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on Cigarette Packages
Background

On December 19, 2012, the European Commission presented
a proposal for a “Directive of the European Parliament and
of the Council on the approximation of the laws, regulations
and administrative provisions of the Member States concerning the manufacture, presentation and sale of tobacco
and related products“9. Article 9 of this proposal stipulates
“Combined health warnings for tobacco for smoking”. The
health warnings, which are comprised of a text warning
and a corresponding color photograph specified in a picture
library, are required to cover 75 percent of the external areas
of both the front and back surfaces of unit packets and any
outside packaging.
This proposal is based on recent scientific findings showing
that larger, pictorial health warnings are more effective than
currently used text-only warnings. The proposal implements
Article 11 of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control (FCTC)7,29 on “Packaging and labelling of tobacco
products” and the corresponding Guidelines for implementation30. According to Article 11, health warnings should cover
50 percent or more of the packaging’s principal display areas.
At least 63 countries worldwide have introduced combined
health warnings since 20014 and numerous studies have been
conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of such warnings. In the
following, we will provide a brief overview of recent scientific
evidence on the effectiveness of combined health warnings.

Pictorial Health Warnings Are Effective

Health warnings on tobacco packaging capture attention,
educate effectively about the health hazards of smoking and
make smoking unattractive.

▪▪▪▪
▪▪

Smokers
notice health warnings on tobacco packages,
perceive their message and
are encouraged to think about and change their
smoking behavior, particularly by pictures that elicit
emotions6,8,10,12,15,19,24.
In a review that included a total of 94 studies, combined
warnings were found to have greater impact than text-only
messages in almost all studies; only three studies did not find
picture-based warnings to be more effective than text-only
warnings12. This is also the result of the International Tobacco
Control Policy Evaluation Project (ITC) report, a cross-country
comparison report across 19 countries including seven European countries16.The report finds that health warnings are more
effective in countries where pictorial warnings are displayed on
tobacco packaging than in those where only text messages are
mandatory. In Germany and the Netherlands, for example, textonly health warnings have the lowest impact regarding perception, motivation of smokers to think about their smoking behavior and their motivation to quit. The highest effectiveness was
found in countries such as Thailand, Brazil and Mauritius, which
have introduced large combined health warnings16.
The effectiveness of health warnings depends upon their
size, positioning and design3,12,21.
Health warnings are particularly well noticed and can influence smoking behavior if they are printed on the front in the
upper area and in a large size2,3,19,28: If they cover 75, 90 or
100 percent of the package, they have significantly greater
impact on smokers and non-smokers than those covering
only 50 percent of the package12.

▪▪

Health Warnings – The Bigger the Better

Currently, only text-based health warnings are mandatory in EU countries. These must cover at least 30 percent of the external
surface of the front of a package in countries with one official language. An additional warning label on the back must cover at
least 40 percent of the surface. The percentages are higher for countries with more than one official language.

Germany currently only has text messages that have limited visibility and are sometimes well blended into the brand design
(picture on the left).
The UK introduced pictorial warnings in 2008, with text warnings covering 43 percent of the front and picture warnings covering
53 percent of the back (picture in the center). Although front text labels are larger than in Germany, they are not much more
visible. The large pictorial warning on the back is considerably more noticeable, but due to its location on the back of the packet
it captures much less attention of consumers than if it were placed on the front.
The planned combined health warning for the European Union is the same for front and back of the package; it will cover
75 percent of both sides and be placed in the upper area of the packaging (picture on the right). This pictorial health warning is
much more eye-catching than text-only messages. Brand information becomes less noticeable. The warning label’s position in
the upper area of the package further increases its effect.

Effectiveness of Pictorial Health Warnings
on Cigarette Packages
Noticeable health warnings comprising text and pictures
▪▪are
better perceived and read more often by smokers

than warnings that are purely text-based.
This is shown, for example, in a study from Australia, where
graphic health warnings were introduced in March 20063.
Accordingly, combined warnings are better at communicating the health risks of smoking than text messages11,26,31.
Pictures that elicit strong emotions particularly capture
consumers’ attention12.

