
NORTHERN KENTUCKY 
Partnering with businesses and community to change health policies 

What we can learn from Northern Kentucky’s systems change journey

Northern Kentucky received an award from The BUILD Health Challenge® (BUILD) in 2017 to reduce tobac-

co use and secondhand smoke exposure in Northern Kentucky. Northern Kentucky’s smoking rates were 

double the national average.1 At the time of the award, one quarter (25%) of adults in the state smoked, 

and in some communities, more than 35% of people smoked – contributing to high rates of heart disease, 

childhood asthma, and cancer deaths. Kentucky had limited smoke-free policies in place; business owners 

could permit smoking inside. Multiple factors and incentives kept smoking rates elevated, including the 

influence of tobacco farms, low taxes on tobacco products, and the high cost of nicotine replacement 

therapy.

One NKY Alliance, a community-based nonprofit backbone organization, partnered with St. Elizabeth 

Healthcare, the public health departments for Northern Kentucky and Three Rivers District, local pharma-

cies, and the local funder Interact for Health to reduce tobacco use and secondhand smoke exposure. The 

partnership focused on two areas in the region with high smoking rates: the city of Covington (an urban 

area across the river from Cincinnati, OH) and Gallatin County (a rural area about 50 miles from Coving-

ton). The partners, who would later formalize their coalition under the banner of Breathe Easy NKY, 

worked with local pharmacists to increase provision of nicotine replacement therapy, made small grants to 

community members to design anti-tobacco projects, and used health system data to identify smoking 

“hotspots” to better target their smoking prevention and cessation efforts. 

After the BUILD award ended in 2019, partners wanted to use what they had learned to continue to impact 

the health and smoking habits of more people in Northern Kentucky. A website had been built as part of 

their BUILD work and the partners were able to continue using it as a platform to advance their policy 

work. With financial and in-kind support from funders and healthcare organizations, the partners are now 

focused on advancing policy changes to create smoke-free environments. 

The COVID-19 pandemic shifted the context of collective efforts, as some Kentucky residents resisted 

public health mask mandates and vaccination. The vaccine resistance affected other public health inter-

ventions, including smoke-free efforts. In addition, partners adjusted the counties they worked in and 

1	  https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/annual/measure/Smoking/state/KY 

https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/annual/measure/Smoking/state/KY


shifted away from rural Gallatin County, as its unique culture needs were best served by local resources, 

communities, and organizations. Instead, partners focused on a three-county region surrounding Coving-

ton, which also mirrors geographic footprint of the backbone organization. This has allowed OneNKY 

Alliance and its partners to effectively tailor their work to a region they know well. 

The coalition’s systems change journey evolved to focus on building a foundation for a common vision 

flexible enough to implement across local counties and municipalities and policy change to ensure chang-

es are sustained and serving more and more residents. 

As we learned from “More Than The Sum: Networks, Public Will, and Scaling After The BUILD Health Chal-

lenge,” communities engaged in systems change most often see three shifts after the BUILD award: 1) in 

the network of partners involved in the work, 2) in public will to address the social determinants of health, 

and 3) in scaling infrastructure and programs in service of population health improvements and health 

equity. In Northern Kentucky, this work has included: 

·	 Creating awareness campaigns and building public support to advocate for smoke-free workplace 

legislation

·	 Determining the appropriate and most feasible geographic scale and scope for their efforts 

·	 Building a robust network of partners and leveraging their skills and influence

After navigating the pandemic and the related public health backlash, partners have now refocused their 

work, pushing toward transforming systems in communities and municipalities where awareness of the 

dangers of smoking and interest in expanding smoke-free policies are increasing.

Determining scale and focus

Partners in Northern Kentucky have scaled their work in several ways. Programmatic work that began 

during BUILD was sustained during the pandemic with local pharmacies continuing to distribute nicotine 

replacement therapy. Some pharmacies provided individual counseling and aftercare, despite the in-

creased demand the pandemic created for a range of pharmacy services. Coalition partners also identified 

the regions where they were best positioned to operate with success. Thus, they focused their efforts on 

areas where they had political allies or were successfully building relationships with government officials. 

Finally, Breathe Easy NKY built capacity to advocate for comprehensive smoke-free ordinances in local 

municipalities, to amplify efforts that improve the health and wellbeing of residents. Policy advocacy and 

celebrating smoke-free businesses locally are now critical elements of the coalition’s work.

Building a coalition of partners

As the work evolved, so did the partnership itself. While most of the partners from the original BUILD award 

participated in Breathe Easy NKY, the coalition added the Northern Kentucky Chamber of Commerce, 

which brought deep set of connections as well as political influence and the organizational status to do 

advocacy work. Business partners are well situated to encourage smoke-free ordinances and policies in 

http://buildhealthchallenge.org/resources/more-than-the-sum/
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the private and public sectors. Health has become a common priority across large institutions in the 

region, with smoking cessation and smoke-free communities now more visible goals. The Chamber leads 

advocacy efforts, complemented by the OneNKY Alliance’s backbone and convener roles. 

