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Abstract
Background: Health warnings on cigarette packages are among the most common means of
communicating the health risks of smoking. However, few studies have evaluated the impact of
package warnings on consumer knowledge about tobacco risks.
Objective: The aim of the current study was to use nationally representative samples of adult
smokers from the United States (USA), the United Kingdom (UK), Canada (CAN), and Australia
(AUS) from the International Tobacco Control Four Country Survey (ITC-4) to examine variations
in smokers’ knowledge about tobacco risks and the impact of package warnings.
Methods: A telephone survey was conducted with 9058 adult smokers from the following
countries: USA (n = 2138), UK (n = 2401), CAN (n = 2214) and AUS (n = 2305). Respondents
were asked to state whether they believed smoking caused heart disease, stroke, impotence,
lung cancer in smokers, and lung cancer in non-smokers. Respondents were also asked whether
the following chemicals are found in cigarette smoke: cyanide, arsenic and carbon monoxide.
Findings: Smokers in the four countries exhibited significant gaps in their knowledge of the risks
of smoking. Smokers who noticed the warnings were significantly more likely to endorse health
risks, including lung cancer and heart disease. In each instance where labelling policies differed
between countries, smokers living in countries with government mandated warnings reported
greater health knowledge. For example, in Canada, where package warnings include information
about the risks of impotence, smokers were 2.68 (2.41–2.97) times more likely to agree that
smoking causes impotence compared to smokers from the other three countries.
Conclusion: Smokers are not fully informed about the risks of smoking. Warnings that are
graphic, larger, and more comprehensive in content are more effective in communicating the
health risks of smoking.
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