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Three Minnesota MH agencies going tobacco-free
Three Minnesota mental health 

organizations aim to implement a 
tobacco-free policy on their respec-
tive campuses via a partnership with 
the American Lung Association in 
Minnesota. The commercial tobac-
co-free grounds policy is slated to 
be in all of their programs and loca-
tions by the end of 2018.

Officials announced the initiative 
Nov. 15. The organizations, People In-
corporated, Avivo (formerly Resource, 
Inc.) and Mental Health Resources, 
serve approximately 40,000 individu-
als across Minnesota. They also have 
an estimated 1,400 staff who will ben-
efit from the initiative. Officials say 
this is the largest voluntary tobacco-
free initiative executed by behavioral 
health facilities in Minnesota. 

“Studies indicate that people with 
a mental health disorder or a sub-
stance-use disorder have a higher rate 
of smoking and are often not given 
tobacco-treatment resources,” Janelle 
Koscinski, senior manager of tobacco 
programs with the American Lung 
Association in Minnesota, said in a 
statement. “Tobacco-free policies like 
the one that these behavioral health 
facilities will implement are proven to 
reduce smoking rates in these com-
munities, which will improve the 
overall health of these individuals.”

Leading up to the policy taking 
effect, the organizations will meet 
monthly with the American Lung As-
sociation to prepare for its imple-
mentation. The American Lung Asso-
ciation will also provide future 
trainings, resources and linkages for 
clients and staff on integrating tobac-
co treatment services into existing 
treatment and wellness programs.

“We want to help the quality of 
life and recovery process for our cli-
ents,” Jill Wiedemann-West, CEO of 
People Incorporated, told MHW. 
The organization, which has more 
than 40 sites across the state, serves 
individuals living with mental ill-
ness. Patients may also have co-oc-
curring issues, including medical 
acuity, traumatic brain disorders or 

chemical dependency. 
Wiedemann-West said she was 

astonished by the incidence of co-
morbid tobacco use among people 
with mental illness. “The numbers 
are staggering at almost 50 percent 
of the total market,” she said. Co-
morbid-related illnesses are much 
higher in the mental health commu-
nity, affecting clients and their ability 
to live a healthier existence, said 
Wiedemann-West.

She added, “We’re a pretty large 
provider of mental health services. 
Partnering with the American Lung  
Association [increases] our ability to 
reach out to large numbers of people.” 

Number-one cause of death
While tobacco use has often 

been viewed by some in mental 
health and substance use treatment 
as a low priority and even as a poten-
tial coping mechanism, it is the num-
ber-one cause of death and disease 
among those with mental illness, 
program officials stated. An analysis 
of 26 separate studies showed im-
proved mental health with quitting 
smoking and found that anxiety, de-
pression, mixed anxiety and depres-
sion, and stress significantly de-
creased among those who quit 
smoking compared with those who 
continued smoking, they said.

The tobacco-free policy will ap-
ply to all buildings and grounds as-
sociated with the three organiza-
tions. The use of commercial tobac-
co and tobacco-like products will be 
prohibited and will include ciga-

‘You’re not realizing 
they’re not getting 

the true benefit 
because of nicotine 

use.’
Jill Wiedemann-West

rettes, electronic cigarettes, cigars, 
chewing tobacco, snuff, pipes, dis-
solvable tobacco products and snus.

Wiedemann-West said she began 
thinking of such a program while in 
discussion with a colleague about 
how a patient’s nicotine use inter-
fered with the medication’s ability to 
be absorbed properly. It was a chal-
lenge to get that patient stabilized, 
she noted. “You put someone on 
medication and assume it would take 
its course,” whether it be an antipsy-
chotic treatment or a mood elevator, 
she said. “You’re not realizing they’re 
not getting the true benefit because of 
nicotine use,” Wiedemann-West said.

She subsequently learned about 
a public health effort in Washington, 
D.C., involving tobacco and mental 
illness. Wiedemann later participat-
ed in the program’s training initia-
tive to teach People Incorporated’s 
practitioners how to address tobac-
co use. “We found out that other 
agencies were digging into it for 
their own population,” she said. “We 
[intend] to build wellness into our 
system at every site.”

Wiedemann-West said she ex-
pects some resistance to the new 
policy from clients. “We’re used to 
dealing with pushback every day 
around medication,” she said. “I an-
ticipate a lot of pushback from a lot 
of different directions.” To meet the 
pushback, they plan to talk about it 
and come up with a shared solution, 
she said. “We just have to deal with 
it through education and talking 
people through it,” she noted, add-
ing that’s she’s confident they will all 
find common ground.

Funding opportunities will be 
provided for training and nicotine-
replacement items such as gum and 
patches, she said. “It’s really encour-
aging to me that the mental health 
and tobacco initiative is starting in 
Minnesota,” Wiedemann-West said. 
“It has great potential for other states 
and agencies.” The program will roll 
out over the course of the next sev-
eral months, she said. •
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