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Abstract 
Aim:.This study aims to describe the perceived ease of accessing tobacco 
retail outlets in New South Wales (NSW), Australia, and the sociodemographic 
factors associated with reported higher density of tobacco retail outlets.

Methods: A cross-sectional online survey was conducted with a sample of 
NSW adults in February 2019. The accessibility of cigarettes was assessed 
and a binary logistic regression model was used to examine characteristics 
associated with having four or more retailers within a 5-minute drive of their 
home.

Results: A total of 3213 NSW adults completed the survey. The vast majority 
of participants, 89.9% (n = 2888), described cigarettes as being easily 
accessed from where they live. Half of the participants (50.7%) reported 
having four or more tobacco retail outlets within a 5-minute drive of their 
home. Never-smokers were significantly less likely than daily smokers to 
report four or more tobacco retailers within a 5-minute drive of their home, 
although non-smokers may be less likely to identify tobacco retailers. 
Females, those living in regional areas of NSW and those with a university 
qualification were also less likely to report having four or more tobacco 
retailers within a 5-minute drive of their home. 

Conclusion: The ease of access to tobacco retailers in NSW is incongruent 
with the significant health risks associated with tobacco use and highlights 
the need for measures to reduce the supply of tobacco, such as a fee-based 
tobacco licensing system.

Introduction
Tobacco smoking is the leading cause of preventable death and disease 
in New South Wales (NSW), Australia, yet tobacco products remain one of 
the most widely available consumer goods on the market.1 The widespread 
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distribution of tobacco retailers contributes to increased 
tobacco consumption, smoking maintenance, and 
undermines smokers’ quit attempts.2-4 In NSW, there are 
an estimated 10 000 tobacco retail outlets, and without 
comprehensive tobacco supply-reduction policies, it 
appears that very few retailers stop selling tobacco.5 
Access to tobacco retailers has been shown to be high 
in NSW, with previous research indicating that almost 
three-quarters (74.1%) of current smokers in NSW 
reported living within walking distance of a tobacco 
retail outlet2, and a 2016 study finding an average of 
17.7 tobacco retailers per NSW postcode.6 However, 
there have been no studies examining community 
perceptions of the retail accessibility of tobacco in NSW 
since 2010.2 This paper describes the perceived ease of 
accessing tobacco retailers in the NSW community, and 
the sociodemographic factors associated with reported 
higher density of tobacco retail outlets. 

Methods
The Cancer Prevention Community Survey is a three-
yearly online survey designed to measure community 
attitudes and behaviours on a range of cancer-related 
topics, including tobacco. The sampling methodology 
of an earlier (2016) version of the survey is described in 
detail elsewhere.7 The data discussed in this paper was 
collected in a survey conducted between 31 January and 
22 February 2019 with a panel of adult (18 years or older) 
residents of NSW. Survey respondents were sourced via 
the Online Research Unit online panel (a non-probability 
access panel).8 The final survey sample was weighted to 
be representative of the full NSW adult population. Quotas 
were set for age, gender, highest level of education and 
region, with weighting targets derived from Australian 
Bureau of Statistics population estimates.9 Weights were 
calculated for each respondent and included in the final 
dataset.  

This paper reports on data relating to the accessibility 
of tobacco retailers only. All survey participants were 
asked two questions assessing their perceptions of their 
ease of access to cigarette retail outlets: 
1. “Thinking about the neighbourhood where you

live, how easy or hard is it to find a shop selling
cigarettes?” The response options were: ‘very easy’,
‘easy’, ‘somewhat easy’, ‘neither easy nor hard’,
‘somewhat hard’, ‘hard’, and ‘very hard’

2. “Within a five-minute drive from where you live,
how many places do you think there are that sell
cigarettes?” The scaled response options were:
‘none’, ‘one’, ‘two to three’, ‘four to six’, ‘seven to nine’,
and ‘10 or more’.

Data analysis
Percentages were calculated for the perceived ease 
of access to cigarette retailers and a binary logistic 
regression model was used to examine characteristics 

associated with having four or more retailers within 
a 5-minute drive of place of residence. The scaled 
response options were divided into two groups, with low/
medium density defined as zero to three retailers and 
high density defined as four or more. A similar criterion 
has been used in another study, which considered five or 
more tobacco retailers to be high density.10 

The variables included in the binary logistic regression 
models were smoking status, gender, age, location 
(‘Sydney and suburbs’ or ‘other NSW’), education 
(university qualification or not) and the Socio-Economic 
Indexes for Australia (SEIFA) quintiles for NSW.11 Adjusted 
odds ratios with 95% confidence intervals and p values 
were calculated for variables within the model. 

Results 
The survey was sent to 63 000 panellists via direct email 
invitation, of which 5767 (9.2%) clicked on the survey link, 
and 3213 (5.1%) completed the survey.

A large majority of participants reported being able 
to easily access cigarette outlets in the neighbourhoods 
where they live, with 59.6% (n = 1915) of participants 
reporting that a shop selling cigarettes was very easy to 
access, 20.4% (n = 657) reporting cigarette outlets as 
easy to access and 9.8% (n = 316) reporting cigarette 
outlets as somewhat easy to access. Only 2.6% 
(n = 82) of participants reported cigarette outlets as 
being somewhat hard, hard or very hard to access in 
their neighbourhood. A further 7.6% (n = 243) said that 
cigarette outlets were neither easy nor hard to access. 

