
David Hammond PhD 

 
July 102012 

Cigarette warning labels 
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Health warnings 

Cigarette packs as mass media 
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2504015017/5042 http://legacy.library.ucsf.edu/tid/jga42e00 (accessed May 15, 2008). 

 

 “Our final communication vehicle with our 

smoker is the pack itself. In the absence of any 

other marketing messages, our packaging...is the 

sole communicator of our brand essence.” 
 

M. Hullit, Philip Morris; 1994   
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Health Warning Labels 

Countries with pictorial warnings 



US Health warnings 
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Do pictorial health warnings “work”? 
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� Health warnings reach non-smokers. 

 “43% of never-smokers” in the UK say that 
the health warnings have persuaded them 
not to start smoking.” 

 

 “approximately 60% of non-smokers could 
recall a specific warning on UK packs.” 
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Source: Hammond D, et al. Effectiveness of cigarette warning labels in informing smokers about the risks of smoking: findings from the 
International Tobacco Control (ITC) Four Country Survey. Tobacco Control 2006;15 (Suppl III):iii19–iii25.  

� Warnings increase health knowledge. 
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Source: European Commission. Eurobarometer: Survey on Tobacco (Analytical Report). March, 2009 

“Younger respondents, the less-

educated respondents and manual 

workers… appear to be slightly more 

likely to perceive health warnings on 

tobacco packs as being effective.” 

SES & Disparities 
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� 57% of Australian smokers reported that 

the labels have made them think about 

quitting  

 

� 34% say the warnings have helped them 

to try to quit. 

Source: Shanahan, P. and Elliott, D., 2009, Evaluation of the Effectiveness of the Graphic Health Warnings on Tobacco Product Packaging 
2008, Australian Government Department of Health and Ageing, Canberra; 2009.  

� Pictorial warnings promote cessation. 
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92% of US smokers who intend to quit 
cite health concerns as motivation. 

Source: Hammond et al. ITC Four Country Survey. Preliminary findings from Wave 8 from US adult smokers. 2010. 

Motivation to quit 

Warning Labels stopped you from having a 
cigarette.

0

10

20

30

40

Wave 1 Wave 2

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 

Canada
Australia
US
UK

� Second level 
� Third level 
� Fourth level 
� Fifth level 

16 
Warning Labels stopped you from having a 

cigarette.

0

10

20

30

40

Wave 1 Wave 2

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 

Canada
Australia
US
UK

Health Warning Content 

Quit lines 
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After 

Before 

Source: Willemsen M., Simons C, Zeeman g. Tobacco Control 2002;11: 381-2. 

Cessation services 
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Health Warning Labels 

Smoking prevalence? 
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� Health warnings can reduce brand appeal. 

Callery W, Hammond D. O’Connor RJ, Fong GT. Health warnings on smokeless tobacco products. 2009. 
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Source: Environics Research Group. The Health effects of tobacco and health warning messages on cigarette packages—Survey of youth: 
Wave 12 surveys. Prepared for Health Canada; January, 2007.  

“…more than 90% of Canadian youth 

agreed that make smoking seem less 

attractive.” 

� Health warnings can reduce brand appeal. 
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2002 
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2008 

Rotation matters 
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Source: Cigarette health warnings: International status report. Canadian Cancer Society. October 2011. 

Size 
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Message content matters 
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Increasingly graphic message content 

Uruguay 

2008 
2009 

2012 

Canada 2012 

Message content 



FDA “proposed” warnings 

Mode Timeline 

Mexico Face-to-face 2010 

United States Web 2010 

China Face-to-face 2011 

Germany Web 2012 

India Face-to-face In field 

Bangladesh Face-to-face In field 

South Korea Web 2013 

7 Countries 



Health  
Warnings 

� Adaptation of Health Warnings 



� Picture warnings rated as more effective 
than text (p<.001) 

 

• 89% rated pictorial warnings more effective 
 

� Graphic health warnings rated as most 
effective (p<.001) 



Warning Labels stopped you from having a 
cigarette.

