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Tobacco companies oppose pictorial warnings because they see them as a 
threat to their business. Below are a series of arguments against pictorial warning 
labels tobacco companies use around the world, followed by responses that refute each 
argument.

Industry argument:	 There is no evidence that pictorial warning labels work.
RESPONSE: Research shows that large, graphic warning labels cause smokers to smoke 
fewer cigarettes, avoid smoking in front of children and pregnant women, and smoke 
less at home.2  Warning labels also increase knowledge about risks associated with 
smoking and can persuade smokers to quit.3, 4  The most effective warning labels are 
large, clear, cover at least 50% of the package’s principal areas (front and back of the 
product package) and have colorful pictures. Messages should include the magnitude 
of specific risks and should include pictures, especially to cater to audiences with low 
literacy.5, 6  Health warning labels that do not meet size, message, or graphic image 
requirements will not be as effective. Emphasis on quit-lines along with other effective 
messages about cessation, adverse economic and social outcomes, and negative impact 
of tobacco use on loved ones on graphic warnings are effective ways to inform the 
public about adverse effects and motivate quit behavior. Graphic warnings should also 
include quitline information.7 ■

Industry argument:	 Smokers already know the risks of smoking. 
RESPONSE: Studies show that a large proportion of smokers have an inadequate 
knowledge of the health effects associated with smoking and underestimate the severity 
and magnitude of those risks.3  An understanding of both the risks and severity of 
smoking are important factors in motivating smokers to quit. Picture-based warnings 
can be effective in conveying the severity of those risks.8-12  Smokers report that they 
receive more information about the risks of smoking from the tobacco product package 
than from any other source except television.13, 14 ■

Industry argument:	 Many people can’t read so warning labels won’t work.
RESPONSE: Pictures must accompany text messages. Pictures can graphically illustrate 
the health harms of smoking and secondhand smoke and can be understood even 
without text.15-17 ■

Industry argument:	 Large graphic health warnings violate tobacco manufacturers’ 
right to property, including trademark protections.
RESPONSE: Although the tobacco industry makes this claim, governments in many 
countries have rejected it and have enacted strong laws requiring large, pictorial 
warnings. This has been done, in the vast majority of instances, without legal 
challenge from the tobacco industry. When legal challenges have been made, courts 
have ruled against the tobacco companies. For example, the European Union Court 
of Justice ruled against the British American Tobacco (BAT) and Japan Tobacco 
International (JTI) argument that the Directive’s18 decision to require large warnings 
and ban misleading information violated the right to property, including trademark 
protections.19 The Canadian Supreme Court rejected a tobacco industry claim that 
pictorial warnings violated its freedom of expression under the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms.13, 20 ■
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Industry argument:	 Restrictions on freedom of expression and property rights 
should only be allowed when there is an urgent social need.
RESPONSE: The global tobacco epidemic is an urgent public health problem. It is 
estimated that by 2030, there will be more than 8 million deaths every year and 80% of 
those tobacco deaths will be in developing countries.21 Large graphic warning labels can 
motivate smokers to quit and discourage nonsmokers and youth from starting.13, 22, 23 ■

Industry argument:	 Graphic health warnings may be in violation of a country’s 
obligation as a signatory to international treaties on trade and intellectual property.
RESPONSE: Parties to the FCTC are guided by the principle that every person should 
be informed of the health consequences, addictive nature and mortal threat posed by 
tobacco consumption and exposure to tobacco smoke.24  In furtherance of this principle, 
FCTC Article 11 requires Parties to adopt and implement large, clear, visible and legible 
health warnings that may include pictures within three years after the treaty’s entry into 
force in their countries.25 ■

Industry argument:	 Health warnings reduce the value of private property by 
eliminating “goodwill” associated with the package.
RESPONSE: The value of a tobacco manufacturers’ branded product does not outweigh the 
government’s interest and authority to protect its citizens from misleading and deceptive 
packaging that directly or indirectly implies that one tobacco brand is less harmful than 
another. ■ 

Industry argument:	 Large warnings deprive consumers of the information they need 
to distinguish one company’s products from another’s.
RESPONSE: Tobacco product packages are sophisticated advertising and promotional 
tools designed to communicate with targeted consumers including adolescents.26 ■

Industry argument:	 Printing graphic warning labels and rotating messages is too 
expensive and difficult to maintain.
RESPONSE: The technology required to print color warnings is widespread.4  Tobacco 
companies change their packaging all the time to promote new products and flavors. It is 
no more difficult or expensive to add new warning labels.21 ■