As the coalition evolved, partners recognized they needed new skillsets to advance their policy efforts. 

Local and national partners with advocacy, grassroots organizing, and smoking cessation and prevention 

expertise were engaged to support the network’s capacity and planning. National partner organizations, 

such as the American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network, the American Heart Association, and the 

American Lung Association, provided examples and experience from around the country. Regional policy 

partners, the Kentucky Center for Smoke-Free Policy and Foundation for a Healthy Kentucky, helped track 

relevant statewide changes. Other regional partners reported on influential changes in related policies in 

neighboring jurisdictions, such as e-cigarette restrictions, that could influence smoke-free policies in 

Northern Kentucky.

Breathe Easy NKY are enthusiastic and engaged in their work to advance smoke-free policy in Northern 

Kentucky. All partners have contributed and enhanced their expertise as they continue to work to build 

awareness and public support for positive change.

Building awareness, support, and public will

As the BUILD award ended in 2019, promising public conversations about smoking and health accelerated 

partners’ efforts in Northern Kentucky. At the federal level, anti-tobacco legislation was introduced with the 

power to shift policy nationwide. In a demonstration of the extent of awareness and attitude change on a 

national scale, Kentucky’s Republican Senator Mitch McConnell co-sponsored the bipartisan Tobacco-Free 

Youth Act, raising the minimum age necessary to purchase tobacco in the United States to 21. It was 

signed into law in December 2019.2 

Locally, multiple campaigns launched to raise awareness of the true costs of smoking and second-hand 

smoke. Northern Kentucky’s industry sector increasingly joined health partnerships at this time as well. 

This offered new opportunities to leverage the influence of businesses and industry on policymakers. 

Interact for Health awarded a grant to the partners to further advocacy for smoke-free workplace policies. 

However, in 2020, responses to the COVID-19 pandemic introduced new dynamics to navigate in awareness 

building and policy change efforts. A strong local resistance to quarantining and vaccination in Northern 

Kentucky enhanced sentiments that health-related policies were government overreach. As a result, partners 

began to focus on awareness building; they tailored messages about smoking prevention and cessation to 

the culture and context of individual communities and counties. Focus groups with voters during local elec-

tions, for instance, helped identify the elements of the issue that resonated most with the community and 

shaped communications efforts. One partner conveyed, “There is a segment of political leadership and proba-

bly the population at large that doesn’t view tobacco as a problem, but views vaping as one. And so, in chang-

ing some messaging, depending on the audience, it can help gain support for all of [the issues].”

2	 https://www.kaine.senate.gov/press-releases/mcconnell/kaine-bill-to-raise-tobacco-purchase-age-to-21-now-goes-to-presi-
dent-for-signature 
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As Breathe Easy NKY sought ways to advance local policy change, they found a champion in the innovative 

community of Dayton, Kentucky, where the mayor, city administrator, and city council recognized the 

business and health value of smoke-free policies. Coalition partners targeted their messaging, garnered 

testimonials from businesses, and organized outreach to the commissioners ahead of a vote on a city-wide 

smoke-free ordinance. The work paid off, with the ordinance winning the vote, and several months later the 

neighboring city of Bellevue, led by its mayor and city council, passed a similar smoke-free ordinance.

From this experience, Breathe Easy NKY partners learned the value of local ambassadors in the communi-

ty who can act as trusted messengers and influencers; support for a policy or petition from both large and 

small businesses in a community has a strong influence on government officials’ decisions. Ambassadors, 

politicians, and Breathe Easy NKY members have found ways to continue the impact of policy wins – ad-

vertising the changes on billboards, holding celebratory luncheons, and meeting in smoke-free restaurants 

to build the business case for going smoke-free. With success in Dayton, messages about smoke-free 

policies are rippling out, with neighboring cities and municipalities taking note of these successes.

Partners continue to build advocates among elected officials, businesses, and residents, harnessing the 

growing awareness of both the economic and health benefits of smoke-free policies. They have learned 

how to successfully pass policies that support smoke-free environments. 

Looking ahead

Breathe Easy NKY partners continue their systems change efforts across communities in Northern Ken-

tucky. They are learning from past efforts and adjusting their strategy as needed to find places where they 

are most likely to advance policy change. Their systems change strategies are evolving in three key ways. 

First, they are leveraging the “snowball effect” in which policy wins in small municipalities ripple out to 

build awareness, public interest, and political will in other municipalities in Northern Kentucky. Second, 

economic development leaders are seeking to attract young families and new talent to the region; as such, 

the coalition wants to help attract the next generation of Northern Kentucky residents, who seek to live in 

places with a culture of health in terms of infrastructure (such as walking trails) and policies (smoke-free 

restaurants). Third, grassroots efforts are emerging, independent of the work of Breathe Easy NKY. Since 

the BUILD award, Northern Kentucky’s partners are demonstrating the value and feasibility of smoke-free 

policies and growing a network that supports smoking prevention and smoke-free communities and across 

the region and the state. 

“The grassroots effort is starting to take off. Cities know it is coming. Our point of entry is 

easier when elected officials have already been contacted.”