0

10

20

30

40

Wave 1 Wave 2

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 

Canada
Australia
US
UK

� Second level 
� Third level 
� Fourth level 
� Fifth level 

33 
Warning Labels stopped you from having a 

cigarette.

0

10

20

30

40

Wave 1 Wave 2

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 

Canada
Australia
US
UK

Graphic warnings 

� Internal 
Graphic 

� External 
� Graphic 

� EXTERNAL graphic warnings more effective than 
INTERNAL graphic warnings (Beta=0.6 p<.001) 
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“Lived experience” 

� Self � Others 

� Warnings depicting experience of OTHERS rated as 
more effective than experience on SELF (p<.001) 

 

• 77% rated experience of “others” more effective than 
“self”. 



“Self” “Other” 

“Lived experience” 

� Warnings depicting experience of OTHERS rated as 
more effective than experience on SELF (p<.001) 

• 77% rated experience of “others” more effective than “self”. 
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� Non-
Testimonial � Testimonial 

� Adding testimonial information increased 
effectiveness (p<.001) 

 

• 89% rated testimonial warnings more effective. 
 



Health Warning Themes 

Testimonial 
 
Contains a personal narrative or story, including personal 
information, including name and age. 

Australia 2012 

Testimonial 
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� Symbolic warnings rated least effective  
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Content 

Defensive avoidance?  

� Fear-arousing information may increase likelihood of 
defensive avoidance.  

“Policy makers should….be reluctant to introduce cigarette 

warning labels and should instead focus on more effective 

interventions and policies.” Ruiter & Kok, 2005 p.329 

Source: Ruiter RAC, Kok G. Saying is not (always) doing: cigarette warning labels are useless. Eur J Public Health 2005;15:329. 

� Measures of attention allocation (e.g.Reaction times & EEG 
measures) 
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Avoidance 
One third of Canadian smokers made an 
attempt to avoid the warnings…. 

Source: Health Canada. Wave 12: THE HEALTH EFFECTS OF TOBACCO AND HEALTH WARNING 
MESSAGES ON CIGARETTE PACKAGES SURVEY OF ADULTS AND ADULT SMOKER; 2007 

Post-implementation  

 
…but they were just as likely to say 
the warnings increase intentions to 
quit and to engage in cessation 
behaviour.” 
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Message recall 
“…what specific health warning messages can 
you remember?” 

Source: Health Canada. Wave 12: THE HEALTH EFFECTS OF TOBACCO AND HEALTH WARNING 
MESSAGES ON CIGARETTE PACKAGES SURVEY OF ADULTS AND ADULT SMOKER; 2007 

Post-implementation  
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Content 

Limits of “graphic” content? 
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Source: Shanahan, P. and Elliott, D., 2009, Evaluation of the Effectiveness of the Graphic Health Warnings on Tobacco Product 
Packaging 2008, Australian Government Department of Health and Ageing, Canberra; 2009.  

Quitline number 

Supportive statement 

Website 

Integration of efficacy messages 
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Content 

Cessation Inserts 
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Links with other media channels 
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Industry legal challenge 
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“That the images were unquestionably designed to evoke 
emotion…further undercuts the Government's argument 
that the images are purely factual and not controversial.  
 
Moreover, it is abundantly clear from viewing these images 
that the emotional response they were crafted to induce is 
calculated to provoke the viewer to quit, or never to start, 
smoking: an objective wholly apart from disseminating 
purely factual and uncontroversial information. “  
       page 14 

Industry legal challenge 

Fact vs. emotion 

Source: Richard J. Leon. Memorandum of Opinion. Nov 7 2011. Civil Case No.  11-1482 (RJL) United States District Court for the District of Columbia. 
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www.tobaccolabels.ca 

Contact 
David Hammond PhD 

School of Public Health & Health Systems 
University of Waterloo 
 
Tel.  519 888 4567 ext.36462 
Email dhammond@uwaterloo.ca 
Web www.davidhammond.ca  