Table 1 shows the logistic regression analyses of 
reporting having four or more tobacco retailers within 
a 5-minute drive of place of residence. Half of the 
participants (50.7%) reported having four or more 
tobacco retail outlets within a 5-minute drive of their 
home. Never-smokers were significantly less likely 
than daily smokers to report four or more tobacco 
retailers within a 5-minute drive of their home (Odds 
Ratio [OR] 0.77, 95% Confidence Interval [CI] 0.60, 
0.99). Participants living in regional areas of NSW were 
also significantly less likely to report having four or 
more tobacco retailers within a 5-minute drive of their 
home (OR 0.61, 95% CI 0.51, 0.73). Participants with 
a university degree were also significantly less likely to 
report four or more tobacco retailers within a 5-minute 
drive of their home (OR 0.79, 95% CI 0.67, 0.94). After 
allowing for all other variables (which included education) 
there was no difference in the reported density of tobacco 
retailers within a 5-minute drive (more than 3) according 
to SEIFA level. Female participants were significantly less 
likely than males to report four or more tobacco retailers 
within a 5-minute drive (OR 0.74, 95% CI 0.64, 0.86). 
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these findings give further evidence of the need for 
measures to reduce the supply of tobacco in NSW. 

Unlike the majority of Australian states and territories 
(South Australia, Tasmania, Western Australia, Australian 
Capital Territory and Northern Territory), NSW has not 
adopted a fee-based tobacco retailer licensing scheme. 
In South Australia, a 15-fold increase in the annual cost of 
the tobacco licence fee introduced in 2007 resulted in a 
23.7% decrease in the number of tobacco retailers in the 
following 2 years.12 Some retailers in Western Australia 
that stopped selling tobacco products cited the fee-
based tobacco licence as a key factor in their decision.5 

Discussion and implications
The perceived ease of access to tobacco retailers in NSW 
is incongruent with the significant health risks associated 
with the use of tobacco. The vast majority of participants 
(89.9%) described cigarettes as being easily accessed 
from where they live, and daily smokers were more 
likely than never-smokers to report a higher density of 
tobacco retailers within 5-minutes’ drive from where they 
live. Given that the widespread availability of tobacco 
increases tobacco consumption and impulse purchases 
among smokers (making it harder for smokers to quit)2-4, 

Table 1.	 Characteristics associated with having a high density of tobacco retailers (four or more) within a 5-minute 
drive 

Characteristic

Odds ratio for ≥4 (vs 0–3)

Respondents with ≥4 retailers/all 
respondents n/N (%)

Adjusted OR
(95% CI) p value

All respondents with ≥4 retailers within 
5-minute drive

1546/3048 (50.7)

Smoking status
Daily smoker 166/307 (54.1) ref ref
Occasional smoker 72/142 (50.7) 0.76 (0.52, 1.16) 0.22
Former smoker 418/758 (55.1) 1.09 (0.83, 1.44) 0.67

Tried smoking 199/358 (55.6) 1.04 (0.76, 1.43) 0.79
Never smoker 691/1483 (46.6) 0.77 (0.60, 0.99) 0.04

Gendera

Male 815/1485 (54.9) ref ref
Female 728/1559 (46.7) 0.74 (0.64, 0.86) <0.001

Age (continuous variable) 1.00 (0.99, 1.00) 0.12
Location

Sydney and suburbs 1133/2089 (54.2) ref ref
Other NSW 413/959 (43.1) 0.61 (0.51, 0.73) <0.001

Education
No university degree  1053/2041 (51.6) ref ref
University qualification 493/1007 (49.0) 0.79 (0.67, 0.94) 0.008

SEIFA Quintileb 
1 (Most disadvantaged) 201/396 (50.8) ref ref
2 261/557 (46.9) 0.88 (0.68, 1.14) 0.34
3 309/622 (49.7) 0.95 (0.74, 1.23) 0.71
4 243/470 (51.7) 0.89 (0.67, 1.17) 0.41
5 (Least disadvantaged) 527/994 (53.0) 0.89 (0.69, 1.14) 0.34

CI = Confidence Interval; OR = Odds Ratio; NSW = New South Wales; ref = reference category; SEIFA = Socio-Economic Indexes for 
Australia.
a	 For the purpose of the model, gender was male or female only.
b	 SEIFA quintiles could not be calculated for nine invalid postcodes.
Note:	 ‘Don’t know’ and ‘unsure’ responses were excluded from the model.
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Curbing the retail availability of tobacco through such 
supply-reduction measures is a critical next step for NSW 
to continue to support current smokers to quit and reduce 
smoking prevalence across the community. 

Study limitations
Data from this study is cross-sectional and therefore we 
cannot demonstrate that a higher density of tobacco 
outlets increases tobacco consumption. Although the 
results were weighted according to NSW population 
levels, there is also a possibility that sampling biases 
were present since only 5% of the panellists invited to 
participate completed the survey.  When interpreting 
the results, it should be noted that it is likely that never 
smokers are less aware of the location of tobacco retail 
outlets in their local area than smokers, which could 
result in never smokers under-reporting the number of 
tobacco retailers within a 5-minute drive of their home. 
However, any effect due to non-smokers being unaware 
of some tobacco retailers would mean that our estimates 
of the number of tobacco retailers are an underestimate, 
indicating that the problem of tobacco retailer 
accessibility is even greater than reported.
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