Industry argument:	 Tobacco companies need more time to implement pictorial 
warnings than the time allowed by law.
RESPONSE: Tobacco companies have demonstrated that they are able to implement 
full-color pictorial warning label requirements in six to nine months. In Canada, the 
industry complied six months after the regulations were finalized. The law required that 
about 50% of tobacco packages had to have the new warnings in place within 6 months 
from enactment. Any remaining packaging had to comply within 1 year.27  Canada’s 
experience in countering the industry’s arguments against implementation of pictorial 
warnings is described in detail in its regulatory impact analysis statement.28 In Brazil, 
compliance was achieved in 9 months, despite industry claims about its lack of technical 
capacity to produce full color warnings in the time required.29  According to the FCTC, 
implementation of pictorial warning labels should take no more than 12 months from any 
government’s regulation date.30 ■

Industry argument:	 When people buy single cigarettes, they won’t even see 
packages.
RESPONSE: Warning labels should be adapted for all types of tobacco packaging not 
just the cigarette pack.4  If the health messages are large and clear enough, people will 
see them when they are displayed for sale, when they are taken out of smokers’ pockets 
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and purses, and when they are discarded. Warning labels are one of the cheapest and 
widest-reaching forms of public education available, whether people are buying single 
cigarettes or packs.31-33 ■

Industry argument:	 Graphic warnings ‘demonize’ smokers.
RESPONSE: Graphic warnings do not ‘demonize’ smokers. Studies show that large 
pictorial warnings are supported by a majority of non-smokers and smokers alike.16, 

34  Graphic warnings provide smokers with helpful information on health effects, and 
support for large graphic warnings actually increases over time.4  Smokers living in 
countries that already have large picture warnings, such as Canada, report wanting to see 
more health information on their packages.35 ■

Industry argument:	 If the government wants to put out health warning messages, it 
should use billboards or TV commercials. 
RESPONSE: Tobacco packaging has universal reach, and the cost of package warnings 
is paid for by tobacco companies, not government. Further, the combination of a mass 
media campaign and enhanced package warnings is more effective than a mass media 
campaign on its own.21 ■ 

Industry argument:	 Health warnings should inform the public, rather than frighten or 
stigmatize smokers.
RESPONSE: Effective warning labels increase knowledge about risks associated with 
smoking and can influence future decisions about smoking.3, 4 Warning labels are most 
effective at communicating the health risks of tobacco use when they contain both 
pictures and words, are large, and use color.13, 15  Large pictorial warnings are supported 
by a majority of non-smokers and smokers alike, graphic warnings provide smokers 
with important information about health effects, and support for large graphic warnings 
actually increases over time.34-36 ■

