
 

 

Reducing Smoking with Financial Incentives 

 

Team from Duke Kunshan University: Ruojin Wang, Claudia Nisa, Ayesha Jehanzeb, John 

Simoneaux, Yixuan Jin, Yufei Zhang, Yiwen Chen, Gele Cheng. From Duke University: Kathryn 

Pollak 

 

This project aimed to contribute to tobacco control in the current world’s tobacco epicenter – 

Asia-Pacific. Initially planned to conduct activities in East Timor, the project was later 

readapted to China due to logistic constraints. This change proved very productive given that 

DKU is based in China, and China is the world’s largest producer and consumer of tobacco. 

Moreover, with a change in focus to China, the initial interest on financial incentives 

interventions was maintained but new, additional topics were also examined, inspired by the 

specific Chinese context. Tobacco control in China is very limited but efforts to reduce smoking 

are gaining momentum. However, there is much to be done and most interventions thus far have 

focused on education about health risks, with results showing limited effectiveness. The project 

explored different pathways to reduce smoking in China and globally: (1) testing financial 

incentives for tobacco abstinence; (2) estimating the environmental footprint of smoking 

behavior; (3) examining whether financial incentives buffer the withdrawal symptoms of 

smoking cessation; (4) uncovering how schools have been neglected as venues for tobacco 

control and (5) mapping the state of research about workplace-based interventions for smoking 

cessation.  

 

 



 

 

Project Activities 

The project started (September-November 2025) with lectures and class discussions about the 

theoretical foundations of financial incentives for addictive behaviors (including smoking) 

covering operant conditioning principles and its applications and variations to contingency 

management, conditional cash transfers and behavioral economics. The team then moved to 

research methods training, particularly how to conduct experimental studies in the field and 

systematic reviews/ meta-analysis (December 2025 - January 2026).   

From February to May 2026, students were organized in teams of two members to conduct 

specific sub-projects, plus with two individual projects (details are presented below):  

- Zuhui Wang (MSc student in Global Health Class 2026) participated in the project’s activities 

for 3 months in preparation for her Master dissertation. Supervised by Prof. Claudia Nisa, she 

conducted a pilot field study at DKU predominantly with security staff, who smoked at least 

one cigarette per day and were able to attend daily testing (N=30). Participants completed a 

baseline questionnaire, followed by a 7-day CO-verified financial incentive intervention (daily 

exhaled CO testing using a Smokerlyzer® device). Participants with CO ≤10 ppm received an 

immediate 50 RMB reward via WeChat transfer; those attending all 7 days with no CO >10 

ppm received an additional 100 RMB bonus. Participants met the CO qualification threshold 

(≤10 ppm) on a mean of 6.87 days (SD = 0.51), and 28/30 (93.3%) were eligible for the 7-day 

bonus. Mean CO decreased from 4.90 ppm (SD = 4.44) on day 1 to 3.50 ppm (SD = 1.66) on 

day 7, with lower and more tightly clustered values by day 7. However, at one-week follow-up, 

mean CO increased to 5.28 ppm (SD = 3.82; n = 29), suggesting rebound after incentives ended. 

- Ayesha Jehanzeb (DKU Class 2026) estimated the environmental footprint and economic 

cost of smoking behavior (Draft Paper attached); 

- Yiwen Chen and Yixuan Jin (DKU Class 2027) conducted a systematic review examining 

whether the effectiveness of smoking cessation interventions could be attributed to the extent 

that interventions address withdrawal symptoms. Particularly, whether the reward properties of 

financial incentives could buffer withdrawal symptoms more than other types of interventions; 

- John Simoneaux and Ruojin Wang (DKU Class 2029) uncovered how schools have been 

overlooked for tobacco control in non-student populations i.e., parents and teachers. The large 

majority of anti-smoking interventions conducted in schools only targets students, neglecting 

that (particularly in China) both parents and teachers also smoke inside and around the school;  

- Yufei Zhang and Gele Cheng (DKU Class 2027) conducted a mapping review of the 

interventions (pre-post designs and experimental studies) conducted in the workplace to reduce 

smoking. They also conducted informal interviews with high-stress workers with very high 

smoking rates (delivery drivers and construction workers). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 



 

 

Summary of informal interviews conducted around (more details attached) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I am too old to quit… I am 

already retired, and I don’t 

think those (cigarettes) could 

harm me any longer.”  

“I have learned how to 

smoke since the age of 16.” 

“Money? No…No no no, if 

you simply give a heavy 

smoker money for them to 

quit, you will get a heavier 

smoker with more cigarettes 

in his hands.” 

“Even my closest friend doesn't think that I can quit 

smoking: he said that even if I quit for sometime, I will 

relapse one day.” 

 

“You want everyone to quit smoking? Great! Let’s ask the 

government to ban the cigarette factory!” 

 

“Chain smokers could never resist cigarettes,” “They are 

even willing to eat less to afford the high taxation for 

cigarettes.” 


