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Overview 

In this lesson, students debate the effectiveness of health warning labels on tobacco products. They begin by looking at 

different warning labels from around the world, and then focus specifically on Canada's new visual warning labels. 

Students discuss the elements of effective warning labels, and look at the difficulties of reaching young people with 

health messages.  

Learning Outcomes 

Students will demonstrate: 

 an awareness of the government's role in protecting people's health 

 an understanding of the challenges in reaching young people with health messages 

 an appreciation of the design elements of effective warning labels 

 

Preparation and Materials  

Photocopy student handouts: 

 Health Warnings  

 Canadian Tobacco Warning Labels 

 

Procedure 

Guided Discussion  

Distribute the Health Warnings handout to students, and review warnings from various countries. (You may want to 

skim over the Canadian warning labels, as you will focus on them in more detail shortly.) Ask students: 

 Do you think these warnings would change a person's mind about smoking? 

 Why or why not? 

 Which ones would be the most effective? 

Tobacco Labels  

Level:  Grades 6 to 9 

About the Author:  This lesson has been adapted from Smoke-
Free for Life, a smoking prevention curriculum 
supplement from the Nova Scotia Department 
of Health, Drug Dependency and Tobacco 
Control Unit.  
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Tobacco Labels   ●  Lesson Plan  ●  Grades 6 – 9 

 
A group of former smokers, the Canadian Council for Non-Smoking, wants to replace stark labels on cigarette packages 

with positive messages that would encourage smokers to quit. Their packages would include slogans such as: "Quitting 

smoking is one of the most challenging tasks you will ever face. Do it. It will empower you."; and "Quitting smoking will 

absolutely extend your life span." 

 Do you think this would be more effective than traditional, scare-tactic warning labels? 

 Ask students to brainstorm which elements they believe to be the most important in creating effective health 

warning labels. 

 
The World Conference on Tobacco or Health lists these aspects as essential: 

 Warning labels should be in black and white (or other sharply contrasting colours) and should occupy at least 

25 per cent of the back and front of the package. 

 Type style and size must be specified. 

 Messages should be unequivocal, simple and stark, conveying both the nature and magnitude of the risks. 

 Warning labels should include rotating messages on different packs. 

 Warning labels should be applied to all tobacco products. 

 Package labels should also include information on how to quit smoking and a phone number for more 

information. 

 Tobacco companies should only be permitted to use plain packaging. 

Source: 11th World Conference on Tobacco or Health 

Distribute the Canadian Tobacco Warning Labels handout to students (or place it on an overhead projector, digital 

whiteboard or data projector). Ask students: 

 What is the main message of each label? 

 Which do you think is likely to be more effective, the images that are visually striking (such as Oral Cancer or 

Macular Degeneration warnings) or those that are meant to be emotionally affecting (such as the Second-

Hand Smoke and Premature Death warnings)?  

 Do you think that some warnings are aimed more at young people? Why?  

 In Canada, all packages of cigarettes must feature a warning label. The regulations also require that 

manufacturers vary the warnings that they use on the different types of packages they produce, and have set 

minimum and maximum limits to make sure that all of the 16 warning labels are used equally as often (for 

example, if 1,000 packs of “Brand X” cigarettes are made, at least 33 out of that 1,000 must have each of the 

16 warnings and no more than 91 can have any single warning.) Why do you think this rule exists?  

 These regulations apply to cigarettes and cigarillos but not cigars. Some tobacco manufacturers have 

created cigars that are just heavy enough to not be labelled in the same way. Do you think these rules should 

apply to cigars as well? Why or why not? 

 In Australia, cigarette packages only have the health warning and a plain label with the name of the brand. 

Do you think that Canada should adopt the same rule? Why or why not? 
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Tobacco Labels   ●  Lesson Plan  ●  Grades 6 – 9 

Put the Tobacco Warning overhead onto the overhead projector, digital whiteboard or data projector. Ask students: 

 How close to the truth do you think this cartoon is? 

 Research has shown that health warnings are effective in preventing people from starting to smoke and 

helping people to stop smoking. Do you think this is likely to be true with teens? What personality traits of 

teenagers might cause tough warning labels to backfire? 

 

Should this sort of advertising be permitted? 

