with access to important resources and on-demand 

assistance. The dramatic rise in internet access and usage in the U.S and globally provides a unique opportunity 

to increase the reach and use of this type of effective and engaging online and mobile health resource.  

 

SUPPORTING INFORMATION:  

More than 42 million people ages 18 and older in the U.S. smoke cigarettes. Although substantial progress in 

lowering smoking has been made since the early 1960s, the rate of reduction has slowed, and only modest 

progress has been demonstrated during the last two decades. Web and mobile smoking cessation interventions 

can reach larger audiences, provide engaging and tailored content to users, and decrease the barriers inherent to 

more traditional interventions (e.g. cost, time investment, scheduling). Web and mobile interventions are more 

sustainable and cost-effective than many traditional smoking cessation interventions. 

 

Based on this, the Smokefree.gov initiative was created. It provides smokers with holistic, on-demand access to 

evidence-based behavioral smoking cessation resources. The first of its kind, the initiative was created by the 

Tobacco Control Research Branch of the National Cancer Institute (NCI) and supports the goal of broadening 

domestic and international smoking cessation efforts with the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC), the World Health Organization and over 31 academic research partners. ICF supports the NCI’s 

delivery of web- and mobile-based interventions that provide smokers who want to quit with access to 

important resources and on-demand assistance.  
 

Through its various components, the Smokefree.gov initiative offers information through various digital 

channels that cover a variety of methods and strategies to help people stop smoking, including medications, 

detailed quit plans, preparatory steps, and tips to beat cravings and staying smoke free. 

 

The Initiative targets four main audiences: adult smokers, women, teens (15-18 years old), and Spanish-

speaking Hispanic Americans, each with content and mHealth resources tailored to them. Each audience has 

dedicated websites: smokefree.gov, women.smokefree.gov, teen.smokefree.gov, and espanol.smokefree.gov, all 

of which incorporate responsive web design which optimizes the user's experience across all internet-ready 

devices (e.g., desktops, tablets, and mobile devices). Regardless of the device used, a responsive website offers 

consistent navigation, functionality, and content. In 2016, Smokefree.gov had over 3.6 million visits and over 

9.3 million page views, making it the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services' premiere web-based 

http://www.smokefree.gov/
http://www.smokefree.gov/
http://www.women.smokefree.gov/
http://www.teen.smokefree.gov/
http://www.espanol.smokefree.gov/
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smoking cessation program. All Smokefree.gov initiative resources can be accessed via the Smokefree.gov 

website.  

 

The Initiative also includes two free smartphone apps— quitSTART and QuitGuide—which have been 

downloaded over 122,000 times. These apps help users track cravings and moods, monitor progress toward 

achieving smokefree milestones, identify smoking triggers, and upload personalized ‘pick me ups’ and 

reminders for challenging times. Users receive information on what to expect when they quit and how to deal 

with problems as they move toward being smokefree.  

 

Another Initiative component is SmokefreeTXT, the first federally recognized evidence-informed program 

available to U.S. smokers, providing 24/7 support to those trying to quit. Users sign up for the program online 

or via text message and indicate their target quit date. They receive messages leading up to and past their target 

quit date for a total of 6-8 weeks. Interactive messages scheduled throughout the program prompt users to 

describe their mood, smoking status, or craving level. Depending on his/her response, a tailored message is sent 

to the user for inspiration, encouragement and reminders. Users can also send specific keywords to receive 

immediate messages of support, for instance if a user texts ‘Crave’ for when they are having a bad craving, 

SmokefreeTXT will send a reminder on why they shouldn’t pick up that cigarette. There are also targeted text 

programs for Spanish speakers (SmokefreeTXT en Espanol), veterans (SmokefreeVET), and active military 

personnel (SmokefreeMIL). It has also shown great promise for global expansion with pilot programs in China, 

the Caribbean, the Pacific Islands, and Brazil. Through SmokefreeTXT, one million people have stopped 

smoking, making those who participate twice as likely to quit than those that don’t.  

 

While Twitter and YouTube are the main social media outreach vehicles used to engage directly with the public 

and drive visitors to the various websites in the initiative, some populations use certain channels more than 

others. For example, women.smokefree.gov has a strong presence on Facebook, where the audience is highly 

engaged and devoted to sharing experiences and offering support to other members. Alternatively, 

teen.smokefree.gov has a strong presence on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube, where the audience of 

teens stay engaged with real-time social interactions with posts, photos, and videos.   

 

There are two aspects of the Initiative that make it truly impactful: its innovative approach and its widespread 

reach. What makes the Initiative so innovative is that it is one of very few evidence-based cessation programs. 

Using proven science and research to support all aspects of the program, from the importance of mobile health 

interventions to quit-smoking tips, the Initiative is able to have great effect. For example, teens and minorities 

are significantly more likely to have mobile internet access, therefore offering mobile resources and health 

interventions to those groups greatly increase the ability to reach these populations. Additionally, the Initiative 

is constantly improving by using data gathered from its users to tweak content, messaging, and resources. 

In terms of reach, the benefits of the Initiative go far beyond its users. Data collected is also made available to 

the tobacco control community and researchers to determine which new and innovative programs can be 

evaluated and implemented. While typical research programs involve small populations, the Smokefree.gov 

Initiative can pull data from millions. The data is also gathered by NCI and shared with other government 

agencies to support their missions as it relates to different parts of the tobacco control continuum in cost 

effective ways. For example, other agencies like the CDC are able to utilize content syndication to draw upon 

NCI’s available resources without having to invest their own resources.  

 

Overall, the Initiative has proven to be a trusted resource for free, reliable, evidence-based information that 

greatly supports Americans as they work to quit smoking. The web and mobile interventions enables users to 

seamlessly integrate quit-smoking treatment with their day-to-day life by decreasing participation barriers and 

fostering strong program engagement. Soon the Initiative’s resources will be even more accessible as it explores 

electronic health record integration and artificial intelligence capabilities.  
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National Cancer Institute (NCI) Smokefree Digital Campaign 

 

  

quitSTART mobile app  QuitGuide mobile app    SmokefreeTXT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Smokefree.gov website 

 

 

 

 

 