(1) The Tobacco Institute. Tobacco in the developing nations (internal industry document.) 1980. Bates No. HK1327041/7057. http://legacy.library.ucsf.edu/tid/iji20a00  (2) Health 
Promotion Board — Singapore. Graphic health warnings on tobacco packaging inspire smokers to quit the habit: Singapore: 2006. Available from: http://www.hpb.gov.sg/hpb/default.
asp?pg_id=2233. (3) Hammond D, Fong GT, Borland R, Cummings KM, McNeill A, Driezen P. Text and graphic warnings on cigarette packages: Findings from the international 
tobacco control four country study. American Journal of Preventive Medicine. 2007 Mar;32(3):202-9.  (4) Hammond D. Tobacco labelling toolkit: Implementation. In: Hammond 
D, editor. Tobacco Labeling and Packaging Toolkit: a guide to FCTC article 11. Waterloo: University of Waterloo; 2008.  (5) CRÉATEC + Market Studies. Effectiveness of health 
warning messages on cigarette packages in informing less-literate smokers, final report. Montreal, Quebec: Communications Canada; 2003. Available from: http://www.smoke-free.
ca/warnings/WarningsResearch/Createc_LiteracyFinal_EN__Dec03.doc.  (6) Millar WJ. Reaching smokers with lower educational achievement. Health Reports (Statistics Canada). 
1996;8(2):11-9.  (7) World Health Organization (WHO). Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, Guidelines to Article 11, para 23. Geneva: WHO; 2009. Available from: http://
www.who.int/fctc/guidelines/article_11/en/index.html.   (8) Levie WH, Lentz R. Effects of text illustrations: A review of research. Educational Communication and Technology 
Journal. 1982;30(4):195-232.  (9) Braun CC, Kline PB, Silver NC. The influence of colour on warning label perceptions. International Journal of Industrial Ergomonics. 1995.  (10) 
Wogalter WS, Godfrey SS, Fontenelle GA, Desaulniers DR, Rothstein PR, Laughery KR. Effectiveness of warnings. Human Factors. 1987;29(5):599-612.  (11) Sherman SJ, Cialdini 
RB, Schwartzmann DF, Reynolds KD. Imagining can heighten or lower the perceived likelihood of contracting a disease: The mediating effect of ease of imagery. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin. 1985;11(1):118-27.  (12) Leventhal H. Findings and theory in the study of fear communications. In: Berkowitz L, editor. Advances in experimental social 
psychology. New York: Academic Press; 1970. p. 119-86.  (13) Hammond D. Health warnings on tobacco packages: Summary of evidence and legal challenges. Waterloo: University 
of Waterloo; 2008 [cited on 2008 September 25]. Available from: http://tobaccofreecenter.org/files/pdfs/reports_articles/India%20Labelling%20Review-Revised%20(Hammond%20
2008).pdf.  (14) Hammond D, Fong GT, McNeill A, Borland R, Cummings KM. 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 Jun;15 Suppl 3:iii19-25.  (15) Liefeld JP. The relative importance of the size, content 
and pictures on cigarette package warning messages. Department of Consumer Studies, University of Guelph, Prepared for Health Canada; 1999.  (16) O’Hegarty M, Pederson LL, 
Nelson D, Mowery P, Gable JM, Wortley P. Reactions of young adult smokers to warning labels on cigarette packages. American Journal of Preventive Medicine. 2006;30(6):467-
73.  (17) Environics Research Group. Testing new health warning messages for cigarette packages: A summary of three phases of focus group research: Final report, prepared for 
Health Canada. 2000. Available from: http://www.tobaccolabels.ca/healt/canada.  (18) European Union (EU). Directive 2001/37/EC. 2001. Available from: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/
LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2001:194:0026:0034:EN:PDF.  (19) Case C-491/01, The Queen v. Secretary of State for Health. ex parte British American Tobacco (Investments) 
Ltd. and Imperial Tobacco Ltd., (2002).  (20) Canada (Attorney General) v. JTI-Macdonald Corp., [2007] 2 S.C.R. 610, 2007 SCC 30, (2007).  (21) World Health Organization (WHO). 
WHO Report on the global tobacco epidemic, 2008: The MPOWER package. Geneva: 2008. Available from: http://www.who.int/entity/tobacco/mpower/mpower_report_full_2008.
pdf.  (22) Vardavas CI, Connolly G, Karamanolis K, Kafatos A. Adolescents perceived effectiveness of the proposed European graphic tobacco warning labels. European Journal of 
Public Health. 2009 Apr;19(2):212-7.  (23) White V, Webster B, Wakefield M. Do graphic health warning labels have an impact on adolescents’ smoking-related beliefs and behaviours? 
Addiction. 2008 Sep;103(9):1562-71.  (24) World Health Organization (WHO). Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, Article 4. Geneva: 2003. Available from: http://www.
who.int/fctc/text_download/en/.  (25) World Health Organization (WHO). Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, Article 11.1(b)(I-v). Geneva: 2003. Available from: http://www.
who.int/fctc/text_download/en/.  (26) Wakefield M, Morley C, Horan JK, Cummings KM. The cigarette pack as image: New evidence from tobacco industry documents. Tobbaco 
Control. 2002 March;11 Suppl 1:I73-80.  (27) Mahood G, World Health Organization. Canada’s Tobacco Package Label or Warning System: “Telling the Truth” about Tobacco Product 
Risks. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2003. Available from: http://www.who.int/tobacco/training/success_stories/en/best_practices_canada_package.pdf.  (28) Health Canada. 
Tobacco Products Information Regulations. Regulatory Impact Analysis Statement. Canada Gazette Part I; April 1, 2000.  (29) Cavalcante T, World Health Organization. Labelling 
and Packaging in Brazil. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2003. Available from: http://www.who.int/tobacco/training/success_stories/en/best_practices_brazil_labelling.pdf.  (30) 
World Health Organization. Guidelines for implementation of Article 11 of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (Packaging and labelling of tobacco products). 
Geneva: World Health Organization; 2008. Available from: http://www.who.int/fctc/guidelines/article_11/en/index.html.  (31) Brown KS, Diener A, Ahmed R, Hammond D. Survey 
methods. In: Health Canada, editor. 2002 Youth Smoking Survey Technical Report. Ottowa: Ministry of Health; 2005.  (32) Environics Research Group. The health effects of tobacco 
and health warning messages on cigarette packages--Survey of adults and adult smokers: Wave 9 surveys. 2005.  (33) Fong G. International tobacco control policy evaluation. ITC South 
East Asia Survey; 2007.  (34) Hammond D, Fong GT, McDonald PW, Cameron R, Brown KS. Impact of the graphic Canadian warning labels on adult smoking behaviour. Tobacco 
Control. 2003 Dec;12(4):391-5.  (35) Hammond D, Fong GT, McDonald PW, Brown KS, Cameron R. Graphic Canadian cigarette warning labels and adverse outcomes: evidence 
from Canadian smokers. American Journal of Public Health. 2004 Aug;94(8):1442-5.  (36) O’Hegarty M, Pederson LL, Yenokyan G, Nelson D, Wortley P. Young adults’ perceptions 
of cigarette warning labels in the United States and Canada. Preventing Chronic Disease. 2007.

Warning label, Pakistan