Activity 

 Divide the class into small groups. Each group brainstorms some health warnings that would work best for 

teenagers and kids and writes them down. Come back together as a class and share the results. Students 

can vote on the most effective messages. 

 Have students create posters from the messages they have selected. 
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Tobacco Labels  ●  Overhead 

Tobacco Cartoon  
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Health Warnings 

Countries around the world require health warnings to be printed on cigarette packages. Here are some examples: 

Canada 

The Tobacco Products Labelling Regulations (http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2011-177/index.html) 

requires that all cigarettes display health warning messages that take up at least 75 per cent of the main display surface 

of the package. There are sixteen health warning messages (http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hc-ps/tobac-tabac/legislation/label-

etiquette/cigarette-eng.php#info). Each manufacturer must vary the warnings that they use on the different types of 

packages they produce, and have set minimum and maximum limits to make sure that all of the 16 warning labels are 

used equally often (for example, if 1000 packs of “Brand X” cigarettes are made, at least 33 out of that 1000 must have 

each of the 16 warnings and no more than 91 can have any single warning).  

The regulations also require that the inside of the cigarette packages display information on the dangerous emissions of 

cigarettes and a health information message leaflet aimed at helping smokers to quit.   

These regulations also apply to cigarillios, or “little cigars,” which weigh less than 1.4 grams each. However, cigars 1.5 

grams and over do not have to be labelled. 

United States 

In 2013, the planned introduction of new warning labels, including graphic images, in the United States was stalled by a 

successful lawsuit by tobacco manufacturers.  

In 1984, four rotating warnings were required to appear on cigarette packages and advertisements, prefaced with 

"Surgeon General's warning": 

  Smoking causes lung cancer, heart disease, emphysema, and may complicate pregnancy. 

  Quitting smoking now greatly reduces serious risks to your health. 

  Smoking by pregnant women may result in fetal injury, premature birth, and low birth weight. 

  Cigarette smoke contains carbon monoxide.  

 
The following health warnings appear on packages of smokeless tobacco (snuff, chewing tobacco): 

 This product may cause gum disease and tooth loss. 

 This product may cause mouth cancer. 

 This product is not a safe alternative to cigarettes. 

 
Under the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act of 2009, larger and stronger warning labels were 

required for smokeless tobacco products in 2010, and larger, stronger and graphic warning labels were required for 

cigarettes in 2012. 
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European Union (EU) 

In May 2001, a directive of the European Parliament and Council regulating tobacco products became law. Health 

warnings shall cover at least 30 per cent of the front and 40 per cent of the back surface of individual packets of tobacco. 

The following warnings will be rotated on the most visible surface: 

 Smoking kills/smoking can kill. 

 Smoking seriously harms you and others around you.  

 
And the additional warnings shall be printed on the other most visible surface of the package: 

 Smokers die younger. 

 Smoking clogs the arteries and causes heart attacks and strokes. 

 Smoking causes fatal lung cancer. 

 Smoking when pregnant harms your baby. 

 Protect children: don't make them breathe your smoke. 

 Your doctor or your pharmacist can help you stop smoking. 

 Smoking is highly addictive, don't start. 

 Stopping smoking reduces the risk of fatal heart and lung diseases. 

 Smoking can cause a slow and painful death. 

 Get help to stop smoking: (telephone/postal address/internet address/consult your doctor/pharmacist). 

 Smoking may reduce the blood flow and causes impotence. 

 Smoking causes ageing of the skin. 

 Smoking can damage the sperm and decreases fertility. 

 Smoke contains benzene, nitrosamines, formaldehyde and hydrogen cyanide.  

 
Council Directive on the Regulation of Tobacco Products 

European Union, The European Parliament and The Council 

Brussels, 5 April 2001. 

Australia 

In January of 2012 Australia updated its health warnings on tobacco packaging. Each warning now must cover 75 per 

cent of the front of the package and 90 per cent of the back; as well, different brands are not allowed to use colour, 

shape, logos or anything other than the name of the brand and manufacturer in their packaging. Unlike in Canada, 

Australia’s rules apply to all tobacco products. 

 

Reprinted with permission from Smoke-Free for Life, a smoking prevention curriculum supplement from the 

Nova Scotia Department of Health, Drug Dependency and Tobacco Control Unit, 1996. Adapted and updated 

2002. Updated 2013. 
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Canadian Tobacco Warning Labels 
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