Effectiveness in Health Education

convey information.
▪Combined
▪Health warnings
health warnings increase smokers’ knowledge

about the health hazards of smoking13,14,21,23. Graphic warnings
are better suited than text-only warnings to capture attention, and the communicated information is memorized for
a longer time12,24. They are a direct and cost-effective means
of communication, because they reach every smoker and
have a continuous impact as smokers are confronted with
a warning message every time they have a packet in their
hands21. Therefore, health warnings on cigarette packages
are an important health education measure.
Warning labels reach everybody – including
underprivileged population groups.
Pictorial warnings are comprehensible even for individuals
who rarely or never read anything, because a message in
graphic form is more rapidly captured and easier to understand than a text message.
Even those population groups whom health education
normally fails to reach will notice pictorial warning messages.
Recent studies from the USA show that such warning labels
may therefore contribute to reducing health-related social
inequality5,25.

▪▪

Impact of Pictorial Warning Labels on Youth:
Preventing Initiation

Picture health warnings deter youth from starting to
▪▪smoke
and motivate adolescent smokers to quit.

Over 90 percent of youth in Canada and the United Kingdom
state that pictorial warnings convey important information
about smoking and make smoking less attractive for them12,28.
Almost one third of survey participants aged 11-16 years in
the United Kingdom indicated that picture warnings had
stopped them from having a cigarette at least once in the last
month prior to the survey19. Adolescents who already smoke
or are experimenting with smoking do smoke fewer cigarettes or tend to think about quitting due to health warnings12.

Smokers from other countries report that warnings have
caused them to reduce tobacco use and have increased
their readiness to quit and the chances of staying smokefree after quitting1,6,10,12. In Canada, over 40 percent of
smokers have been motivated by health warnings to quit
smoking; in Australia, picture warnings have supported 62
percent of former smokers in their efforts to quit13.
Combined health warnings that include a quitline
telephone number can increase the number of calls3,17.
In Australia, the number of calls to the quitline doubled
in the year that pictorial warnings were introduced. The
effect was greater than the one achieved by TV advertising
campaigns18.
Combined warning labels help former smokers to stay
smoke-free.
A study with former smokers from Australia, Canada,
the UK and the USA has shown that health warnings
can reduce the odds of a smoking relapse, because they
may remind former smokers of the reasons they had for
quitting20.

▪▪
▪▪

Public Support of Picture Warnings

health warnings is great.
▪According
▪Supporttoofacombined
European survey, 76 percent of those questioned supported introducing combined health warnings –
only 19 percent disapproved of it. In Germany, 72 percent
of participants would like to see combined warning labels,
with the disapproval rate being equally low as across the
European Union27.
Smokers would rather get more than less information
on tobacco packages.
According to the ITC report16, about one third of male
smokers would like to get more information about the
health risks of smoking on cigarette packets. About half of
them are satisfied with the amount of health information
currently provided and only twelve percent would prefer
to have less information displayed on tobacco packages.
In all of the countries where the survey was conducted, the
percentage of smokers wishing for more health information was greater than those wishing for less information.
Only in the Netherlands, which had only text-based health
warnings when the survey was taken, considerably more
smokers were against adding more information.

▪▪

Conclusion

health warnings on cigarette packets lead to a significantly
greater motivation to stop smoking than text-only warnings22.

Large pictorial health warnings are an effective means of
tobacco prevention, because they
prevent young people from taking up smoking,
motivate smokers to quit smoking,
prevent relapse in former smokers.
Therefore, pictorial health warnings help to reduce tobacco
use and contribute, in the long term, to reducing tobaccorelated morbidity and mortality and hence to improving
public health.
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Combined warning labels motivate smokers to quit.
▪A▪study
with participants in Germany has shown that graphic

▪▪▪▪
▪▪
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